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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Setting the stage 

 

“We are drawn by desire - a chance at good living, yet we are consciously or unconsciously aware that the 

world is suffering for our success. Our dependence on nature to provide the materials for our consumption 

and our concern for the health of our planet sets us into an uneasy contradiction”. 

 

- Edward Burtynsky1 

 

In his artist statement, photographer Edward Burtynsky poignantly sets the stage for this 

study. His work illustrates the ‘uneasy contradictions’ inherent in modern-day life’s desires 

for material development and ‘good living’ on the one hand and ‘dependency on nature’ and 

‘the health of our planet’ on the other. In Southern Africa where this study is located, these 

and other uneasy contradictions are manifold and the story that I want to tell aims to shed 

light on some of them. In short, it is a story of struggles. Contradictory struggles, that is: 

around people that try to make a decent livelihood in difficult circumstances; around the need 

to safeguard precious biological diversity and cultural heritage; and around conservation and 

development discourses and interventions that aim to balance the two in an increasingly 

complex, globalising world. The study focuses specifically on transfrontier conservation and 

development discourses and interventions: one of the more recent, popular trends in Southern 

Africa and beyond. So-called Transfrontier Conservation Areas (TFCAs) encompass many 

actors; cover large spaces and unleash contradictions and struggles on wholly new scales and 

in new ways. 

 

Transfrontier conservation areas are principally aimed at conserving biological diversity 

across national boundaries. In line with broader discourses around sustainable development, 

bioregionalism and Community-Based Natural Resource Management, a second general 

objective of TFCAs is to uplift livelihoods of rural people living in and around these border 

spaces. By creating transfrontier institutions that bind states together for these purposes a third 

dimension emerges: stimulating international cooperation between countries. Consequently, 

TFCAs are also marketed as ‘peace parks’. The Southern African region has taken a strong 
                                                 
1 http://www.edwardburtynsky.com - artist statement. Last viewed: 26 June 2008. 
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global leadership role in establishing TFCAs. The most common arrangement is to link two 

adjoining national parks, for instance the combination of South Africa’s Kalahari Gemsbok 

National Park and Botswana’s Gemsbok National Park into the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. 

The less applied and more complex transfrontier conservation format is to stimulate the same 

objectives across a variety of land tenure systems besides protected areas, such as commonage 

areas, private land, and so forth. This is the case with the TFCA that is the central focus of 

this study, the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project between South Africa and Lesotho. 

 

The ambitious nature and scale of TFCAs add to the contradictions and struggles engrained in 

their conceptualisation, constitution and implementation through interventions. While the 

growing critical literature on transfrontier conservation is increasingly exposing these in 

Southern Africa (Duffy, 1997; Wolmer, 2003; Draper et al, 2004; Schoon, 2005; Van 

Amerom and Büscher, 2005; Duffy, 2006; Ramutsindela, 2007; Dressler and Büscher, 2008), 

I argue that this is still done in a rather piecemeal fashion. So far, there has been little attempt 

to build an overall critical analytical framework to study the rise, conceptualisation and 

implementation of transfrontier conservation and the contradictions and struggles they 

unleash. The thesis aims to do so by analysing TFCAs in Southern Africa as contemporary 

manifestations of neoliberal governance of conservation and development, both in specific 

geographical settings and on various conceptual levels of abstraction. 

 

If there is one concept that embodies ‘contradiction’, it is neoliberalism. Neoliberalism, 

simply defined, denotes the increasingly all-pervasive trend to subordinate social and political 

affairs to ‘self-regulating market dynamics’. Neoliberalism is today’s hegemonic political 

ideology; its proponents use devolved governance strategies such as competition and 

commercialisation to establish a new social order that is global in its ambition (Harvey, 2005). 

Much literature has appeared recently that aims to better understand the active constitution of 

neoliberalism within different facets of life, including development, conservation and their 

interlinkages (McCarthy and Prudham, 2004; Ferguson, 2006; Bush, 2007; Igoe and 

Brockington, 2007; Li, 2007; Büscher, 2008a; Castree, 2008a; 2008b). One common thread 

through these, and other critical studies from across the disciplinary spectrum, is indeed 

neoliberalism’s contradictory nature, which is the reason why it is so pervasive, dominant and 

seductive (Igoe and Brockington, 2007).  
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As will be illustrated in the thesis, neoliberalism’s most profound contradiction is of the 

‘meta’ kind: the ability of its proponents to produce and favour discourses seemingly free of 

contradictions while these saturate its practices. In fact, a major part of neoliberalism’s 

attractiveness and pervasiveness lies precisely in this ability to hybridise with and stimulate 

consensus-oriented discourses, such as transfrontier conservation, despite their increasingly 

contradictory realities. Put even stronger, I will argue that the very purpose of these 

discourses is to mask contradictory realities so as to legitimate further neoliberal expansion. 

As such, this process also pervaded the still dominant ‘predecessor’ or ‘over-arching 

associate’ of transfrontier conservation, namely ‘community-based conservation’ (CBC) or 

‘community-based natural resources management’ (CBNRM)2. CBC ideas emerged in the 

1970s and 1980s as a reaction to former top-down ‘fortress’ models of conservation that 

excluded people, especially so in biodiversity-rich developing countries (Hulme and 

Murphree, 2001; Ros-Tonen and Dietz, 2005). This conservation discourse, built on respect 

for indigenous knowledge, awareness of historical injustices and the compatibility of human 

development and conservation of nature, has since proved susceptible to neoliberal intrusion 

and hybridisation (McCarthy, 2005).  

 

In practice, this becomes clear, for example, by the ease with which neoliberal models of 

governance merge with CBNRM in Southern Africa (Dressler and Büscher, 2008). The result 

is a continuous amalgamation of mixed ‘institutional forms and political agendas’ that favour 

particular constructions of governance of conservation and development around faith in 

markets to assign roles to communities, the state and other ‘stakeholders’ (McCarthy, 2005: 

998). Discourses are constructed in this same vein, combining a seeming actor- (or 

‘stakeholder’-) oriented flexibility in terms of productively hybridising a wide variety of 

different political agendas with a structural tendency to align these according to the self-

regulating dynamics of the market. Thus, the ‘uneasy contradiction’ can be stated even more 

sharply. On the one hand, quoting Igoe and Brockington (2007: 435), “neoliberal 

conservation moves beyond a world of win-win solutions to a world of win-win-win-win-win-

win-win (or win7 if you like) solutions that benefit: corporate investors, national economies, 

biodiversity, local people, western consumers, development agencies, and the conservation 

organizations that receive funding from those agencies to undertake large conservation 

                                                 
2 CBRNM is more commonly used in the Southern African Region, while CBC denotes the general discourse. I 

will use these two terms interchangeably throughout the thesis. 
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interventions”. On the other hand, neoliberal conservation and development is characterised 

by continuous dispossession, increasing inequality and accelerating environmental 

degradation (Kovel, 2002; Harvey, 2005; Ferguson, 2006; Li, 2007). 

 

So far, however – and this is another one of its attractive features - neoliberalism is able to 

deal with and even incorporate many of its own systemic contradictions (Hartwick and Peet 

2003), for example by commercialising not only its excesses but also its alternatives (Kovel, 

2002). As such, it is adequate to describe the neoliberalisation of conservation and 

development as one of the major struggles of our time and one that – despite its long history 

within the broader framework of capitalist development - only recently began to be 

investigated seriously in the disciplines of anthropology, geography and political science. 

Compounding the impacts of neoliberalisation and the difficulties of understanding these is 

that this process takes place in an increasingly complex world characterised by contradictory 

forces of globalisation, localisation, rapid technological changes and ever-increasing mobility 

of people, goods and information, amongst others (Sonnenfeld and Mol, 2002). By focusing 

on TFCAs as particular conceptual and institutional manifestations, I aim to develop a more 

comprehensive, critical understanding of the neoliberal constitution and contradictions in the 

fields of conservation and development more generally. 

 

An uncertain mission? Perhaps. Risky? Definitely. But then again, uncertainties are inherent 

in every social science project and should be acknowledged right from the outset (Quarles van 

Ufford, 1996; Latour, 2005: 121-140). Hence, in describing the ‘transformative’ effects of 

neoliberalism on conservation and development, I aim to do just that: examine the 

constitution of neoliberalism in the field of conservation and development and empirically 

illustrate this through a careful description of situated practices within Transfrontier 

Conservation Areas in the Southern African region. Southern Africa boasts many actual and 

potential TFCAs (see figure 1) as well as powerful advocates of this new trend. The region is 

therefore often looked at for inspiration in other parts of the world, further emphasising the 

significance of the research. Having said that, this study will not conclude with the ‘lessons 

learned’ and ‘best practices’ so popular in today’s donor and ‘non-governmental’ lexicon. Its 

framework of departure is distinctly critical as opposed to problem-solving (Cox, 1981). 

Following Cox, Ford argues that “a critical approach distinguishes critical theory from 

problem-solving theory, where the latter takes for granted the framework of existing power 

relations and institutions and is concerned with the smooth functioning of the system. By 
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contrast, critical theory calls the very framework into question and seeks to analyze how it is 

maintained and changed” (Ford, 2003: 121). 

 

Critical, thus, does not mean ‘negative’. Yet, it often connotes as such with the people 

involved in one’s research. This makes the need for methodological reflexivity, analytical 

precision and continuous engagement with ‘the field’ even more important, as shall be 

explained in more depth below. To start with, however, it is important to note that the 

research field – and thus also the analysis - is multi-level. As said, Southern Africa is the 

region of focus and the subject matter will firstly be examined from a regional, more abstract 

level. The second level is that of the actual situated practices in one TFCA: the Maloti-

Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area between South Africa and 

Lesotho (see figure 2). From 2003 to 2008, this particular TFCA has been established through 

strong donor support in the shape of an intervention: the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier 

Project (MDTP). Like other TFCAs, the MDTP has shown clear signs of neoliberal 

hybridisation, which have guided the empirical directions of this research. Despite a recent 

surge, few empirical studies on the neoliberal constitution within conservation and 

development exist and many of those that do often do not connect multiple levels of analysis. 

This is the gap that the present study aims to fill. 

 

1.2 Research questions  

The following central research question guided the research:  

How is contemporary neoliberalism constituted within transfrontier governance structures 

and intervention strategies linking conservation and development in Southern Africa and how 

does this affect the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and 

Development Project of reaching its twin objectives of conservation and development? 

 

Three sub-questions have been formulated: 

1. What are the characteristics of the conservation-development discourse in Southern Africa 

over time and how has this influenced the political mobilisation process of TFCAs? 

2. How do these characteristics together with current features of neoliberalism work out in 

the regional politics and governance of Transfrontier Conservation Areas? 
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3. How does contemporary neoliberalism influence the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg 

Transfrontier Conservation and Development Project of reaching its twin objectives of 

conservation and development? 

 

These research questions reflect the main concerns and concepts of the thesis: neoliberalism, 

power, governance and politics around the conservation-development nexus in Southern 

Africa. The questions also determine the structure of the thesis, as they progress from the 

abstract to the concrete and from the regional to the local level.  

 

1.3 Scope of the study 

All of the above is still comparatively broad, which on the one hand is unavoidable and even 

necessary if one wants to tackle large, interdependent issues and not succumb to empiricism. 

On the other hand, there is a need to focus and demarcate the subject matter. One merely has 

to think about the many possible theoretical angles to choose from when studying TFCAs to 

illustrate this point: TFCAs harbour commonage areas, hence Common Property Literature is 

relevant; TFCAs transcend (international) borders, hence hinge on International Relations, 

security studies and Political Science; TFCAs aim to streamline and coordinate institutions of 

multiple countries and institutionalise transfrontier collaboration in countries, bringing 

institutional literature to the fore; TFCAs are about bioregional planning and thus the need for 

landscape planning, political environmental geography and ecosystem management comes in; 

TFCAs are intended to sustainably develop local communities, hence Community-Based 

Natural Resource Management, co-management, development studies, anthropological and 

conservation-development literature should be vital; TFCAs are expected to re-establish 

animal migratory routes and conserve biodiversity, which shows a clear need for conservation 

biology, environmental studies and zoology; TFCAs are important PR mechanisms to attract 

tourists which in turn support economic growth, thus tourism studies, economics and even 

marketing studies are not to be surpassed; TFCAs do not appear and function in a historical 

vacuum, hence history is relevant and TFCAs are also called ‘peace parks’, rendering peace 

studies appropriate as well. One could carry on like this, but the two contradictory points are 

clear: the importance of broad interdisciplinarity and the need for some degree of delineation. 

 

In terms of interdisciplinarity, it should be clear that the net has been cast wide on purpose. 

The literature fields closest to the topic are development studies, political ecology, and ‘third 
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world’ political studies, all of which are inherently interdisciplinary. Hence, input from 

critical political science, anthropological and political geography have predominantly 

informed this thesis. A second argument for interdisciplinarity emerges from the author’s 

institutional setting and the switch from a more structure to a more actor oriented academic 

discipline. Compounded by having three supervisors from different disciplines (geography, 

international relations and anthropology) the switch from studying at the Political Science 

Department to being employed by the Social and Cultural Anthropology Department of the 

VU University Amsterdam necessitated disciplinary and methodological self-reflection. My 

subsequent ‘anthropological approach to political science’ (see methodology section: 1.5) 

during fieldwork, combined with further literature search led me to the conclusion that actor 

and structure approaches are not mutually exclusive: “just as social structures are 

ontologically dependent upon and therefore constituted by the practices and self-

understandings of agents, the causal powers and interests of those agents, in their own turn, 

are constituted and therefore explained by structures” (Wendt, 1987: 359). As a result, the 

thesis has become a truly multi-level and interdisciplinary work: investigating a structure 

oriented research question by looking at situational factors among specific actors, time and 

place (within Southern African transfrontier conservation and the MDTP from 2003 to 2008). 

 

How, then, have I tried to delineate the scope of the study? First, by letting the key concepts - 

neoliberalism, politics, governance, power, conservation and development, in relation to 

TFCAs - guide the choice of literature and the operationalisation of the research. The first 

four concepts will be defined and elaborated on in chapter two. For purposes of this thesis, 

conservation is defined as ‘protection from (human induced) change’3, especially related to 

biodiversity and natural resources, while development, after Olivier de Sardan (2005) is 

broadly defined as ‘social change’. The focus on key concepts made it easier to filter the data 

collected and the specific subjects to be addressed in the thesis. Obviously, some bias in this 

selection has been unavoidable, especially with such wide and divergent literatures. As stated 

above, I concentrated on critical development studies, political ecology, and ‘third world’ 

political studies whereby I used both a ‘reverse grapevine’ approach (reading literature 

referenced by others) and kept track of scholarly articles in relevant scientific journals 

                                                 
3 Important to note here is the difference between conservation and preservation, whereby the former usually 

allows some and the latter allows no use of natural resources (see Sarkar, 1999). 
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(according to the grading system of the Dutch research school CERES4). Second, the 

Southern African region and the Maloti-Drakensberg case study area proved important 

demarcation tools. In two ways: by focusing on the literature dealing specifically with 

Southern Africa and the Maloti-Drakensberg area and by being sensitive to the issues brought 

up by the actors involved. One key issue, for example, appeared to be social and political 

transformation (from apartheid to post-apartheid) and the associated issue of race, without 

which many important political developments in South Africa cannot be understood properly. 

Important to note here is that literature research and demarcation through field engagement 

were iterative: they fed off each other throughout almost the entire period of study and 

especially during the fieldwork periods from January 2005 to January 2006 and December 

2006 to August 2007. 

 

Third, delineation in the research was also driven by what I identified as important gaps in the 

literature around the key concepts and issues. The most important gap is that many studies on 

conservation and development are about politics without really defining the very concept of 

politics (e.g. Ferguson, 1994). In fact, some are even about political ideology, especially 

neoliberalism, without defining what liberalism or neoliberalism entails (e.g. Hughes, 2006). 

Hence, this thesis is also born out of a frustration: namely the ‘bottom-up’ pointing at power, 

politics and ‘wider global issues’ in conservation and development studies without spelling 

out what these entail (e.g. Jones, 2005). Anthropologists and geographers, the disciplines 

most active in the field of third world environment and development studies, have done much 

work on the impact of conservation on local communities and the misconceptions between 

interventionist logic and local rural epistemologies (see Olivier de Sardan, 2005). However, 

they often stop short of delving deeper into the characteristics of ‘politics’ or link local and 

regional issues with the ‘wider political economy’ (e.g. Mosse, 2005; Blaikie, 2006; see also 

Büscher and Whande, 2007). This thesis therefore aims at contributing to a political political 

ecology and as such emphasises political science and international relations literature in the 

following chapter. 

 

A fourth and final delineation strategy was tied to the critical approach underlying this study. 

The point of departure here is formed by critical development studies. This rich literature 

seems to have gone through a shift from earlier work based on critical disengagement (e.g. 

                                                 
4 See http://ceres.fss.uu.nl/. 
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Ferguson, 1994; Escobar, 1995) to more recent ethnographic research that is committed to 

critical engagement with development agents (e.g. Lewis et al, 2003; Quarles van Ufford et al, 

2003; Mosse, 2004; 2005). This work places itself squarely within the latter category and in 

fact argues that a critical approach is vitally important in contemporary debates on 

development that too often linger in neoliberalised ‘mobilising metaphors’, thereby repeating 

the same failures over and over (Büscher and Dressler, 2008; Büscher, forthcoming). Critical 

research and understanding is needed to break this mould and start forming the intellectual 

nuclei of the post-neoliberal era (Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003). Obviously, this critique 

does not exclude the field of conservation (Büscher and Wolmer, 2007). In fact, I follow 

Escobar (1995) and Bending (2003) that the “radical critique of development […] can be 

extended to this sphere of environmental governance” (Bending, 2003: 9), especially since 

with the advent of the concept of ‘sustainable development’ in the 1980s the two are often 

intertwined in theory and practice. 

 

1.4 Central argument 

The foregoing feeds logically into the thesis’ central argumentation. As stated above, 

fieldwork and literature research have been iterative throughout the study period from 2003 to 

the present and continuously built on each other. This process was reinforced by having to 

combine PhD research with my other professional appointment as project manager at the 

Centre for International Cooperation of the VU University Amsterdam throughout the same 

period. Whereas the methodological implications of this dual appointment will be outlined in 

the next section, it is essential here to stress that the central argument of the thesis also 

developed iteratively by going back and forth between reflections on theory and reflections on 

the reality of conservation/development interventions as I studied them within TFCAs and the 

MDTP and engaged in them professionally through my other work. As such, the argument 

will be presented ‘as a rounded whole’ (as one ‘story’ whereby theory and empirical data 

intertwine and both reflect the argument) rather than cumulatively (theoretical hypotheses; 

empirical testing, concluding) as is more common in PhD dissertations.  

 

In essence, the main argument of the thesis is that contemporary neoliberalism drives actors 

involved in conservation and development in Southern Africa to employ three modes of 

political conduct: to promote and think in terms of consensus, to do so by using anti-political 

strategies and to resort to marketing in order to control the contradictions and struggles 
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inherent in this process. The line of argumentation that led to this claim starts from two 

crucial assumptions, which will be explained in the next chapter. Firstly, the contemporary 

political ideology of neoliberalism has progressed from its previous form in the 1980s to 

represent new modes of political conduct that work to further entrench established modes of 

neoliberal devolved governance such as competition and commercialisation. Secondly, 

neoliberalism’s ‘blatant universalism’ (Richardson, 2001) means that an increasing number of 

actors are subjected to conform to these contemporary neoliberal tenets. Immediately 

following these assertions it must be noted that neoliberalism is not linear or unavoidable 

(Drainville, 1994). As with any system of governance and politics, neoliberalism is resisted, 

enforced, motivated and experienced in different and contradictory ways. In short, the 

establishment of neoliberal modes of governance and political conduct are struggles: 

discursive or material sites of contestation. This we shall see clearly in parts two and three. 

Nonetheless, the thesis will argue that the two assumptions hold under an increasing variety 

of circumstances and on different levels.  

 

1.5 Philosophical and methodological reflections 

Latour (2005: 17) states that “‘where to travel’ and ‘what is worth seeing there’ is nothing but 

a way of saying in plain English what is usually said under the pompous Greek name of 

‘method’, or, even worse, ‘methodology’”. Although I will not discard these ‘pompous’ 

words, I do believe that the metaphor of the ‘travel guide’ aptly describes my research 

journey. Not only did my field research involve a great amount of travelling, due to the 

iterative nature of my overall research design and strategy I felt I was continually travelling 

back and forth between theory, fieldwork, data and disciplines. As mentioned above, soon 

after I commenced my PhD studies in 2003, I started referring to my research approach as an 

‘anthropological approach to political science’. In essence, this entailed combining long-term 

actor-oriented ethnographic field research with an eye for structural political processes that 

influence agency. Obviously, this commitment to take both structure and agency seriously has 

repercussions on different levels. I will first discuss reflections on a more abstract ontological 

and epistemological level, after which I will come to methodological reflections. Theoretical 

reflections follow in the next chapter. 

 

My reflections on the ontological and epistemological premises that have shaped the direction 

of this thesis stem from ways of thinking about the classic problématique of the relation 
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between the ‘social’ and the ‘natural’. Numerous scientific disciplines regard this relationship 

as one of their core concerns whereby often the natural sciences are pitted against the social 

sciences, or rather: the ‘social construction of nature’ is pitted against the indisputability of 

the existence of a singular reality (and our knowing thereof) (Proctor, 1998; Jones, 2002). The 

thesis will try to navigate the spaces between these two extreme positions. On the one hand, 

care is taken to avoid the post-modern fallacy of deconstructing nature to such an extent that it 

no longer exists (in the sense that our knowledge about nature is always relative and therefore 

one statement cannot be more ‘true’ than another). On the other hand, I maintain the 

possibility of critically scrutinising particular constructions of nature and certain knowledge 

about the interactions between society and nature. As such, the philosophy of science 

underlying this study is strongly influenced by critical realism. According to Carolan (2005b: 

396, emphasis in original): “critical realism acknowledges that there is a distinction between 

the way things are [ontology] and our knowledge claims about those objects of knowledge 

[epistemology]. (…). This allows, and here is the crux of critical realism (and, thus, what 

makes critical realism critical), for the fallibility of knowledge claims; to open knowledge 

claims to criticism, testing, and further improvement”. 

 

Many good introductory texts have been written about critical realism (e.g. Sayer, 2000) so I 

will merely focus on those aspects that are most significant for the current study. The first is 

the proposition that reality (the way things are) is stratified. The founding father of critical 

realism, Roy Bhaskar, distinguished between three levels of ontology: the ‘real’, the ‘actual’ 

and the ‘empirical’ (Bhaskar, 1978 Sayer, 2000; Carolan, 2005b). The real is the deepest 

level: that which exists and contains power and structure, whether social or natural. This level 

is not directly observable. The actual, then, relates to “what happens if and when those powers 

are activated” (Sayer, 2000: 12). Finally, the empirical designates experience or observation 

derived from the real or the actual. This differentiation allows for reality to be ‘deeper’ than 

the mere experienced or observed. In Sayer’s words (2000: 15): “there is more to the world, 

then, than patterns of events. It has ontological depth: events arise from the workings of 

mechanisms which derive from the structure of objects, and they take place within geo-

historical contexts. This contrasts with approaches which treat the world as if it were no more 

than patterns of events, to be registered by recording punctiform data regarding ‘variables’ 

and looking for regularities among them”. This proposition links in with the thesis’ preference 

for qualitative over quantitative data. 
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This leads me to the second important proposition of critical realism, which relates to its 

epistemology or its ideas on how to know and understand a stratified reality, namely that 

“causality is not unidirectional, but rather has the potential to flow in both directions – both 

upward and downward” (Carolan, 2005a: 3, emphasis in original) between strata of reality. 

Consequently, causation does not solely depend on regularities or the succession of events, 

but rather on causal mechanisms (which can be alluded to by regularities or events) in an open 

system of reality, which itself is in continuous flux. It is within this framework that we are 

able to encounter explanations through downward causality - “explanation depends (…) on 

identifying causal mechanisms and how they work, and discovering if they have been 

activated and under what conditions” - and upward causality – “explaining why a certain 

mechanism exists involves discovering the nature of the structure or object which possesses 

that mechanism or power” (Sayer, 2000: 14). The value of agency is underscored as causal 

mechanism, yet mutually constituted in and by ‘deeper’ structures. Bringing ontology and 

epistemology together, Proctor (2002: 361) concludes that “critical realism is a sort of 

acknowledgement that direct access to a pre-ordered reality is impossible and that knowledge 

is always fallible and incomplete, coupled with an optimism that this admission need pose no 

fatal blow to the project of finding better explanations for reality”5. 

 

Obviously, critical realism has its critics. Cruickshank (2004), for example, questions critical 

realism’s ‘version of ontology’ as a “dogmatic metaphysical claim to know a stratum of 

ultimate reality beyond knowledge” (2004: 581). Yet, he maintains that this does not mean 

“rejecting realism in toto” (idem) as critical dialogue can sharpen both knowledge about 

ontology and critical realism. What makes it valuable for this study is that its core 

propositions enable me to navigate post-structuralist and historical materialist views in social 

science about conservation/development discourse and practice. On the one hand, I maintain 

the possibility of investigating whether indeed discourses on the empirical level entail 

“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault 1972: 49). On 

the other hand, the possibility of probing the historical material underpinnings of 

contemporary neoliberal conservation/development discourses is not discarded.  

 

                                                 
5 See also Jones (2002: 250) who argues that by “adopting an ontologically realist yet epistemologically relativist 

position, the naivety of ‘pure’ realism is avoided and the impracticality and absurdity of ‘pure’ relativism 

averted”. 
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Moreover, critical realism – partially with hindsight – has enabled me to come to grips with 

the iterative nature of my research in terms of fieldwork and theory. Through these iterations, 

I found myself able to better link my empirical, ethnographic data to theories about 

neoliberalism, power, politics and governance and vice versa: to better ‘see’ the ‘deeper’ 

contexts within ethnographic realities that I observed, which in turn served as a valuable 

guide for delineating research further. The next chapter will resume this thread on a 

theoretical level. For now it is important to stress the role of ethnographic methodology in 

critical realist social science, which, according to Porter (2002: 65) is twofold: “first, it is used 

as a method to uncover the manifest interactions of the social world, which are then subjected 

to the transcendental process of theory generation to infer the structural conditioning of those 

interactions. Second, it is used to subsequently test the veracity of theories concerning the 

nature and the effects of structures pertaining”. 

 

What, then, were the principles and ethnographic tools that provided methodological guidance 

to the study? Where did I travel and what did I try to see in my commitment to combine long-

term actor-oriented ethnographic field research with an eye for structural political processes 

that influence agency? First, some important background information is in order. In mid- June 

2003, at the start of my PhD, I opted for a part-time contract that allowed me to continue my 

conservation/development project management work for the VU University’s Centre for 

International Cooperation (CIS). Besides intellectually and practically stimulating, working 

for CIS provided me with many opportunities to pursue PhD related goals that otherwise 

would not have been possible. The first major opportunity already came in November 2003, 

when I could join a senior colleague to South Africa to work on a proposal for a Global 

Environment Facility funded project. I stayed several weeks longer than necessary for the 

project; to do preliminary interviews and travel to various TFCAs to determine which one I 

would use as my case study. My initial idea had been to focus on the Great Limpopo 

Transfrontier Park between South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique but I soon backtracked 

as this TFCA was already being intensely studied by many other researchers. The next option 

I looked at was the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park between Botswana and South Africa. I soon 

dropped that idea too, as the establishment of this TFP was relatively easy compared with 

other TFCAs (see section 4.5.3). Finally, a chance encounter led me to consider the Maloti-

Drakensberg TFCA between South Africa and Lesotho as the option to pursue. 
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While in the region, I participated in a conference about Community Based Natural Resource 

Management6. There, I met with Mr. Chaba Mokuku, the coordinator of the Lesotho Project 

Coordination Unit of the MDTP. He convinced me to come to Lesotho the week after and join 

him on a trip to the high Maloti Mountains in the east of the country where the minister for 

Tourism, Environment and Culture was scheduled to thank local villagers for cooperating 

with the project. This short expedition into the mountains and all the conversations with 

Mokuku and others convinced me that the MDTP was the case study I was looking for: a 

complex, dynamic TFCA, with different land-uses, many different actors involved, competing 

entitlements to resources, etc., and to be established through a Global Environment Facility 

(GEF) funded intervention. In short: ideal to delve into the politics and governance of linking 

conservation and development. Back in the Netherlands thereafter, I tried to make sense of 

my first interviews, started doing more background research on conservation-development 

issues in Southern Africa and the MDTP area, expanding my knowledge on theory and 

preparing for fieldwork proper, which commenced early 2005. In all, I lived and worked in 

Southern Africa from January 2005 to January 2006, July to September 2006 and December 

2006 to August 2007. A last short visit to the research area was made in March 2008. 

 

What, then, in Latour’s words, did I try to see and how did I go about this? While in Southern 

Africa, I continued balancing practical project work with critical academic study. But instead 

of dividing up weeks, I decided to concentrate on fieldwork for several weeks at a time, after 

which I would catch up with my other work for one or two weeks. Thus, fieldwork was 

partially fragmented, although my CIS work allowed me to be flexible and give preference to 

data collection when necessary. To me, it was clear from the beginning that my 

‘anthropological approach to political science’ involved a rather different type of field 

experience than the ‘classic’ anthropological study on one particular site, while the approach 

also had ramifications for the type of ethnography I pursued. I wanted to do multi-level, 

multi-sited research that covered both regional politics and governance around transfrontier 

conservation in general and more site-specific case study research in the Maloti-Drakensberg 

area. However, due to its enormous size and my ambition to study the MDTP intervention in 

its entirety7, the case-study itself became multi-level and multi-sited: focusing on the 

                                                 
6 The ‘inaugural workshop of Phase II of the CASS/PLAAS regional programme of analysis and communication 

on CBNRM in Southern Africa’, Benoni, South Africa on 24-25 November 2003. 
7 Obviously not covering all the elements in the project in detail, but enough so as to be able to generalise for the 

whole project. 
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constitution of and interactions between the most important actors - from local villagers via 

project coordination committees to provincial and state agencies and international donors - 

within the Maloti-Drakensberg intervention. 

 

I decided not to seek accommodation within the Maloti-Drakensberg area where I would have 

to ‘choose’ between KwaZulu Natal or Lesotho but rather situate myself in a place that 

enabled me not to lose focus of regional transfrontier conservation while simultaneously 

providing some of the practical facilities that would enable me to continue my CIS work, such 

as reliable internet connection and a nearby airport. Based on these criteria, I settled on and in 

Pretoria, South Africa’s administrative capital8. From there, I basically followed a research 

strategy to which Nuijten (2005) refers to as following ‘power in practice’. According to her, 

when studying issues of politics and governance in natural resource management: “a valuable 

research strategy is to follow the “flow of action” and the “flow of opinion” around a specific 

set of resources for a longer period of time” (Nuijten, 2005: 12). Hence, this includes actor’s 

practical actions and their ideas, reflections, representations and discourses. Wolf (1990: 591, 

in Nuijten, 2005: 9), states that following the ‘flow of action’ entails asking “what is going 

on, why it is going on, who engages in it, with whom, and how often”. Nuijten (2005: 9) adds 

that “this suggestion is extremely useful for research as long as the researcher makes clear 

decisions about which actions to focus on”, namely “the most relevant resources, events, 

projects, conflicts and people”. In terms of the ‘flow of opinion’, the researcher should focus 

on people’s ideas, discourses and the multiple and often contradictory ways in which they 

reflect on and talk about their lived realities (Latour, 2005). Clearly, this impacted on the type 

of ethnography I pursued. This was not ‘classic ethnography’ that allows the incongruities and 

incompatibilities of (local) reality to wholly determine the ‘storyline’. Rather, in critical 

realist fashion, I combined structural political science and actor-oriented ethnography to 

develop a more complete picture that captures the real, the actual and the empirical. 

 

With respect to the MDTP case study, this research strategy translated into extensive travel. 

Throughout my fieldwork periods in the region, I made two to three week trips from Pretoria 

to the MDTP area and places of regional importance to personally meet up with important 

actors, interview them, engage in their activities and discourses and do participatory 

observation of the ‘intervention in progress’. In terms of the MDTP, this usually meant 

                                                 
8 Cape Town is the legislative capital, while Bloemfontein serves as the Judicial capital. 
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intermittently concentrating on the South African side (chiefly KwaZulu Natal, but also Free 

State and Eastern Cape) during one ‘trip’, followed by a ‘Lesotho trip’. Combined trips to 

Lesotho and KwaZulu Natal or Free State also occurred depending on the necessity of being 

‘on the spot’ during what I considered important events or activities in the project. In 2005, I 

made six such journeys, one in 2006 and three in 2007. Shorter trips of several days were also 

made when necessary. A positive consequence of this approach was that I could thoroughly 

reflect on my data after each fieldwork trip and make informed decisions about which actors 

or activities to focus on during the next trips. This allowed me to continuously zoom in 

further on the most important aspects of the intervention. Moreover, it is through this process 

that I realised in 2006 that I had to sharpen my central research question from the generally 

phrased ‘governance and politics of conservation and development in Southern Africa’ to ‘the 

effects of neoliberalism on conservation/development interventions’. 

 

Another consequence of this research strategy was that I basically treated all actors as equal in 

terms of spending – more or less – equal amount of time with them. The actors through which 

I entered the MDTP were the Project Coordination Unit members, those implementing the 

project and with most power to operationalise it in practice. From there, I engaged with 

relevant staff from provincial and national government agencies, members of ‘local 

communities’ and other actors (NGOs, etc.) that played relevant roles in the intervention9. 

Although this ‘snowball type’ research practice fits in well with fieldwork oriented political 

science or political geography research, it could be argued that it is at odds with more locally 

oriented cultural anthropology that prioritises long-term situated research among selected 

‘local communities’ and/or other actors. Although indeed I opted not to do so, I would still 

maintain that this thesis posits itself squarely within the anthropology of development and 

social change as described by Olivier de Sardan (2005: 60): “the complex interaction between 

[…] heterogeneous elements is at the very centre of the object construction peculiar to the 

anthropology of social change and development. Anthropology of development is therefore 

obliged to take interest not only in ‘local communities’ and ‘target populations’, but also in 

frameworks of intervention, mediators and brokers, as well as external agents”.  

 

Thus, although in the beginning I engaged with selected local communities like other actors 

(doing interviews and participatory observation), I realised after the first year of fieldwork 

                                                 
9 This is explained and the actors are introduced more fully in chapter six. 
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that more attention to the local constitution of the project is necessary, especially since the 

legitimacy of the intervention depended largely on its commitment to and working with ‘local 

communities’. With this and the knowledge of the first year of fieldwork in mind, I selected 

two villages, one in South Africa (Obonjaneni) and one in Lesotho (Nyakoaneng), for more 

local participatory fieldwork. Originally, I had planned to spend approximately two times two 

weeks in each community, but due to fieldwork dynamics10 and personal circumstances11, I 

was able to do only two weeks in each community, followed by one combined trip during 

which I visited them both consecutively for up to a week each and around five shorter trips of 

one to three days on my way to or coming back from other engagements, the last of which 

was in March 2008. However, I had, based on my 2005 experience, expected that 

complications might come up that could compromise my time in the villages and had in 

preparation ‘recruited’ two students from the VU University Amsterdam to do their MA field 

research in the two selected communities12. Doing fieldwork together with them and 

extensively discussing their and my experiences helped immensely to understand the 

constitution of ‘the local’ within the intervention. 

 

With hindsight, the major reason that in 2007 I could not spend enough time in the villages 

and detach myself from wider field dynamics comes close to what Latour states about 

interactions in ‘the field’: “… any given interaction seems to overflow with elements which 

are already in the situation coming from some other time, some other place, and generated by 

some other agency. … Thus, if any observer is faithful to the direction suggested by this 

overflow, she will be led away from any given interaction to some other places, other times, 

and other agencies that appear to have moulded them into shape” (Latour, 2005: 166, 

emphasis in original). Because in 2007 I was much better aware of what to look for in terms 

of people, activities and discourses within the project, it was easier to be ‘led away’ than in 

2005 and attend what I regarded as critical events or meetings in order to understand the 

political and governance processes in the intervention that illustrated the effects of 

neoliberalism in practice. A practical example is that during my local fieldwork in north-east 

Lesotho in January 2007, a joint meeting of the two MDTP project coordination units took 

                                                 
10 E.g. being able to participate in relevant project activities in other localities. 
11 My wife had to have a serious operation in June 2007 and recover for 6 weeks after, during which I did not 

want to travel for long periods. 
12 Julia Wittmayer (2007) did her MA research in and around Nyakoaneng and Inge Droog (2008) investigated 

local dynamics in Obonjaneni. 
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place in the vicinity that I (together with a student) was allowed to attend. As this appeared to 

be my only opportunity to see the two teams in action together, I decided to spend the three 

days in the meeting and do participatory observation there. 

 

Another major reason that played a role in my being ‘overtaken by the flow of the field’ is 

that, although I tried to be as objective as possible, I did not try to be ‘neutral’. Coming back 

to my earlier stated adherence to a critical approach and critical engagement with my 

‘research subjects’, I openly positioned myself as somebody with practical experience and 

interest in conservation and development interventions that simultaneously strove for critical 

understanding through both intellectual and personal engagement (Quarles van Ufford et al, 

2003). I thus adhered to what Van Maanen notes, in that “neutrality in fieldwork is an 

illusion. Neutrality is itself a role enactment and the meaning of such a role to people will, 

most assuredly, not be neutral. Only by entering into the webs of local associations does the 

field-worker begin to understand the distinctive nature of what lies within and without these 

webs” (Van Maanen, 2003: 59). As a consequence, and due to modern technical 

communication means, it proved hard to disconnect from the social relations ‘in the field’, 

and in fact, I did not want to. I tried to maintain my ‘relations of critical engagement’ 

throughout the whole period, while retaining the right to my own interpretation of the data.  

 

This process and its inherent contradictions are well understood by Mosse (2006: 4): “while 

fieldwork has changed beyond recognition – becoming ever more intensely social – 

ethnographic writing (interpreting, objectifying and textualising) remains a solitary process 

that disembeds knowing from its relationships, denying (to varying degrees) the social its 

claim to power, to ownership, to negotiation”. Yet, even these ‘processes of writing, 

interpreting, objectifying and textualising’ can to a certain extent be made part of one’s 

fieldwork methodology. I tried to do so in two ways, but since these are linked to the 

methodological tools with which I gathered information, I need to introduce these first. These 

were participatory observation, documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews with 

(key) informants.  

 

Ethnographic participatory observation entails delving into what Li (2007) calls the ‘witches 

brew’: observing and participating in the situated practices of real-world actors. This is the 

reason why I travelled over 50,000 kms during my fieldwork: to be in the ‘right place’, at the 

‘right time’, with the ‘right people’, both in terms of regional transfrontier conservation and 
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the MDTP. Moreover, this is another reason why I based myself in Pretoria, as this is 

considered one of the main political ‘hubs’ for the Southern African region and thus an ideal 

place to find important actors with extensive regional influence, such as IUCN, South African 

National Parks, the South African Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism13, etc.  

It must be acknowledged, however, that this means that the research findings on the regional 

Southern African level have a bias towards the South African viewpoint as opposed to those 

of its neighbouring countries. Typical examples of participatory observation settings were 

workshops by the MDTP or other actors involved in Transfrontier Conservation; working 

within the national Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism in South Africa 

(usually one day a week when in Pretoria during 2007); and of course within local villages in 

the two countries. An exceptional, but therefore extremely valuable setting for participatory 

observation was a three-week consultancy assignment in all three MDTP districts of Lesotho 

in May-June 2005. I was able to join the consultant, and several other MDTP ‘stakeholders’ 

on the entire trip, participate in all the meetings, including the one where he reported back to 

the MDTP. 

 

The second important tool is collecting documentary evidence. Everywhere I went I tried to 

collect relevant information, whether from the MDTP, about TFCAs in general, about 

conservation and development in the region or general history, politics, etc. Moreover, I 

actively used the internet as documentary evidence, as many actors these days leave their 

traces on the internet14, which can form an interesting tool to collect additional information. 

Lastly, I did over 110 semi-structured interviews with (key) informants15. Typically, these 

interviews lasted from anything in between 1 hour to 3 or sometimes even 4 hours. Depending 

on the person interviewed, they usually took place in offices, but also in cars, homes or public 

places such as cafés and even under trees. I always made sure to visit people in places they 

were comfortable in, during times of their convenience. 

 

It is the latter tool of interviews where I tried to experiment with letting the social relations 

partly influence my (very first phase in) data interpretation. What I did was to interview 

                                                 
13 To which I was lucky to have privileged access through my wife who was a DEAT employee until August 

2007. 
14 For instance, meetings that people attend, reflections that they write about events, etc. 
15 Semi-structured here means that I did have a list of general questions and/or topics to be discussed but I tried 

to give interviewees space to explore different topics of their choosing as well. 
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informants without taping it. I had recorded interviews during my MA research as well as in 

2003, and I noticed that informants were not always comfortable and speaking freely when 

everything was recorded. I then decided to not tape informants but rather take notes during 

interviews, work them out as soon as possible16 and send them to my informants so they could 

give their opinion on whether my interpretation of our meeting was correct. Not only did this 

create more trust between me and many informants, the process of cross-checking the 

interview notes often led to interesting new data in terms of notes or telephone calls for 

clarification. Only in three occasions was my interpretation of an interview challenged. This 

was done not because what I had written was deemed incorrect but rather, like with Mosse’s 

experience after sharing his writings that later became published in his book ‘Cultivating 

Development’ (Mosse, 2006), people thought that either I ‘should know’ I couldn’t use some 

words17 or that I could not note certain issues without the ‘proper’ context – which was a 

version of a context that I deemed incorrect.  

 

Besides my interview notes, I later on also shared some early writings with informants and 

gave presentations on my research and asked them for their comments. I thus allowed for 

objections from ‘the field’, although this still remained limited to moments of my choosing. 

Based on my writings, I had interesting conversations with informants, especially with the 

PCU members from both countries. This even led to a co-authored paper with a South African 

PCU member, presented at a conference early 2008 (Büscher and de Beer 2008a; 2008b). The 

process of writing together led to new understandings for both myself as ‘critical outsider’ 

and the informant as ‘experienced insider’; experiences that are discussed in the paper 

(Büscher and de Beer 2008a). The presentations that I held in July 2007 in Maseru, Lesotho 

and Howick, South Africa, also led to deeper engagements with informants and – equally 

important - supported and strengthened my initial findings. Obviously, I was critically 

questioned, but the far majority of the informants (almost all PCU members in both countries, 

as well as other project ‘stakeholders’) agreed with my basic analysis, as will be narrated in 

chapters 7-918. Many informants were less sure ‘what to do’ with my analysis: some thought it 

                                                 
16 Usually the same or the next day. 
17 In one interview with a government employee I was asked to take out the words ‘buying out’ in relation to 

communities in parks and replace it with ‘consulting with communities’. 
18 Probably the most interesting feedback was a comment by a Lesotho PCU member after I had given my 

presentation and explained how conservation/development actors feel increasingly pressured to frame their 

intervention issues in terms of consensus (see chapter 7). After I had been questioned, he closed the meeting, 



 

 

 

21

was too abstract; one asked whether it could be taken up in the MDTP strategic plan for 2008-

2028 and one enthusiastically engaged with me in further conversations, leading to the paper 

mentioned above (Büscher and de Beer, 2008a; 2008b).  

 

Obviously, the data is not without bias. With regards to participatory observation, 

documentary evidence and interviews, I was dependent on several key actors to give me 

access to situations, meetings, files and other people. The ones on which I leaned most for 

information with respect to the MDTP were the two Project Coordination Units as the main 

implementers of the interventions, which inherently will have led to some bias as to what 

documents I received or which people I was referred to. I have tried to compensate for this 

bias through triangulation: by making sure that I also approached other key institutions, such 

as DEAT, the World Bank, KZN Wildlife and others, for information, as well as other 

researchers for contacts and tips on who to interview. Another bias has to do with my own 

judgement as to what I felt were appropriate events or activities to attend for purposes of 

participatory observation. Usually, these were made rather intuitively, based on my own 

judgement of their importance within the intervention context. I tried to account for this bias 

by cross-checking my interviews after every fieldtrip and, based on this, making strategic 

choices about which actors to interview next, or which places or activities to go to for 

additional participatory observation.  

 

A last source of potential bias deals with race and gender. Being a white, foreign male 

possibly affected my relationship with informants or how informants viewed my relationship 

with other informants. On the PCU and regional level, however, I maintain that bias as a 

result of my being a white male was minimal. I tried to interact with white and black 

respondents the same way and there were no indications during my fieldwork for me to 

believe that respondents thought differently about my interaction with them. On the local 

level, I did reckon that some people treated me in a particular way because I am a white male. 

The most common first reaction seems to be one of polite reservation. Only when one makes 

repeated visits, as I tried to do, do local informants ‘warm up’ to you and stop regarding you 

as one-time ‘consultant’ passers-by. All together, the various tools and the constructive 

engagements I have been able to build up over the past five years, including those with fellow 

                                                                                                                                                         
stating that despite my conclusions it was important to remember that at least ‘there was a consensus amongst 

local communities’ about the need for appropriate conservation of natural resources. 
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scholars and practitioners, gave me a keen insight into the workings of Southern African 

(transfrontier) conservation and development interventions. 

 

1.6 Structure of the thesis 

As stated under 1.2, the research questions were formulated from the abstract to the concrete 

and from the regional to the local level, together reflecting the most basic structure of the 

thesis: its four parts. Part one provides the necessary theoretical and historical contexts; part 

two and three analyse transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa in general (two) and in 

particular through a case study of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project (three); and 

part four contains the conclusion. The more detailed structure of the thesis, then, is as follows. 

Chapter two lays out the theoretical framework, concentrating on theoretically embedding the 

tenets of neoliberalism as devolved governance and as political conduct. Specifically, the 

concepts of consensus, anti-politics and marketing are used to review relevant scholarly work 

within political ecology and environmental governance. Chapter three deals with the historical 

characteristics of the Southern African region and specifically the regional conservation-

development discourses and how these have influenced the political mobilisation process of 

TFCAs. Together, the theory and history chapters provide the context within which the effects 

of neoliberalism on conservation and development will be analysed empirically.  

 

Part II (chapters four and five), will take the empirical analysis to the regional macro and 

meso levels. Chapter four gives an overview of the Southern African ‘transfrontier 

conservation architecture’, focusing on the main actors involved and introducing the most 

important TFCAs. Chapter five discusses and answers the second sub-question, namely how 

do the historical characteristics together with current features of neoliberalism work out in the 

regional politics and governance of Transfrontier Conservation Areas? The concepts of 

consensus, anti-politics and marketing are given their first empirical flesh here, albeit still on 

a rather abstract level. The chapters show how TFCAs have been positioned as the latest win-

win idea, but add to this by showing how this leads to the preference of discourse over TFCA 

practice; the positing of TFCAs as new ‘models of meaning’ and the strategic position of 

tourism as the ‘ultimate connector’ of conservation and development. 

  

The third part delves into the empirical ‘witches brew’ (Li, 2007) by examining how 

contemporary neoliberalism influences the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier 
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Project to reach its twin objectives of conservation and development. After providing the 

historical and contemporary contexts of the MDTP in chapter six, the many contradictory 

struggles in the neoliberalisation of conservation and development really come to the fore in 

chapter’s seven to nine. Chapter seven deals with the ‘consensus struggle’ and analyses the 

process of governing of the MDTP intervention and its effects on international cooperation. 

The focus is on the intervention itself and those primarily responsible for its implementation, 

the two Project Coordination Units (PCUs) of South Africa and Lesotho. These two units 

needed to get to grips on how to reach consensus amongst themselves about what strategy 

would be best to solicit consensus from outside ‘stakeholders’ about the appropriate 

conservation-development tactics for the Maloti-Drakensberg mountain region. 

 

De facto from the start of the project but openly admitted only after three years, the two PCUs 

chose different strategies to engage important actors in the intervention. Chapter eight on the 

anti-politics struggle examines the effects of these political strategies as well as the political 

reactions they elicited from some of the most important project stakeholders on the local, 

regional and national levels. Together these strategies and reactions culminated in a highly 

contradictory governance reality. Due to pressures for devolvement and consensus, a way had 

to be found to turn contradiction into a basic level of conformity about how to combine 

conservation and development in the MDTP area. This was the neoliberal way: embedding 

self-regulating market principles of commercialisation and competition at the core of the new 

devolved governance model of the Maloti-Drakensberg ecosystem. The ninth chapter shows 

how the project, especially the South African PCU promoted market legitimacy, and marketed 

‘payments for environmental services’ and tourism accordingly. Yet, since these strategies 

(are meant to) leave a lot of space for individual actor preferences, they encourage actors to 

continuously promote their preferences under the broad discursive conservation-development 

frameworks established by the project in a ‘participatory’ manner. The chapter shows how 

political struggles increasingly turn into marketing struggles. 

 

After presenting the neoliberalisation struggles on the two levels in part two and three, Part 

four / chapter 10 concludes the study by bringing them together and exploring their effects on 

conservation/development discourse and practice. The chapter finishes with several steps that 

can be taken to come to a political political ecology of transfrontier conservation and 

development in Southern Africa. 
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PART I: CONTEXT 
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2. Contemporary contours of neoliberalism: theoretical context 
 

2.1 Introduction 

As today’s dominant political ideology, neoliberalism strongly influences both form and 

content of governance dynamics related to conservation and development. In other words, a 

neoliberal political context frames and structures conservation/development governance and 

intervention schemes, such as transfrontier conservation areas, in particular ways. The 

theoretical framework explores contemporary contours of neoliberalism and argues that these 

have (in discourse and practice) taken on different forms compared to two decades ago. In the 

next section, a distinction will be made between neoliberalism as a mode of devolved 

governance and as a mode of political conduct. This discussion leads the chapter to three 

‘signifiers’ of current neoliberalism as a mode of political conduct that I argue are pertinent in 

“acute political analyses that take incentives and actions of multiple actors at different scales 

into account” (Agrawal and Ostrom, 2006: 682). These are its emphasis on consensus, its 

adherence to strategies of anti-politics and the importance of marketing in this process. 

 

Next, (section 2.4), the chapter will explore some recent debates in environmental 

governance, political ecology and development studies to address the lament by McCarthy 

and Prudham (2004: 275) that “connections between neoliberalism, environmental change 

and environmental politics remain under-explored in critical scholarship”. In particular, by 

focusing on the concepts of power and struggle, the section will address a recurrent critique of 

contemporary political ecology and development studies, namely that they do not aptly take 

more structural political science into account and have – yet – not done enough to investigate 

the nature of politics in ecology and conservation/development interventions (Bryant and 

Bailey 1997; Keil et al 1998; Mosse, 2005; Büscher and Dressler, 2007). Ultimately, then, the 

chapter concludes by summing up the issues to be heeded in order to come to a more political 

political ecology. 

 

2.2 Contemporary Neoliberalism: devolved governance and political conduct 

Since the late 1990s, the concept of neoliberalism has strongly resurfaced in critical debates 

about environmental governance and political ecology. Much of this literature originates from 
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geography and anthropology and aims to show the diverse and contradictory ways in which 

neoliberal techniques of devolved governance reconstitute relations between people and 

between people and natural environments, thereby creating new types of ‘subjects’ and ways 

of ‘constructing’ nature. A central problématique in these debates is how to account for 

neoliberalism’s diversity of contextualised and place-particular hybridisations on the one hand 

and the remarkable congruencies in how neoliberalism embeds itself in the conduct of 

governing social-ecological change on the other. Related, many debates around environmental 

governance, political ecology and development continue to struggle with understanding the 

political nature of neoliberalism and, more generally, the nature of politics itself. To address 

these conundrums, this section will make an analytical distinction between neoliberalism as a 

‘mode of devolved governance’ and neoliberalism as a ‘mode of political conduct’. While this 

move is not unfamiliar amongst scholars (e.g. Li, 2007), the tendency is often to focus on 

explicating governance dynamics rather than political conduct. I aim to contribute to the 

literature by focusing on explicating the latter, arguing that contemporary modes of political 

conduct in conservation/development governance aim to account for the complexities in 

devolved governance by the construction of political discourses that mask contradictory 

realities while aligning these in neoliberal terms. 

 

Inspiration is hereby drawn from the still very relevant ideas of Karl Polanyi (1944). Polanyi 

argued in “The Great Transformation”, that the “change from regulated to self-regulating 

markets at the end of the eighteenth century represented a complete transformation of the 

structure of society” (Polanyi, 2001: 74). Instead of the economy being embedded in social 

relations, Polanyi argued that social relations were increasingly becoming embedded in the 

economy. He added that ‘social dislocation’ (idem: 79) resulted as a consequence, 

emphasising that capitalist progression is unavoidably mired in social struggles that need to 

be kept under control if not to risk ‘the demolition of society’ (idem: 76). Thus, a second part 

of the argument, which the following chapters empirically illustrate, is that the deeper 

neoliberal embeddings of social relations in the field of conservation and development have 

led to new types of struggles. The argument starts by exploring the concept of neoliberalism 

followed by briefly outlining what is meant with its ‘mode of devolved governance’. 
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2.2.1 Neoliberalism as a mode of devolved governance 
Neoliberalism, many scholars will agree, is notoriously hard to define. One reasonably 

straightforward definition could be that neoliberalism is a political ideology that attempts to 

subordinate social and political affairs to market dynamics.  Many scholars, however, prefer 

to speak of a neoliberalisation process rather than a ‘generic’ or ‘fixed and homogenous’ 

neoliberalism that can be attributed causality (Castree, 2008a: 7; see also Peck and Tickell, 

2002). Yet, as Castree (2008a; 2008b: 5) reminds us, we can abstract from theory and practice 

several generic modalities – “variants or hybrid forms” - that can aid and direct our 

understanding of the fundamentals of nature’s neoliberalisation that can be seen across the 

globe. Two such modalities are the processes of competition and commercialisation (Harvey, 

2005; McDonald and Ruiters, 2005). Neoliberalisation from this perspective then entails that 

an increasing amount of life’s facets are becoming embedded within a competitive market 

framework whereby goods, services and agency itself can be traded through monetary means 

(commercialisation). In principle, this does not necessarily involve coercion: “In 

contemporary times, neoliberal rationality informs action by many regimes and furnishes the 

concepts that inform the government of free individuals who are then induced to self-manage 

according to market principles of discipline, efficiency, and competitiveness” (Ong, 2006: 4). 

Hence, the dynamic of the market urges its participants to discipline themselves to do what is 

required to remain competitive in ‘selling’ their ‘product’ (which increasingly comes down to 

or includes their own agency). Enter, then, the essence of what I mean here with devolved 

governance: the promoted self-regulation of public affairs by governmental and non-

governmental actors according to general, structural principles.  

 

In this latter clause, one can easily detect what is arguably one of the greater contradictions of 

our time: the fact that unprecedented freedom of action seems to go hand in hand with an 

increasing homogenisation of lifestyles, consumer choices and ways of governing across the 

globe (Harvey, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2007). In our globalised world, an increasing amount of 

actors seem to have amplified ‘command and control’ possibilities to influence public events 

across place and scale. Based on this insight, the international relations literature, during the 

early 1990s, recognised a shift from government to governance, indicating the increasing 

levels of influence of non state actors vis-à-vis the state (Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992). Much 

literature dealt with the fundamental question of how to understand order and change in a 

world where a cohesive, centrally regulated (environmental) governance system (in the 

MDTP area, South Africa, the African content or globally) is far from reality. Phrased 
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differently, the question became how to maintain coherence and some form of ‘direction’ in a 

system of governance whereby authority was increasingly relocated from the national state to 

lower and higher government institutions, parastatal organisations and non-state 

organisations, such as private companies, non-governmental organisations, ‘local 

communities’ and individuals.  

 

It is in this context that neoliberalism was able to thrive as a political ideology that promoted 

a specific type of self-regulating, devolved governance system, one that had long been and 

continues to be strongly endorsed by many dominant global actors such as donors, the World 

Trade Organisation, World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (Harvey, 2005; 

Salemink, 2008). Swyngedouw (2007: 58), with a specific focus on the issue of water, argues 

that “in practice, it can be argued that the transition from government to governance has 

implied – despite the multiplication of actors and institutions involved in water management – 

the transfer of key economic and political powers to the private component of the hydrosocial 

governance complex”. Hence, contrary to authors such as Rosenau (1997, 2003) who see little 

normative implication in this shift, the increased multitude of actors has in fact created the 

‘enabling environment’ for a particular normative type of governance system – that of 

devolved neoliberal governance. Modalities of the market, such as commercialisation and 

competition, thus became the (self-) regulatory principles for (rational, economic) behaviour 

(Sonnenfeld and Mol 2002), both in the private sector and – crucially – also in the public 

sector and civil society (McDonald and Ruiters, 2005; Ayers, 2006). 

 

How, then, are priorities set and implemented according to the regulatory principles of 

competition and commercialisation? First, the principle of competition. According to market 

theory, a product has right of existence if it can muster a clientele. The classical economic 

reason behind this is to increase quality and efficiency; a product would not be bought if it is 

qualitatively inferior to another product of the same price and the whole production line must 

be geared towards supplying the best product for the lowest price. Transposing this logic to 

the issue of conservation, the right of existence of biological diversity, then, is legitimate 

when there is a demand for it. In McAfee’s (1999: 133) words: “Nature would earn its own 

right to survive through international trade in ecosystem services and permits to pollute, 

access to tourism and research sites, and exports of timber, minerals, and intellectual property 

rights to traditional crop varieties and shamans' recipes”. Accordingly, biodiversity and the 

modes to conserve it have fast become commoditised, subject to trade in monetary terms 
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(Kusters et al, 2006); a point that will come back throughout the thesis. What I want to stress 

here is that competition within neoliberalism as devolved governance simultaneously relies on 

and further stimulates what I call ‘market legitimacy’. 

 

Market legitimacy, in my conceptualisation, is a hybridisation of ‘traditional’ (political 

democratic) legitimacy and consumer power. Market legitimacy is achieved if a product or 

action is seen as valid when it musters explicit demand and ‘consumer buy-in’, making it 

appropriate for competitive environments and therefore susceptible to trends and ‘hypes’19. 

An important premise hereby is that market legitimacy must apply to ‘all and everything’: the 

‘universal’ principle of ‘free trade’. According to neoliberal theory, competition must be 

‘fair’, and the role of the state is to create the conditions for a ‘level playing field’, where in 

theory everybody has the same opportunities at the point of departure (and thus not the right 

to the same outcome at the finish). In neoliberal parlance this is usually framed as the creation 

of ‘an enabling environment’, which in practice often comes down to state reregulation rather 

than the deregulation more traditionally associated with neoliberalism (Heynen et al, 2007; 

Castree, 2008a). It is then up to the competitiveness of the various players – their relative 

efficiency together with the (imagined) quality of their ‘products’ - who gets the highest 

‘market share’ in terms of the most legitimate course of action, policy, etc. In other words, 

market legitimacy as a way of constituting devolved governance links in with ‘neoliberal 

democracy’, which according to Ayers (2006: 322) is a “system of governance underpinned 

by (neo)liberal conceptions, values and assumptions”, such as individualism, universalism 

and a focus on procedure rather than objective. 

 

To understand how the concept of commercialisation comes into play, we must pay attention to 

the philosophical roots that neoliberalism shares with other forms of liberalism – a move not 

often made in the current literature on the neoliberalisation of the environment (Barnett, 2005)20. 

                                                 
19 The currency of market legitimacy can for instance be seen by the fact that even democratically elected 

officials who are normally mandated for a number of years now continuously do ‘market’ research in order to 

monitor their political popularity. 
20 I, however, want to distance myself from Barnett’s rejection of the possibility of fruitfully combining 

Foucauldian post-structuralist theories with (post-) Marxist theories of neoliberalism. Barnett rightly criticises 

some literature on neoliberalism for not being able to make the link between differences in individual life-words 

and neoliberalism’s structural, homogenising tendencies. He fails, in my view, to show that this is a problem 

inherent to neoliberalism, rather than the scholars trying to understand neoliberal processes. Hence, the scholarly 
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According to Richardson (2001: 1), neoliberalism and liberalism share the same major visions of 

‘a world of peaceful democracies’ and equality between individuals. Simply put, the biggest 

difference is that ‘traditional’ liberalism sought to achieve these mainly through political and 

military means, while neoliberalism relies predominantly on economic means (idem). As such, a 

distinctly dissimilar way of dealing with different (incompatible) values arises. Whereas 

liberalism would focus on finding an absolute answer to resolving conflicts of value (and 

reinstating control and order) through political judgement or military action, neoliberalism 

commodifies values and lets the market decide (McDonald and Ruiters, 2005). Those values that 

can muster market ‘buy-in’ remain (politically, socially) legitimate, pushing other values less 

able to establish clientele to take a back seat21. This economic equalisation and subsequent 

market prioritisation of political and social values through commodification might well be 

regarded as a second ‘Great Transformation’, as it penetrates the human consciousness and 

experience to such a level that it is seen as the ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ state of affairs. Obviously, 

this links in with the Foucauldian notion of disciplinary power about which Carolan (2005c: 366) 

states that it “now seeks to transform, not merely punish, by embedding within the subject what 

was formerly an external mechanism of control”. In other words: neoliberalism is put forward as 

the ‘social order’ (Gill, 1995; Salemink, 2008), the hegemonic social norm, which in turn entails 

the development of particular modes of political conduct. 

 

2.2.2 Neoliberalism as a mode of political conduct 
Underlying the neoliberal ambition of establishing a new social order are two main 

assumptions. The first is that the contemporary political ideology of neoliberalism has 

progressed over time and as such differs from when it was generally considered to be most 

‘visibly’ dominant during the 1980s. The second assumption relates to neoliberalism’s 

‘blatant universalism’22, which implies that an ever-increasing amount of actors are subjected 

                                                                                                                                                         
task, as I will explain below, is to show in detail how the neoliberal abstract is linked to ethnographic realities. 

By agreeing to this, Barnett (2005: 11) in fact defuses his own critique. 
21 McDonald and Ruiters (2005: 21) argue that “although all things have a ‘use value’- the qualitatively defined 

characteristics that differentiate something from other goods or services and may differentiate it from itself 

across time and space – this use value is transformed to ‘exchange value’ in the exchange process, a strictly 

quantitative measurement that differentiates goods by the monetary worth alone, as determined by the market”. 
22 Richardson, 2001: 1. Some have mentioned that universalism is perhaps not the best word and that 

‘totalitarian’ might better signify that the state of all-encompassment of neoliberalism as an ambition rather than 

an end-state as such (see also Peck and Tickell, 2002: 383).  
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to conform to neoliberal tenets. Discussing these assumptions, I argue, will lead us to the need 

for identifying contemporary types of neoliberalism as a mode of political conduct. 

 

To start with the former, many scholars make a distinction between the 1980s and early 1990s 

structural adjustment and Washington Consensus neoliberalism and the mid 1990s and 2000s 

more ‘consolidated’ neoliberalism. Overbeek (1999: 248-249), for example, postulates several 

important ‘moments’ in “the process of global restructuring and the neoliberal ascendancy”. 

He argues that 1980s neoliberalism should be seen as a ‘constructive’ project, imposing 

structural adjustment, privatisation, liberalisation, etc., while the 1990s saw the hegemonic 

consolidation of neoliberalism as “the global rule of capital”. Similarly, Peck and Tickell 

(2002: 384, emphasis in original) argue that: 

“there seems to have been a shift from the pattern of deregulation and dismantlement so dominant during the 

1980s, which might be characterized as “roll-back neoliberalism,” to an emergent phase of active state-

building and regulatory reform – an ascendant moment of “roll-out neoliberalism.” In the course of this 

shift, the agenda has gradually moved from one preoccupied with the active destruction and discreditation 

of Keynesian-welfarist and social collectivist institutions (broadly defined) to one focused on the purposeful 

construction and consolidation of neoliberalised state forms, modes of governance, and regulatory 

relations”. 

 

In essence, Peck and Tickell argue what was already mentioned above, namely that state-

driven neoliberal reregulation has increasingly replaced 1980s neoliberal deregulation. One 

key issue therefore is the role of the state in contemporary neoliberalism and the diffusion of 

the public/private divide. In relation to Africa, Ayers argues that “the neoliberal project 

‘conceals it own massive use of state power, transnational and local, for the construction of 

civil society in its own image’” meaning - inter alia - that “the reconstitution of the public and 

private domains is undertaken actively by state managers and is predominantly about 

reorganising (rather than bypassing) states” (Ayers, 2006: 328). What this means in practical 

terms is well explained by McDonald and Ruiters (2005: 17), who show that ‘private sector 

operating principles and mechanisms’, such as profit maximization, cost recovery, 

competitive bidding, cost-benefit analyses, performance targeted salaries, ring fenced 

decision-making and demand-driven investments are swiftly replacing ‘traditional public 

sector operating principles’, such as integrated planning, (cross) subsidization, supply-driven 

decision-making, equity orientation, within public organisations such as state institutions on 



 

 32

various levels23. The active reconstitution of the public realm, especially the state, in 

neoliberal terms directly links in with the second assumption. 

 

Both liberals and neoliberals are unapologetically universal in their ambitions: they are 

convinced that (neo)liberal tenets in theory and practice hold true for all (human) beings on 

earth. The aspiration is for the global neoliberal constitution of society. Several commentators 

have – critically - embraced this general statement. Cammack (2003: 39) argues that 

“capitalism has developed to a point where the idea of the ‘completion of the world market’ 

provides an appropriate focus of analysis”. Harvey (2005: 3) states that “neoliberalism has 

become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive effects on ways of thought to the 

point where is has become incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live 

in, and understand the world”. Other scholars are less convinced. In fact, much literature is 

ambivalent about whether the process of neoliberalisation is linear and unstoppable; whether 

it is an ever intensifying and expanding force, creeping across the globe, penetrating those 

spaces yet ‘unneoliberalised’ and continuously intensifying those spaces already 

neoliberalised. Williams (2003: 865), for example, argues that there are still “large alternative 

economic spaces where the logic of commodification is absent” and that there does not 

necessarily have to be a linear progression towards ever-increasing commodification. Based 

on my research, and following other scholars, I reject Williams’ argument. I contend that – at 

least for now and the foreseeable future - this progression is still very much a reality when 

taking natural resource management into account (Hughes, 2006; Greenberg, 2006). I agree, 

however, that the progression is not straightforward, but it remains, especially from a 

historical perspective (Cox, 1981; see also the chapter three), a ‘progression towards ever-

increasing commodification’ nonetheless. 

 

Having stated this, a next analytical step is vital; one that emphasises the struggles inherent in 

neoliberal progression. According to Drainville (1994: 116):  

“Neo-liberalism is not a constituted project implemented in the world economy, a thing that fills structures. 

As a political reality, neo-liberalism is both a broad strategy of restructuring and a succession of negotiated 

                                                 
23 A more traditional anthropological perspective would likely criticise this statement and point towards patron-

client relations and ‘the state as a resource’ rather than an ‘instrument of service’ to characterise the African state 

(see for example Migdal, 1988; Tordoff, 2002). While not discarding these points, I maintain that the general 

principles of neoliberal restructuring of the state also hold for African states, and especially the South African 

state, which plays a key role in Southern African transfrontier conservation. 
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settlements, of concessions to the rigidities and dynamics of structures, as well as the political possibilities 

of the moment”. 

While not denying neoliberalism’s structurating effects, Drainville cautions for the reification 

of neoliberalism and instead urges scholars to understand ‘concessions’ to neoliberal ideology 

and practices and how its progression adapts to resistance. This last point is especially crucial 

within my assumption that neoliberal ideology has progressed from its ‘1980s variant’ to its 

more contemporary 1990s / 2000s variant. It shows, amongst others, that structural 

adjustment ‘Washington Consensus’ neoliberalism had reached its limits. Akin to Polanyi’s 

‘double movement (Polanyi, 2001: 79), the social dislocation as a result of neoliberal 

‘adjustment’ had become too callous (Schatz, 1994), necessitating correction and 

counteraction as a consequence. Following Carolan’s (2005c: 381) critical realist 

interpretation, contemporary capitalism should therefore be conceptualised as an increasingly 

disciplining social order but one in which resistance and struggle are inherently entrenched24.  

 

This is not to say that neoliberal progression halted. Rather, it changed shape and adapted to 

changing political realities, leaving underlying dynamics unchanged. Following Carolan 

(2005b: 408) again, it is instructive to illustrate this in critical realist terms, focusing 

especially on the connections between neoliberalism’s universalism and the critical realist 

stratified ontology of reality. While emphasising the actual geographic spreading of humanity 

across reality (the human imprint across the global ‘natural’ landscape), Carolan also points 

towards our vertical penetrations into it by way of the two self-reinforcing dynamics of 

economic and methodological reductionism. Economic reductionism prioritises ‘private 

ownership’, ‘market-based management’, commoditisation, and so forth. Methodological 

reductionism entails the managerial and technical ““breaking” of the world down into its 

constituent parts”. Quoting at length, he clarifies thus: 

“My point (…) is this: Although science and the market seek to continually dissect reality into its 

constituent parts, creating in its wake a world full of unitary, unproblematic, and ontologically fixed objects, 

such epistemic manoeuvring denies the rooted, emergent, and interconnected qualities those objects have as 

ecologically embedded entities. All of which, in turn, leads to activities rife with unintended consequences 

(…). The above-mentioned sociobiophysical colonization is, in other words, an unintended effect of 

manipulating objects that are in reality hybrid-objects: Entities that are ontologically interconnected to other 

ecologically embedded entities at various “levels” of strata. To speak of sociobiophysical colonization is, 

                                                 
24 Again, this is where Barnett’s critique is weak. While he accuses scholars of neoliberalism for not taking into 

account neoliberalism’s liberal origins (2005: 5), he seems not aware that the Foucauldian ideas on discipline 

and governmentality were themselves a reaction to the challenges to cohesion and order of a liberal society!  
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thus, to speak of an inevitable “ripple effect” of our actions, accentuated by an unwillingness to see the 

world in its full complexity because of the epistemic blinders of methodological and economic reductionism 

(and the discursive and/or cultural reductionism emanating from certain social scientific circles does nothing 

to improve on this constrained orientation; indeed, it supports it only)” (idem: 408-9, emphasis added). 

Thus, while neoliberal tactics across reality change, the way we see, experience and 

understand reality – in critical realist terms – continues to be increasingly pervaded by 

neoliberal logics of economic and methodological reductionism, thereby further substantiating 

neoliberal ambitions of a new social order. 

 

With this critical realist check, we can see the various threads of the theoretical framework 

coming together. The governance of the conservation/development nexus by a multitude of 

actors necessitates devolvement and self-regulation. In order, then, to maintain some kind of 

coherence and (social) order in an ever more complex socio-ecological whole, specific 

regulatory principles are forwarded to structure social and political relations. Two main 

devolved regulatory principles, I argued, are competition and commercialisation, which in 

turn increasingly lead to processes of economic and methodological reductionism: the ever-

increasing imprint of humanity across the landscape and the entrenchment of a neoliberal 

(un)consciousness that becomes part of and increasingly determines the global social order. In 

short: neoliberal modes of devolved governance create order by becoming the social order. 

Neoliberal devolved governance strategies and neoliberalism as social order then mutually 

reinforce each other through specific modes of political conduct.  

 

2.3 Signifying neoliberalism as political conduct 

The following three sections aim to conceptualise what I argue are the three main signifiers or 

elements of ‘neoliberalism as a mode of political conduct’. As mentioned in the introduction, 

the selection of these three modes evolved from continuous iteration between theory and 

empirical reality in Southern Africa whereby the latter provided most initial clues. However, 

they also need to contain theoretical logic, which is the task ahead. 

 

2.3.1 The need for consensus 

In the United Nations publication Agenda for Development (1997: vii) Kofi Annan, the then 

UN Secretary-General, states that the ‘agenda for development’ “adopted by the General 

Assembly last June after intense and extended consultations, represents one of the most far-
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reaching agreements on the central issue of development ever attained by the international 

community”. The agenda “not only addresses the familiar components of development, such 

as economic growth, trade, finance, science and technology, poverty eradication, employment 

and human resources development, but also places new emphasis on the role of democracy, 

human rights, popular participation, good governance and the empowerment of women. As 

such it provides an all-encompassing framework for international cooperation on 

development”. Later, on page 54, under the heading of ‘environment and development’, it 

makes clear that: “the consensus on and basis for actions at global, regional, subregional, 

national and local levels to ensure sustainable development has been established by the 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Agenda 21, the 

Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and the Non-Legally Binding 

Authoritative Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the Management, 

Conservation and Sustainable Development of all Types of Forests, as well as in all 

international conventions on the environment and development” (emphasis added). 

 

No doubt, this conservation and development rhetoric sounds familiar; rhetoric that is still 

very much in use around the globe today (Büscher and Mutimukuru, 2007). The word 

‘consensus’ especially seems to be in vogue. Another United Nations initiative, its 'global 

compact' with the private sector, consisting of "ten principles in the areas of human rights, 

labour, the environment and anti-corruption", for example, also “enjoys universal 

consensus"25. Of course for strict ‘universal consensus’ to exist, every single private company 

in the world would have to know and agree with these principles; neither of which can ever be 

achieved. Why then this incessant emphasis on consensus by so many actors in conservation 

and development? I argue that this only makes sense from a neoliberal devolved governance 

perspective as outlined in the previous sections. It is exactly because there is less universal 

consensus in reality; indeed that people (can) disagree more and increasingly have the power, 

tools and information to follow their own individual conduits (Rosenau, 1990), that the 

rhetorical need for the political image of consensus becomes greater. Here, I will briefly 

explain this in theory, while later chapters will show this contradiction in Southern African 

transfrontier conservation and development practice. 

 

                                                 
25 http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/TheTenPrinciples/index.html  
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If indeed in devolved governance one’s product or course of action needs consent from ‘free’ 

and relevant ‘stakeholders’ (market legitimacy) or – phrased from a negative angle – if indeed 

free, relevant stakeholders can effectively undermine products or courses of action if they so 

wish, then consensus becomes imperative. After all, if there is no ultimate ‘tyrant’ to bluntly 

force subjects into submission or if democratic majority rule is compromised by ‘escape 

clauses’ such as spatial fluidity or weak enforcement, three political courses of action remain 

open to govern effectively and retain control and coherence: actually creating consensus, 

making people believe there is consensus or just positing consensus as a discursive umbrella 

to forge through specific political agendas according to hybridised devolved governance 

strategies. Importantly, all three options still adhere to the idea of consensus, but since we can 

safely discard the first option as an illusion, the focus should be on the latter two. Now, this is 

obviously over-simplistic – brute force is still very often used, while a tremendous number of 

people do indeed try to actually bring about (global) ‘consensuses’ on issues, exemplified by 

other incessant global governance buzzwords, such as ‘institutionalisation’, ‘sensitisation’ and 

the stimulation of universally applicable ‘best practices’. Yet, if one accepts that absolute 

(universal) consensus cannot be achieved, then astute political analysis has to focus on 

‘consensus as make-belief’ and ‘consensus as smokescreen’. 

 

To start with the latter, there is substantial evidence that a multitude of actors (ab)use 

consensus oriented discourses to ‘fog up’ issues so that they can continue doing what they 

want to do in reality (Olivier de Sardan, 2005; Büscher and Dietz, 2005) either or not 

according to certain political ideologies, such as neoliberalism26. As such, consensus images 

further strengthen the self-reinforcing dynamics of neoliberalism. This is explained by 

Anders, (2003: 55), when he discusses the “global consensus on good governance and 

development”:  

“This consensus is phrased in the language of economic theory and legitimised by scientific rationality. 

Good Governance and ownership are not presented as superior ideological concepts or desirably goals, but 

as inevitable solutions or tools to address problems that are of a technical nature. One set of tools, 

conditionality, creates possibilities to insert another set of tools, such as civil service reform or measures 

against corruption. Together they form an interlocking ensemble of self-controlling sub-systems that make 

other alternative forms of policy making impossible and even unthinkable. In this sense, they operate not 

unlike computer programmes that require the installation of other programmes by the same manufacturer 

and are incompatible with products from other manufacturers” 

                                                 
26 The (post) ‘Washington Consensus’ comes to mind. 
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Consensus language, thus, habitually ends up as a cloak that hides the fact that the effect of 

interventions is often different than their stated objectives; a process very familiar to 

institutions dealing with conservation and development (Cornwall and Brock, 2005; Mosse, 

2005; Büscher and Mutimukuru, 2007). 

 

But this point must be taken further still. Inherent in the neoliberal ambition to become the 

global social order, proponents increasingly stimulate the belief that differences can actually 

disappear. What this comes down to is a latent acceptance of pluralism based on the 

assumption that this is destined to disappear. In other words, elimination of differences and 

the achieving of (universal) consensus are possible and the means through which this will be 

achieved is a belief in technocratic ratio (Du Plessis, 2000)27. An example is the definition of 

global governance by the Commission on Global Governance as “the sum of the many ways 

individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their common affairs. It is a 

continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and 

cooperation action may be taken”. In a critical review, Overbeek (2005: 39) states that “by 

exclusively emphasizing the cooperative element this definition in fact eliminates any 

possible connotation of domination and force, which of course is also part of ‘governance’”. 

Overbeek in fact calls this a ‘depoliticizing tendency’, reinforced by an ‘actor-oriented’ 

outlook. He then criticises the Commission28 for falling into the ‘pitfall of pluralism’: “taking 

the plurality of actors, interests and partial structures (…) as being the essence of things, and 

as being essentially undetermined, unbiased, ‘neutral’, rather than seeing this plurality as set 

in a wider hierarchical configuration of social power” (idem: 39-40). The next section takes 

up this notion of a ‘depoliticizing tendency’ as a second core neoliberal mode of political 

conduct. 

 

                                                 
27 A currently relevant illustration of this belief is the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ (MDGs). According to 

Cornwall and Brock (2005: 1049): “the adoption of the Millennium Declaration by the United Nations General 

Assembly in September 2000, and the reformulation of the International Development Targets (IDTs) into the 

MDGs, can be seen as part of a broader consensus with an extraordinarily diverse buy-in”. The subsequent 

operationalisation of the MDGs, however, are exemplary of the tendencies of economic and methodological 

reductionism (see for example Salemink, 2008). 
28 Overbeek also directs his critique at the work of Rosenau (1997; 2003), one of the most prominent 

international relations scholars conceptualising the earlier introduced move from ‘government to governance’. 
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2.3.2 The need for Anti-politics 

If consensus is really a smokescreen for the underlying tensions between actor pluralism and 

structural configurations of (disciplinary) power, then the next step is to focus on the political 

techniques of consensus as make-belief. Much literature on conservation and development has 

done so and thereby predominantly focused on devolved governance techniques of 

rationalising and ‘rendering technical’ (e.g. Ferguson, 1994; Li, 2007)29. However, the crux of 

the neoliberal bent on rationality and technicalisation lies in the following remark by Rose: 

“the strategies of regulation that have made up our modern experience of “power” are thus 

assembled into complexes that connect up forces and institutions deemed “political” with 

apparatuses that shape and manage individual and collective conduct in relation to norms and 

objectives but yet are constituted as “non-political”” (Rose, 1996: 37). Hence, we are talking 

of anti-politics, which I argue, after Schedler (1997), is another important signifier of the 

entrenchment of neoliberalism as social order. Schedler (1997: 1) states it sharper still when 

he writes that at times, anti-politics is even a “hegemonic element of the ideological 

universe”. 

 

Before elaborating on what constitutes anti-politics, however, we need to define politics, 

although it should be clear that the two concepts are each others antonyms. One of the most 

famous definitions comes from Lasswell (1936), namely politics as ‘who gets what, when and 

how’. For the purpose of this study, I define politics as the process with which actors make 

decisions that determine social or public outcomes. Following Schedler (1997) and Marden 

(2003), I regard as crucial that politics is constituted by ‘language, communication and 

deliberation’. In Marden’s words (2003: 234): “Essentially though, it [politics] is to recognize 

and promote discursive contests, to uphold or contest political decisions, to contest dominant 

hegemonic metaphoric language that disguises alternatives or constrains choice, and finally, 

to recognise that decisions are made within larger discursive frames that define the parameters 

of the problems and the possible solutions; to have less is to deny politics”. In other words: 

politics is not ‘something that politicians do’, but constitutes discursive mediations involving 

(material and non-material) power, interests, contestations, etc. Furthermore, politics does not 

have to constitute something ‘bad’, a point of view which aroused some observers to call for 

anti-politics and ‘antipoliticians’ as a complete separate sphere that has nothing to do with 

                                                 
29 A notable exception here is a recent work edited by Quarles van Ufford and Kumar Giri (2003) that tries to 

develop a moral critique of development. 
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‘formal politics’ (Konrád, 1984). Rather, politics, or the engagement in communicative debate 

about the allocation of resources, can also be a positive engagement (Büscher and Wolmer, 

2007). Consequentially, rationality and technocracy - two favourite ‘recipients’ of critical 

political ecology criticism - are also not necessarily deemed negative or narrow. They can be 

interpreted and are often operationalised as such30, but also to the opposite: a communicative, 

democratic rationality and technocracy that aims to reduce error without stifling social 

dynamism and creativity (Barry et al, 1996)31. 

 

In short, anti-politics is the political act of doing away with politics. Often this is done 

through rationalisation and technocratisation, but in order to grasp the full impact of this 

political technique it is crucial to propose a much broader conceptualisation of anti-politics 

that takes into account values, interests, and so forth. I find this in the work of Schedler 

(1997), who, inspired by Habermas, distinguishes four types of anti-politics (see also Marden, 

2003: 235): instrumental anti-politics, amoral anti-politics, moral anti-politics and aesthetic 

anti-politics. First, instrumental anti-politics comes close to Habermas’ ‘scientisation of 

politics’ in the sense that it wants all decisions to be made by technocratic experts, based on 

rational cost-benefit analyses. Instrumental anti-politics does not regard political resistance as 

serious, as this must stem from irrational ignorance. The road is thus open for technocratic 

engineering of the social world and basically the end of democratic politics and deliberation. 

Second, amoral anti-politics basically comes down to the privatisation of the public domain. 

It regards human beings as utility maximising homo economicus whose interests and 

preferences should be clear from what makes most commercial and economic sense. Politics 

hereby becomes a mere ‘strategic power game’ whereby rational choice prevails. It should be 

clear that much general conservation/development literature has so far focused on these two 

types of anti-politics, especially its most famous example: Ferguson’s study of a development 

project in Lesotho which he likened to an ‘Anti-Politics Machine’ (Ferguson, 1994)32. 

 

                                                 
30 In ways that lead to methodological reductionism (Carolan, 2005c). 
31 Barry et al (1996) argue for accepting rationality’s and technocracy’s limitations and studying the eclectical 

ways in which politics and the technical mutually constitute each other. 
32 Ferguson, however, did not link up his analysis to wider discussions on the political economy. More in 

general, I have argued elsewhere (Büscher, forthcoming) that much development literature that insists on the 

importance of reconstituting poverty within the political domain has done little to further investigate the nature 

of politics, which is for instance demonstrated by how few scholars have elaborated on the anti-politics concept. 



 

 40

The third type, moral anti-politics, replaces ‘procedural normative arrangements’ with 

‘material norms’, thereby stifling political debate. In other words, ethics and morals are seen 

as constituted on (quantifiably) immutable goals and outcomes and disagreement with 

proposed materials norms is seen as ‘amoral’ or even ‘treason’. Compromise becomes 

superfluous because ‘ethical norms’ are derived external from human ethical and moral 

consideration. A good example of this type of anti-politics is the reliance on econometrics and 

statistics in development to design what are basically moral and normative policies. Fourth 

and last, aesthetic anti-politics stifles democratic politics by substituting words for images, 

theatre and drama. Democratic politics becomes trivialised as they are represented by the 

visual rather than the deliberative or communicative. In Marden’s words (2003: 235): “this is 

the triumph of the symbolic over verbal communication, the virtual over the actual and the 

ritual over the experience of learning. This is a form of ‘bread and circuses’ and the spectacle 

of politics which is regarded as a coloniser because of its potential to replace important 

elements of public life and vita activa with layers of stimulation such as expressions of 

emotion over plausible argument”33. Currently, there is no better example of this type of anti-

politics than the ways in which the Bush administration in the U.S. has tried to change 

political discussions on the ‘war on terrorism’ into theatre and drama around patriotism and 

the American flag. 

 

Referring back to neoliberal aspirations of restructuring the social order, it is hypothesised 

that the four types of anti-politics become more and more pervasive in all aspects of life, 

including conservation and development (interventions). Yet, pretending as though 

contradictions and struggles do not exist in order to forward a political agenda does not mean 

that these disappear in reality. As stated before, contradictions and struggles are inherent in 

neoliberal expansion and intellectual endeavour should therefore also be focused on how its 

progression adapts to resistance (Drainville, 1994). This leads us to the third and last mode of 

neoliberal political conduct here discussed; that of marketing.  

 

2.3.3 The need for marketing 

Marketing, simply stated, is the exercise of increasing the likelihood that consumers choose 

your product, thereby enhancing one’s competitiveness or ‘competitive advantage’ in the 
                                                 
33 Importantly, this is not to suggest that ‘the visual’ cannot be political. To the contrary, the visual and the 

symbolic have always been part and parcel of political practice. Aesthetic anti-politics relates to the point that  
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market place. Although usually connoted to the domain of the private sector, neoliberal logic 

is increasingly forcing other (public) domains to also employ marketing as a consensus-

making, anti-political technique. After all, if competition and commercialisation become the 

bottom-line of social relations (Cammack, 2003; 2006), then marketing is bound to trail 

closely behind. But, one may ask, even in contemporary neoliberal governance systems there 

is still the need to maintain democratic legitimacy, meaning that ‘all relevant stakeholders’ 

need to be involved, included, consulted, etc. Enter, again, the hybridisation of democratic 

and market legitimacy; and hence the need for marketing or what Cammack terms the 

“imposition of consent” (Cammack, 2003: 42). A (simplified) theoretical exposé to explain 

this starts again with the functioning of a devolved governance system such as the market is 

supposed to represent. 

 

In its basic form and according to the most simplistic economic model, a market consists of 

demand and supply, mediated by the concept of scarcity. Economic theory on the market 

often starts with the demand for a product: if there is a demand for a product (which can also 

be a service), suppliers will arise that will try to satisfy the demand. Depending on how scarce 

the product is one expects to pay a higher or lower price. But the opposite is also true: a 

product is developed and demand is sought or stimulated. In this model, the notion of 

competition must ensure the efficient production and organisation of supply and stimulate the 

most reasonable price for a given product: that is, if one supplier can produce his/her products 

more efficiently – at lower costs – (s)he can ask a lower price and, everything else being 

equal, market logic states that customers then choose the cheaper supplier. Market logic 

would have it furthermore that the more expensive suppliers would also try to increase their 

efficiency, until equilibrium is reached whereby the price reflects the ‘real’ market value of a 

product, in between demand and the efforts and capital necessary to produce it.  

 

Of course, this is simplistic. The real crux sits in the fact that ‘everything else being equal’ 

does not exist and there is a whole scientific discipline of economics devoted to all the 

intervening variables (‘externalities’) of this basic model. Important at this point is the socio-

political aspect of the market: people and organisations try to actively influence the basic 

economic model in order to increase the demand for their products, and so earn higher profits 

or achieve higher social status. It is here that the self-reinforcing mechanisms of capitalist 

development set in: capitalists are increasingly pressured to create demand and make profit, 

because if they fail to do so, the market environment will, due to the notion of competition, 
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force them out of business. In Marxist literature, this leads to the classic problem of the 

overaccumulation of capital, which leads in turn to the downgrading of labour in favour of 

finance (Bond, 2000: 8-11). While this is still often the case, the focus here is on another 

political strategy to influence the market, namely the stimulation of demand by making people 

believe that your product is better or whatever it is that would make people buy (into) it. This 

is the marketing or public relations (PR) of a product; an activity that has become so 

important that attention and expenditures related to it have increased exponentially since the 

1970s, and especially since the beginning of the 1990s (Klein, 2001). 

 

The point to make here is that with neoliberalism as social order, this type of thinking and 

behaviour will increasingly become part of other aspects of life as well. Hence, I argue that 

the public sector, the public domain and even the personal domain will increasingly come 

under the pressure of the competitive market cycle and thus the need for PR and marketing. 

But while commercialisation on a global scale has long been recognised as a sociological fact 

and given labels such as the ‘McDonaldisation of society’ (Barber, 1995), the concepts of 

marketing and PR are still quite marginal to critical political science (Van der Westhuizen, 

2005). Yet, how socially and politically pervasive semantic PR and marketing structures and 

techniques can be, can for example be seen in the use of metaphors in advertising. According 

to Bleiker (2000: 233): “these semantic structures permit the expression of a societal 

consciousness in which metaphors (…) seem to lose their metaphorical dimensions because 

they appear natural in the context of a speech environment that has already objectified 

hierarchical representations of political realities”. Thus we encounter the political essence of 

marketing: neoliberal enterprise stimulates those semantic structures that make people 

consciously forget the metaphorical dimensions of marketing speak, but rather think of a 

product, service of political argument as the ‘natural’ and embodied choice. One could see 

this as rather ironic: the post-modern critique on modernity that language and metaphors are 

never neutral, objective or able to depict reality proved to be the ultimate strategy with which 

the rational consensus face of neoliberalism is to be attained: public relations and marketing. I 

will come back to this point below. 

 

A final point to be added here is that all of this has been further reinforced by rapid 

developments in information and communication technology. Literature on globalisation and 

the ‘information age’ generally agrees that the current intensity and exponential growth of 

information fundamentally alters social fabrics around the globe (Castells, 1996; Eriksen, 
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2001). This further influences the semantic structures which induce disciplinary power. Porter 

(1999: 138) explains this well when he talks about “the increased speed and intensity with 

which new abstract knowledge is transformed into routine unquestioned practices which can 

then be taken as commonsense reality”. He distinguishes “two characteristic features of this 

knowledge structure. The first effect is ontological: there is an increasing tendency to 

negotiate or rework the fabric of understandings that constitute our notion of what is real. The 

second is decentralizing: this reworking becomes effective not through centralized controls 

and directives but through its acceptance and reproduction at the micro-level” 34. Once again 

this highlights how deep neoliberal devolved governance strategies can infect and affect the 

human unconscious and (re)create social order. The effects of which are becoming 

increasingly visible in empirical reality, as I will show in subsequent chapters. 

 

2.4 The struggle within: the power and contradictions of neoliberalism 

Obviously, outlining the three modes is not to state that neoliberal political conduct is 

straightforward and blindly follows this model. The opposite is true: as the struggle for 

neoliberal expansion intensifies, so do its contradictions. In multiple ways yet to be fully 

understood, neoliberalism is resisted and challenged and produces winners and losers35. While 

market dynamics bring incredible and (seemingly) limit-less rewards to some, many others – 

those that cannot (effectively) or do not want to compete – lose out and experience that the 

detriments can also be incredible and limit-less. Thus, neoliberal global governance does not 

‘flow’ and benefit everybody equally across the globe (and especially in Africa); “it hops 

instead, efficiently connecting the enclaved points in the network while excluding (with equal 

efficiency) the spaces that lie between the points (Ferguson, 2006: 47). New centres of 

authority are not only geographically distributed unequally; they themselves distribute 

unequal importance to certain spaces, leading to what Harvey calls ‘uneven geographical 

development’ (Harvey, 2006). Yet for all these idiosyncrasies and their negative effects, 

neoliberalism has proved remarkably resilient and able to overcome resistance against it, so in 

fact securing its further progression. Following Kovel (2002), the power of the neoliberal 

model lies precisely in the fact that it is able to deal with its own contradictions. In order, 

                                                 
34 This links in with the social constructivist turn in political ecology described below. 
35 Which makes it especially ironic that neoliberal political ideology produces and favours win-win discourses 

(Igoe and Brockington, 2007; Büscher, 2008a). 
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then, to complete the theoretical framework, it is necessary to pay attention to the 

contradictions of neoliberalism and the role of the concept of power hereby. 

 

2.4.1 The concept of power 

The concept of power seems to have been neglected in recent literature and debates on 

conservation and development (Lund and Lund, 2005) including those that focus on 

neoliberalism. Oddly, a recent volume on power in global governance (Barnett and Duvall, 

2005) points out that the same holds true for recent debates in international relations. Hurrel’s 

(2005) contribution to the volume points out that much of recent writing on governance and 

order has been rationalistic and technocratic in character, focusing especially on institutions to 

leverage interest and power as they help to overcome collective action problems and leverage 

cooperation (see also Du Plessis, 2000). As noted above and elaborated elsewhere (Büscher, 

forthcoming), this same preoccupation seems to dominate studies on conservation, 

development and neoliberalism. Hurrel notes three important problems in these writings.  

 

First, a positivist belief that the entry-point of various ‘stake- holding’ actors must be that they 

see each other as legitimate, speak the same conceptual language and have the same objective 

common goal which can be attained by cooperative behaviour (see also Overbeek, 2005). 

Obviously, this links in with my idea of consensus as neoliberal political conduct. Second, the 

negligence of values and value conflict in mainstream (international relations) studies of 

power. According to Hurrel (2005: 35-36), “governance (whether domestic or global) has, 

after all, three overriding objectives: the management of power, the promotion of common 

interest, and the mediation of difference. Perhaps because a great deal of institutionalist 

writing has been concerned with the creation of institutions within the developed world, there 

has been a tendency to assume away the existence of fundamental differences in religion, 

social organisation, culture, and moral outlook that may block or, at least, complicate 

cooperative action”. This point has been captured by our conceptualisation of anti-politics, 

which goes beyond technocracy to include values and aesthetics. Finally, the third problem is 

that of language. Language helps us to order our lives and interaction, but does not so 

neutrally. To the contrary: language and words carry specific meanings and 

operationalisations that reflect power and interests (Büscher and Mutimukuru, 2007). Thus, 

the power of marketing, especially, needs to be recognised and critically scrutinised. 
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Above, I have already outlined the ways in which the politics of neoliberalism affect 

legitimacy, values and language. In turn, these have consequences for the concept of power. 

The challenge, then, is to find a conceptualisation that takes these issues into account while 

also adhering to a critical realist view on structure and agency. I have found this in the 

framework developed by Arts and Van Tatenhove (2004), who define power as “the 

organisational and discursive capacity of agencies, either in competition with one another or 

jointly, to achieve outcomes in social practices, a capacity which is however co-determined 

by the structural power of those social institutions in which these agencies are embedded” 

(2004: 347). This definition brings three elements or ‘layers’ of power to the fore. The first 

layer of relational power or ‘agent power’ comes down to the statement that “power is always 

constituted and exerted in social relationships” (idem: 350). The focus here is on achieving 

certain outcomes through social collaboration (intransitive) or against the will of others 

(transitive). Dispositional power, the second layer, relates to the rules and resources into place 

that mediate the agent’s ‘capacity to act’ (idem). Hence, we are talking about organisations 

and institutions and the way they define, influence and legitimise relational power. The last 

layer, structural power, relates to “the way macro-societal structures shape the nature and 

conduct of agents, being both individuals and collectivities”, or put stronger; structural power 

relates “to orders of signification, legitimisation and domination, which are ‘materialised’ in 

discourses as well as in political, legal and economic institutions of societies” (idem: 350-

351).  

 

Neoliberalism – as a social order – can therefore be seen as a system of structural power that 

signifies and legitimizes the economic domination of markets over other (social, political) 

actor regulating mechanisms. At the same time, as recognised by Peck and Tickell (2002: 

400, emphasis in original), “one of the fundamental features of neoliberalism is its 

pervasiveness as a system of diffused power”. After all, neoliberalism is manifestly 

materialised in many contemporary discourses and increasingly institutionalised in different 

political, legal and economic settings. Again this signifies that neoliberalism is not a ‘force’ 

on its own and that structural power cannot exist without relational and dispositional powers. 

Yet this very fact makes the neoliberal model so powerful and so seductive: the disciplinary 

embedment of neoliberal practices on the micro level leads the three types of power to 

reinforce each other and so penetrate the ‘deeper’ strata of (critical realist) reality (Carolan, 

2005b). In turn, this process is stimulated by the self-reinforcing dynamics of capitalism as 

the basic process driving neoliberal ideology. Kovel explains how capital 
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“constantly seeks to go beyond the limits that it itself has imposed, and so can neither rest nor find 

equilibrium: it is irremediably self-contradictory. Every quantitative increase becomes a new boundary, 

which is immediately transformed into a new barrier. The boundary/barrier ensemble then becomes the site 

of new value and the potential for new capital formation which then becomes another boundary/barrier, and 

so forth and on into infinity – at least in the logical schemata of capital” (Kovel, 2002: 41-42). 

 

This point cannot be overemphasised: the capitalist system is able to deal with its own 

systemic contradictions (Hartwick and Peet 2003), for not only its excesses but also its 

alternatives can be commercialized; turned into a new site for commodity production (Kovel, 

2002)36. In turn, this renders true alternatives intrinsically weakened, if not completely 

impotent altogether37. Yet, whether ‘unreformable’ or not, the point I want to focus on here is 

that the self-reinforcing dynamics also fuel the inherent contradictions and struggles 

embedded in neoliberalism. 

 

2.4.2 Neoliberalism’s struggles and contradictions 

In this section, I argue that attention to the political struggles and contradictions embedded 

within neoliberalism enables us to better frame what I above identified as a central 

problematic in the literature on neoliberalism, namely how to account for neoliberalism’s 

diversity of contextualised and place-particular hybridisations on the one hand and the 

remarkable congruencies in how neoliberalism embeds itself in the conduct of governing 

social-ecological change on the other. The entry-point and context with(in) which to do so is 

the field of political ecology, that brings together the earlier-mentioned academic fields that 

have influenced the theoretical framework. 

 

In the 1970s, early contributions to the critical social research agenda that became known as 

political ecology argued that ecology had to be understood within wider political economic 

relations (Wolf, 1972; 1982). Accordingly, Biersack (2006: 9) relates that “whereas earlier 

ecologies typically concentrated upon a local population, community, society, or culture, 

political economy targets the complex hierarchies and cross-cutting linkages through which 

communities are embedded in larger political, economic, and social structures. The 

implication for ecology is that the local is subordinated to a global system of power relations 
                                                 
36 For example, by capitalising on fast food overindulgence through the commercialisation of diets and 

medication to lose weight.  
37 Indeed, Kovel (2002) holds that capitalism is ‘unreformable’, leading irreversibly to ecological crisis. 
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and must be understood entirely with respect to that subjection, in terms of what is commonly 

referred to as capitalist penetration and its effects”. Although this early Marxist emphasis 

within political ecology has remained an important part of the field, many scholars state that 

the field shifted considerably after poststructuralism entered the scene, emphasising discourse 

analysis, and the ‘social construction’ of knowledge and nature and widening its scope to 

include ‘grassroots’ and social movements (Dietz, 1996; Bryant and Baily, 1997; Adams, 

2001; Neumann, 2005; Biersack, 2006). 

 

Whether a consequence or cause of this shift, political ecology has been dominated, even 

claimed by anthropologists and geographers38. Thus, “one of the main complexities addressed 

in recent anthropological research deals with (the limits of) human understanding of nature” 

(Büscher and Wolmer, 2007: 8). Croll and Parkin (1992: 3), for instance, note the paradoxical 

situation that “humans create and exercise understanding and agency on the world around 

them, yet operate within a web of perceptions, beliefs and myths which may portray people 

and their environments as constituted in each other, with neither permanently privileged over 

the other”. Moreover, many ethnographically oriented political ecology studies focus on how 

holistic understandings of the human place in the landscape have often replaced the Cartesian 

separation of culture and nature (Descola and Palsson, 1996; Brosius, 1999; Dietz et al, 2008; 

see also West and Brockington, 2006).  

 

The important point here is that these and other studies have strongly influenced the ways in 

which political ecology relates to the concepts of politics and power and thus influence 

debates on neoliberalism. According to Neumann (2005: 7) “poststructuralism has introduced 

to political ecology (…) a conceptualization of politics that is much broader than a focus on 

elections and state offices”; Biersack (2006: 13) argues that political ecology has moved 

“beyond Idealism/Materialism” or “from ‘first’ to ‘second’ nature”, while I have earlier, 

together with Wolmer (2007: 9), remarked that “one noteworthy effect (…) is that the politics 

of conservation has been extended from human-nature relationships to the more abstract 

politics of knowledge of nature and human understanding of human-nature relationships”. 

Power in political ecology, then, has increasingly been conceptualised in Foucauldian term of 

                                                 
38 Neumann (2005: 8) for example states that his book “represents an effort to firmly establish political ecology 

as human geography’s newest field”. 
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power/knowledge, leading to ‘construction of nature’ arguments that have been heavily 

criticised by natural scientists and environmentalists (Proctor, 1998; Escobar, 1999). 

 

Following Neumann (2005: 7), I adhere to a critical realist political ecology that places 

emphasis on “a critical perspective toward modernist notions of objectivity and rationality, on 

interrogating the relationship between power and scientific knowledge, and the recognition of 

the existence of multiple, culturally constructed ideas of the environment and environmental 

problems”. This political ecology thus emphasises the importance of the power of discourses. 

However, while accepting that our knowledge of the environment is never neutral or value-

free, I hasten to add that this does not mean that there is no (environmental, material) ‘reality 

out there’. As I stated above, the post-modern critique on modernity that language and 

metaphors are never neutral, objective or able to depict reality proved to be one of the most 

powerful strategies with which proponents of neoliberalism try to attain their objectives of 

wider and deeper marketisation: public relations and marketing. Thus I come to what I regard 

as one of the most profound contradictions of neoliberalism: the increasing separation of the 

link between rhetoric and reality (see also Büscher and Dressler, 2007). The political strategy 

of marketing can only thrive in an environment where this link is not only questioned, but 

whereby it is legitimate to exploit it through the active twisting of ‘reality’ so that it works out 

in one’s competitive favour.  

 

Consequently, I argue that much ‘nuanced’ post-structuralist writing, such as by Barnett 

(2005) and Irwin (2007), runs the risk of further strengthening what Baudrillard calls 

‘simulacrum’ or the severing of the link between rhetoric and reality39. According to 

Baudrillard (1995: 81), the late-modern use of imagery has led to four successive ‘phases of 

the image’: 1) as the reflection of a basic reality; 2) as masking and perverting a basic reality; 

3) as masking the absence of a basic reality; and 4) as bearing no relation to any reality 

whatever. While it obviously cannot be said that all of ‘humanity’ has passed through these 

four phases (certainly not in Africa), I do contend that the neoliberal political conduct of 

marketing intermittently hovers between the four phases, with an overall path that moves 

towards the latter phase. In terms of the issues of development and especially conservation, 

this trend - stimulated by marketing as neoliberal political conduct - seems especially 

contradictory considering the fact that many conservationists – in particular natural scientists 

                                                 
39 Thanks to Philip Quarles van Ufford for pointing out this reference to me. 
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– promote the understanding of ecology as ‘real’, meaning not different from our construction 

of it. Furthermore, the rhetoric/reality contradiction highly influences other, more well known 

power struggles and contradictions of neoliberalism, such as those around inequality, 

dispossession (Harvey, 2005; Li, 2007), and environmental degradation (Heynen et al, 2007). 

The ensuing chapters will show this in detail. 

 

Thus, while I agree that something like ‘second nature’ exists, it remains crucially important 

not to lose sight of the fact that material ‘reality out there’ exists also, whether we understand 

it or not. Post-structuralist critiques of neoliberalism, albeit often valuable for providing new 

insights, must therefore be rejected if they do not somehow try to take into account this 

material reality. Failing to do so will only stimulate further the contradictory situation 

described by Mosse whereby conservation and “development projects work to maintain 

themselves as coherent policy ideas or systems of representations” that in actual fact are “not 

driven by policy but by the exigencies of organisations and the need to maintain 

relationships” (Mosse, 2005: 16) and whereby, as a consequence, “success” and “failure” 

become “policy-oriented judgements that obscure project effects” (idem: 18). The fact that 

our knowledge of reality will always be constructed to a greater or lesser degree does not 

mean we should not continue to pursue scientific explanations that have higher ‘truth’ value, 

even (especially!) in social science (Sayer, 2000; Latour, 2005).  

 

Forfeiting this exercise would not only lead to meaningless critique, it would also sanctify the 

neoliberal status quo. An example of this strategy is given by Owusu (2003: 1669) who 

argues that “one hopes that Mbeki and the other [African] leaders would be able to convince 

the international community that turning a blind eye to the abject poverty and deprivation in 

the [African] continent poses a threat to the global neoliberal agenda”. It is as if the 

contradictions of neoliberalism will be solved by the further expansion of that same agenda. 

Accepting the existence of struggles and contradictions must lead to a fundamental political 

critique of neoliberalism as inherently anti-ecological and (ultimately) perverse when it comes 

to development defined as social change. This critique, I argue, is most meaningful if it brings 

together ethnographic empirical research that links different levels of abstraction, a special 

eye for power structures and combines agency with structure. 
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2.5 Conclusion 

In relation to TFCAs in Southern Africa, Duffy (2006: 109) mentions that “the assumption 

that management of transboundary environmental problems through forms of global 

governance which utilise a technical or scientific rationale, and which adhere to neoliberal 

political and economic principles, is deeply problematic”. It should be clear by now that my 

research findings will support this assumption. Yet, Duffy does not explain exactly how 

‘neoliberal and economic principles’ work out empirically in complex governance systems 

such as TFCAs represent. With the theoretical framework in place, we are set to embark on 

this task and so work towards a more political political ecology, one that pays explicit 

attention to (neoliberal) modes of political conduct and takes contradictions and struggles as 

an inherent part of the analytical framework. The three modes of neoliberalism as political 

conduct discussed, although they have been described in general terms, will be central. I will 

argue that they hold especially true for conservation and development – two issues that 

despite increased attention are still marginal policy issues in the world today40 (Büscher and 

Whande, 2007) and thus especially rely on the market legitimacy so characteristic of 

neoliberalism as devolved governance. 

 

Yet again this is not to say that neoliberalism is an actor unto itself. As with any mode of 

governance and political conduct, neoliberalism is resisted, enforced, motivated and 

experienced in different and contradictory ways. This acceptance must be part and parcel of a 

more political political ecology and will therefore feature prominently in parts two and three; 

the reason why the chapter titles all speak of struggles. As I have argued before with respect 

to development (Büscher, 2008b), the current mission for studies on neoliberalism is to 

balance nuanced account of the many ways in which neoliberalism works out in practice, 

while not falling into the trap of relativism / empiricism and so closing spaces for the radical 

critique that is necessary to counter such an un-nuanced political ideology. As such, I hope to 

live up to Peck and Tickell’s (2002: 388) statement that “adequate conceptualizations must be 

attentive to both the local peculiarities and the generic features of neoliberalism” (italics in 

original).  

 

                                                 
40 As compared to trade, finance, health, education, defence, etc, and especially in terms of financial 

expenditures. 
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Two concluding points are in order before moving on. The first is that (neoliberal) structural 

tendencies do not arise out of the blue: they are promoted and reinforced by actors. The 

following parts of the thesis therefore have to bring to the fore those that promote (and benefit 

from) neoliberalism – thus discarding the ‘invisible hand’ that many still seem to believe in. 

This is no easy task. The World Bank, an important actor in this study, is one of the main 

international proponents of neoliberal conservation and development. In relation to this and 

other familiar global institutions, Cammack points out that “The purposive action of human 

agents bent upon establishing the hegemony of a particular social form of organisation of 

production is presented as if it were the natural outcome of abstract forces too powerful for 

humanity to resist. The specific logic and limits of the policies proposed are obscured, and the 

intention that forms of participation and decentralisation should serve to embed the domestic 

and global disciplines of capitalist reproduction is concealed” (Cammack, 2003: 48). In this 

vein, the study will take the empirical lid of this concealment. The second point relates 

closely to the previous one in that neoliberal structural tendencies within conservation and 

development in Southern Africa do not arise out of a historical vacuum. They have long been 

in the making, as we shall see in the next chapter. 



 

 52

3. Southern African history and the political economy of conservation 

and development  

 

3.1 Introduction 

The contemporary influence of neoliberalism on conservation and development in Southern 

Africa cannot be understood outside of its historical context: or rather; multiple historical 

contexts. A combination of the (already) intertwined social, political and economic histories 

of conservation and development, capitalist development, colonialism and apartheid would 

minimally be required to properly frame the thesis’ first sub question: what are the 

characteristics of the conservation-development discourse in Southern Africa over time and 

how has this influenced the political mobilisation process of TFCAs? Yet, doing all of these 

contexts justice in one chapter is impossible. I will therefore place specific focus on 

prominent conservation and development discourses, including transfrontier conservation, and 

situate these in the context of the wider political economic history of the Southern African 

region. This means that emphasis will be on contemporary history from the 19th century 

onwards: it was during colonial and settler times that conservation (/development) discourses 

started penetrating wider political economic practices around colonial state-building, settler 

agriculture and hunting. Yet, when saying this, it is important to immediately heed 

Thompson’s astute remarks on two of Southern African historian’s favourite predilections: 

“Many historians of the white South African establishment start their history books with a brief reference to 

the voyage of Vasco Da Gama round the Cape of Good Hope in 1497-98 and then rush on to the arrival of 

the first white settlers in 1652. Other historians are so committed to emphasising the role of capitalism as 

moulder of modern southern Africa that they ignore the processes that shaped society before Europeans 

began to intrude in the region” (Thompson, 2001: 1). 

Thus, the earlier history of the region will be discussed first. 

 

3.2 Histories of Southern Africa 

3.2.1 Early Southern African history 

A common problem for historians of Southern Africa is that ‘pre-colonial’ history left few 

traces in terms of written accounts to be analysed. African societies were oral societies and 

although they left plenty of other traces, these were even more open to interpretation and 
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discussion than written evidence (Thompson, 2001). Recently, however, several overviews 

have appeared of recent, archaeological, paleontological and historical anthropological 

evidence on pre-colonial livelihoods and it is worth highlighting at least two issues that seem 

to have bearing on our current theses related to conservation and development. 

 

The first is to do with Homo sapiens’ dominance over nature and the increasing “separation of 

self from nature” (Sale, 2006: 36). Since many millennia, mankind in Southern Africa has 

been living amongst and making direct use of the natural resources available. In a very direct 

manner, nature provided the standards and the limitations that ultimately guided and directed 

human behaviour and social change (Reader 1997). While in essence this is still the case, the 

point to note is that already then this relationship transformed into one whereby mankind 

could, to an increasingly greater degree, subjugate nature to better suite its needs and 

comforts. From this ‘deep historical’ perspective, the more recent capitalist expansion from 

19th century industrial developments to today’s global economy is only a snippet of time, but 

one that has nonetheless greatly stimulated the age-old processes of domination of nature 

(Leiss, 1994).  

 

Sale (2006: 3) draws radical interpretations for the present: the “extraordinary dominance by 

one single bipedal species […] has brought us to the present imperilment of the earth, 

including the extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems, the alteration of climate, the 

pollution of waters and soils, the exhaustion of fisheries, the elimination of forests, the spread 

of deserts, and the disruption of the atmosphere”. According to him, the consequence of the 

dominance of Homo sapiens and its associated “reckless policies and practices towards the 

earth” is unavoidable ecocide (idem), which echoes other contemporary analyses about the 

link between capitalism and nature (Kovel, 2002). Humanity’s main predicament, Sale 

argues, is that its dominance is little recognised as problematic because the psychological 

processes leading up to it have rendered it ‘accepted wisdom’ over many millennia. Whether 

the radical implications are correct is not the point here; it is the idea of dominance as 

‘accepted wisdom’ that links in with and possibly even frames our concept of neoliberalism as 

social order that has to be noted. 

 

Even if one does not heed the radical view, it is clear that pre-colonial human dominance over 

nature in Southern Africa led to profound social transformations. Arguably the most profound 

change – the second important issue - was “the incorporation of domestic livestock into the 
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economies of the aboriginal hunting and gathering people in the western part of Southern 

Africa” around 2000-2500 BC (Thompson, 2001: 13). This triggered processes of private 

wealth accumulation and, as a consequence, social stratification within ‘communities’ and 

later whole Bantu kingdoms (see 3.2.3 below). Private property as a social phenomenon 

began to take hold, a process often only attributed to the influence of ‘western’ capitalism 

from 1652 onwards. Obviously, this happened in different social and cultural contexts, which 

subsequently were deeply affected under colonialism. Yet, it remains important to remember 

Thompson’s critical observation that “indigenous Southern Africans” have over many 

centuries “been developing social forms and cultural traditions that colonialism, capitalism 

and apartheid have assaulted, abused and modified, but never eradicated (idem: 1). 

 

3.2.2 Arrival, settling and consolidation of the Europeans 

Many excellent accounts of Southern Africa’s history since 1652 exist (e.g. Welsh, 1998; 

Thompson, 2001) and I shall therefore only touch upon the most essential historical dynamics 

before turning to events in the 19th century that shaped the conditions for more recent 

(transfrontier) conservation and development debates in the region. The most important of 

these dynamics was the Dutch East India Company settlement at the Cape under Jan van 

Riebeeck in 1652. What was merely intended as a refreshment station for ships travelling 

between Holland and South-East Asia had, by the end of the 18th century, become a socially 

stratified colony extending 600 to 1,000 km in-land. Slowly but surely, Dutch East India 

Company employees and servants were released of their company contracts and allowed to 

settle as ‘free burghers’ or forced to work as slaves. In the process, local San and Khoikhoi 

pastoralists were either integrated as slaves and workers or pushed back into the interior. 

Moreover, slaves from other parts of the world, especially South East Asia, were brought in to 

labour on the farms of the burghers, most of whom indeed started practicing agriculture41. 

Although in the first few decades after 1652 the possibility existed for slaves to become ‘free 

Blacks’, this practice had virtually ended by the end of the 18th century by which time local 

laws had become increasingly discriminatory (Thompson, 2001: 36). In effect, the early seeds 

for 20th century apartheid were sown.  

 

                                                 
41  Many also laboured as small merchants, salesmen, etc. 
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As the land seemed ‘empty’ to the invaders, so-called ‘trek Boers’ had spread out over a vast 

area by 1795. In the hinterland, they tried to make a living through agriculture, but most 

remained economically tied to what had by then long become known as Cape Town. 

According to Thompson (2001), the ‘hinterland’ society was complex, violent and, anarchic 

when changes in Europe led to the British taking over the Cape Colony in 1795 and finally 

ascertaining sovereignty (in the eyes of other European powers) in 1814. Establishing control 

in the ‘turbulent eastern frontier’ proved a major predicament for the British, especially as 

frontier folk, including settlers relocated by the British government, were increasingly coming 

into (violent) contact with the Xhosa peoples living in what today is called the Eastern Cape 

province. But not only the Xhosa saw the British attempts at establishing order as an 

infringement on their rights. The Dutch descendents, or ‘Afrikaners’, also increasingly felt the 

same way, especially when the British abolished slavery in 1833, a practice on which they 

still heavily depended and regarded as a ‘right’. Their subsequent ‘great trek’ to free 

themselves from British control coincided with other great upheavals that were to shape the 

region until the present. Of specific importance for this study is the coming into being of 

Lesotho. The fact that we are now talking of a Transfrontier Conservation Area in the area 

Box 3.1: Chronology of important events in the history of Southern Africa 
1652 Dutch settlements at the Cape under Jan van Riebeeck 
1702 Xhosa people and Boers first meet in Eastern Cape 
1795 First British occupation of the Cape Colony 
1803 Dutch Batavian Republic at the Cape 
1805 Second British occupation of the Cape 
1833 First missionaries arrive in Basutoland 
Mid 1830s Moshoeshoe becomes chief of all Basotho 
1835 Start of the ‘Great Trek’ of the Afrikaner Boers into the interior 
1843 The British annex Natal 
1852 Transvaal becomes an independent Boer Republic 
1854 Orange Free State becomes an independent Boer Republic 
1867 Discovery of diamonds 
1868 Basutoland was annexed to the British empire 
1886 Discovery of gold on the Witswatersrand 
1899-1902 Boer-Anglo War 
1910 Union of South Africa established (Transvaal, Orange Free State, Cape 

Colony and Natal) 
1912 African National Congress founded in resistance of Native Land Act 
1948 Nationalist-Afrikaner Party coalition wins general election – apartheid 

becomes official national policy 
1960 Lesotho independence from Britain 
1990 Nelson Mandela released from Prison (11 February) 
1994 First democratic elections in South Africa, Nelson Mandela president 
1999 Second democratic elections in South Africa, Thabo Mbeki president 
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that comprises the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project is the result of a specific 

configuration of historical developments of which these two deserve closer scrutiny: the great 

trek and the ‘movement of peoples’.  

 

3.2.3 The ‘great trek’ and the movement of peoples 

By the time the Afrikaner Boers started their trek north- and eastwards around 1835, a 

massive ‘movement of peoples’ had already been underway for about two decades. Under 

influence of Shaka, the Zulu kingdom had become a more or less centralised state – a radical 

change from earlier Nguni societies. One consequence of this lay in the changing forms of 

agricultural production, which was increasingly used a source of wealth and tool for 

domination rather than mere subsistence. Another consequence was that, during and after 

Shaka Zulu’s reign which lasted until his death in 1828, the Zulu’s launched aggressive 

military campaigns against other peoples, creating such havoc that people later started 

referring to the era as the Difaqane, meaning ‘times of trouble’. In response to the Zulu’s and 

around their core territory in what is Zululand today, other nations developed and tried to 

establish themselves. Amongst these were not merely other Nguni peoples, such as the 

Ndebele, but also the ‘trek Boers’ searching for land to escape British rule. Various Boer 

parties left the area around Grahamstown and travelled with their ox-wagons across rough 

terrain including what they then started referring to as the Drakensberg Mountains. Many 

parties, after fighting heavy battles with the Zulu, aimed to settle in the fertile areas of what 

today is KwaZulu Natal. The British, however, had already been trading at port Durban and in 

1843 brought Natal into the empire. As a result, the Boers left again and, together with other 

parties, ultimately established two new ‘nations’: the Orange Free State in between the Vaal 

and Caledon rivers and the Transvaal between the Limpopo and Vaal rivers. In between these 

forces, the Sotho tried to stand their ground. 

 

3.2.4 The coming into being of Lesotho 

Much of the relatively small amount of literature on the history of Lesotho takes as a starting 

point the life of the man that laid the vital foundations of present-day independent Lesotho: 

King or Chief Moshoeshoe, who lived between 1786 and 1870. This is not to say that the 

more ancient history of the Maloti-Drakensberg area is not important. On the contrary: the 

drawings that the San people left on many cave walls in the Maloti and Drakensberg 
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mountains is now used as an important cultural argument why the MDTP area should be 

protected. However, not much is certain about pre-1800 Lesotho as written records on events 

and developments in Basutoland only came with the arrival of the first protestant missionaries 

in 1833 (Gill, 1993). Around the time Moshoeshoe was born, most of the Basotho people did 

not live in the area we now know as Lesotho but predominantly north of the Caledon river 

and in the Maloti mountains in between the Orange and Caledon rivers. They were 

surrounded by many other peoples, such as the Ndebele and Griqua to the north east and north 

west, the Pedi and Swazi to the east and the Zulu and Xhosa to the south east and the south. 

Of these, the Zulu were the most powerful. Yet, the biggest threat to the Basotho was the 

pressure coming from the Cape, as European settlers moved into the interior, clashing with 

the indigenous tribes. Together with the growing might of the Zulu, the settlers with their far 

superior firepower further intensified the already ongoing upheavals. 

 

At the start of the Difaqane around 1820, Moshoeshoe left his elderly village of 

Menkhoaneng to start his own chiefdom.  After several internal struggles he ended up in 

Thaba Bosiu, not far from present day Maseru. This mountain stronghold became the centre 

of Moshoeshoe’s power; there he united many smaller chiefdoms and laid the foundations for 

the Basotho Kingdom as we know it today. Moreover, from Thaba Bosiu, the Basotho were 

able to stave off many attacks from Boer commandos. Yet, Moshoeshoe knew he could not 

hold the Boers back forever and had been approaching the British for protection (Gill, 1993). 

When another struggle broke out between the Sotho and the Boers, the tides had shifted and 

the Basotho had to concede much land to the Orange Free State, land that until today is still 

referred to as ‘conquered territory’ (Coplan, 2001). As the British feared that the power of the 

newly established republics might grow too large, they threatened to cut of the ammunition 

supply chain and, partly in pity, agreed to protect the Basotho against the Orange Free State. 

On 12 March 1868, ‘Basutoland’ was annexed to the empire; its borders were settled between 

the British and the Free State without any involvement of the Basotho. The Basotho had 

established the foundations for their independence, but at a prize: landlocked and driven into 

the mountains, away from most of their fertile lands. Despite this, “throughout the 1870s 

Lesotho retained its position as the granary of neighbouring communities” (Thabane, 2002: 

106). 50 years later, the situation had changed drastically. Due to import tariffs from the Free 

State, Lesotho’s agriculture had “collapsed, and with it Lesotho’s food self-sufficiency” 

(idem: 112), while overall the nation had become completely dependent as labour reserve for 

South Africa. To understand this, one has to turn to the emerging regional political economy. 
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3.2.5 Diamonds, gold and the emerging political economy of Southern Africa 

Around 1867, the first diamond was found near Kimberley. Not long after, gold was found at 

the Witwatersrand, near modern-day Johannesburg. These discoveries plunged the region into 

a whole new set of drastic changes: those revolving around raw capitalist development 

(Thompson, 2001). Profit seekers from across the globe descended on the mining regions; 

black Africans from across the continent flocked to the region for labour; while the 

“governments of the Cape Colony and Natal vied with each other to share in the new wealth 

by improving their port facilities and constructing railroads to Kimberley and Johannesburg” 

(idem: 108). The emergent, white-dominated capitalist Southern African economy left few 

‘African communities’ untouched that “had previously preserved their independence” (idem: 

108), creating class differences, a black ‘urban proletariat’ and further entrenching racial 

inequalities throughout the region. By the end of the century, the four major white polities, the 

Cape and Natal under the British crown and the Boer republics of Transvaal and Orange Free 

State had completely subjected all African peoples in their territories, laying the foundations 

for intensified colonialism, and later, apartheid. 

 

The British and the Boer polities, although supporting each other in their racial suppressions, 

did not befriend each other. International rivalry from Germany and the United States to 

challenge British hegemony put pressure on the empire to control Southern Africa’s mineral 

wealth and eventually led to the Anglo-Boer war from 1899-1902. After a cruel and 

protracted battle, Britain eventually occupied the republics, while promising to develop 

representative institutions for a union comprising the four polities. In 1910, this promise was 

delivered with the formal independence of the Union of South Africa. For the black, mixed 

(coloured) and Indian42 peoples of the region, this development further reinforced their 

marginality within the political economy, despite the fact that they remained the absolute 

majority in numbers. Even Lesotho, although formally not part of the Union, could not escape 

this fate and increasingly became a dependent and peripheral element within white-dominated 

Southern Africa. Increasingly, social stratification in Southern Africa saw class and racial 

structures coincide.  

 

                                                 
42 Who had been transported from India mostly to Natal by the British. 
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With these developments, the contours of the contemporary political economy of Southern 

Africa were set in place. According to Bond (2000: 18), this entails the ‘minerals-energy 

complex’ as the “core quarter of the economy”, and several other main features such as the 

lack of production of ‘intermediate capital goods’, a focus on luxury goods and a lack of 

‘basic needs industries’. Bond (2000: 18-19) concludes: “these economic phenomena reflect 

as severe a case of uneven socio-economic development as exists anywhere on earth, and 

along with apartheid policies help explain why the top 5 per cent of South Africa’s population 

consume more than the bottom 85 per cent, resulting in a Gini coefficient (the main measure 

of income disparity) of 0.61, matching Brazil and Nigeria as major countries with the worst 

levels of inequality”. Recent research by May and Meth (2007) confirms this analysis, and in 

fact, when not only taking quantitative measures to define poverty and inequality, argues that 

despite a recent small decline in South Africa’s Gini coefficient, the poverty situation has in 

fact consistently gotten worse from 1990 to 2004. This provides strong evidence for the point 

that – ultimately - capitalist developments outweigh racial ones when it comes to explaining 

South(ern) African continued socio-economic stratification (Alexander, 2002). Capitalism 

never assuaged racially induced class differences as was presumed by earlier historians (idem: 

13, 14); rather, racial policies exacerbated capitalism’s unequal historical developments and 

considerably sharpened the extremes. This, however, is not to say that the poverty lines in 

South African were completely (and literally) black and white. White poverty was wide-

spread still, especially among Afrikaners (Welsh, 1998). 

 

3.2.6 The Union of South Africa and apartheid 

Between 1910 and 1948, the Union fared well, at least for those that stood at the helm of the 

system – the (majority of the) white population. Economic, industrial and (urban) 

infrastructural development was booming, independence from the British Empire was 

progressively accepted and standards in other sectors such as education, health and housing 

came on par with the ‘developed’ parts of the world. As the black populations were ever more 

systematically excluded from the fruits of these economic developments, so did their 

resistance start to take shape. In 1912, the African National Congress (ANC) was founded, 

which later became the main opposition movement against apartheid. Much of the earlier 

revolt, however, especially in the mining sector, was to little or no avail. Segregation was 

intensified as the main white populations, the English and the Afrikaners, always made sure 

that their own bickering did not compromise the suppression of black, coloured and Indian 
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peoples for purposes of cheap labour (Thompson, 2001: 153). Yet, this very bickering later 

led to the ascension of a party that aimed to make ‘apartheid’ official state policy. 

 

With British influence on South Africa gradually waning, the Afrikaners, which formed a 55 

per cent majority of the white population, increasingly demanded that their concerns be taken 

into account by the national government. These concerns revolved around issues such as the 

status of the Afrikaans language, Afrikaner access to higher positions in the economy and a 

more stringent implementation of white segregation from and domination over other races; 

again to maintain unequal labour relations in agriculture and manufacturing (idem: 181). The 

political vehicle through which these concerns were voiced was the National Party, that won 

the general elections in 1948, after which it officially started implemented its apartheid 

policy. The history thereafter is well known and shall not be repeated here in detail. Elements 

of the history from 1948 onwards will be touched upon in the coming sections from the 

viewpoint of the history of conservation and development in the region.  

 

Suffice it to state that the basic tenets of the political economy of Southern African as 

described above were further bolstered under apartheid and institutionalised in extreme forms, 

leading to the increasing concurrence of class hierarchy with the official racial hierarchy. 

Blacks, coloureds and Indians, the official South African race categories beside whites, were 

not ‘merely’ further marginalised under apartheid; their suppression became ever more violent 

and the curtailing of their freedom ever more extreme. In return, opposition intensified, with 

the ANC taking the lead in organising mass protests and – eventually – violent opposition 

through its military wing of Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation). Yet, the National 

Party government, through its highly effective security apparatus, was able to retain tight 

control over the core geographic areas of white concern43 and diffuse opposition through – 

inter alia – the imprisonment of influential leaders such as Nelson Mandela. As such, they 

were also able to further reinforce the region’s political economy, essentially entrenching the 

racially segmented class structure and degrading its neighbouring countries to labour reserves. 

Lesotho, entirely surrounded by South Africa, was especially vulnerable in this respect; its 

hard-won sovereignty becoming effectively meaningless other than a relative safe haven for 

anti-apartheid activists. Within this wretched constellation, it would seem as though 

conservation and development issues were entirely absolved from societal and governmental 

                                                 
43 Obviously excluding the areas considered fit for blacks to live in, such as the ‘homelands’ and the townships. 
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consideration. The rest of the chapter belies this statement by taking these issues as the focal 

point of departure for the more recent historical context for this thesis. 

 

3.3 The political economy of conservation and development 

Historical overviews of the link between conservation and development in (Southern) Africa 

are plenty (e.g. Anderson & Grove 1987; Neumann 1998; Venema and Van Den Breemer, 

1999; Adams & Hulme 2001; Beinhart & McGregor 2003). The purpose here is not to repeat 

these. Rather, the main historical elements of the link between conservation and development 

will be tied to the political economic history of the region, and the wider African continent 

(see also Büscher and Whande, 2007). This should enable us to better situate the influence of 

neoliberalism on conservation and development and the rise of transfrontier conservation 

historically. 

 

3.3.1 Conservation and development in the political economy of colonialism 

Many historical overviews commence with the fortress conservation paradigm. This legacy of 

colonialism has been the original cast for many conservation policies in Africa and still 

remains pervasive in practice today (Adams and Hulme, 2001; Brockington, 2002; Cernea 

and Schmidt-Soltau, 2006). The management of nature according to this paradigm is as its 

name suggests: protectionist and exclusionary, whereby the most important negative 

influences to be excluded are (local) people, as nature conservation and human development 

are deemed inherently incompatible. The exclusion of use by local people was to be strictly 

enforced in a top-down state-centred fashion, preferably through special enclaves (protected 

areas) (Adams and Hutton, 2007). 

 

Views on the origins of fortress conservation in Southern Africa differ, but one of the most 

common explanations relates to three successive historical developments (Igoe, 2004): the 

18th and 19th century English ‘enclosure’ movement, the subsequent westward expansion in 

the United States and the British colonial empire in Africa. At its core, both the enclosure 

movement in England and the westward expansion in the USA come down to the ‘discovery’ 

by elites that flora and fauna turned out to be finite and needed to be protected if remnants 

were to remain for future generations and an important elitist recreational activity: the hunt. 

Further inspired by romantic views of wilderness, tracts of land were set aside for strict 
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preservation of nature, while humans were increasingly constructed as alien in ‘natural 

landscapes’ (Nash, 2001). Especially in the USA, the possession of wilderness became highly 

important for the construction of the nation-state and cultural identity. Consequently, 

protected areas were baptised ‘National Parks’ (idem). 

 

All of this had a profound impact on other parts of the world, particularly on the continent that 

after the ‘American enclosure’ became known for its ‘endless wilderness’: Africa. 

Predominantly Anglophone in nature, these developments were principally reflected in the 

British colonial empire in Africa, explaining why the biggest and most popular parks are 

found in Eastern and Southern Africa, where the largest British and continental-European 

aristocratic minorities settled (Igoe, 2004)44. Again, as in England and the USA, nature and 

wildlife conservation policies in Africa found their origins in the ‘discovery’ by colonial elites 

that ‘nature’ was not endless. Thus, in order to preserve the romantic ideals of the African 

Eden and maintain elite hunting traditions, large tracts of land were set aside for preservation 

(Adams and McShane, 1996; Wels, 2004). As these reserves were implemented after the 

American model, this impacted greatly on local people, as they were often forcibly removed 

from the land they had lived on or used for generations (Draper et al, 2004). Thus was born 

fortress conservation: in policy and in practice, nature conservation became a matter of strict 

law enforcement through a ‘fences and fines’ approach, under which conservation interests 

usually trumped those of local people.  

 

South Africa’s most famous park, the Kruger National Park, provides a good example of a 

park born out of a white need for preservation of the ‘wilderness’ lands, fauna and flora they 

had emotionally and politically attached themselves to. Yet, at the start of Kruger National 

Park’s development early in the 20th century, interest in protected areas waned in favour of 

industrialisation and commercial farming (Carruthers, 1995: 47). The Afrikaner lower classes, 

especially, needed to be convinced that a protected area was a legitimate land-use and 

proponents of the park therefore developed large public relations campaigns. With the 

adoption of the name of the former Transvaal president, Paul Kruger, linked symbolically to a 

national park, the connection between the developing political economy and the protected 

area was sewn. As Carruthers (1995: 65-66) summarizes: 

                                                 
44 Obviously, this is not to discard strong German and French influences on nature conservation policies, for 

instance related to watershed and forestry policies (Büscher and Mutimukuru, 2007). 
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“the divisions of opinion which had previously been so apparent, between sportsmen, the landed and monied 

classes and ‘poor whites’, had been publicly resolved by declaring wildlife viewing to be a legitimate form 

of resource exploitation. This protectionist conviction was generally moulded by the industrialisation of the 

country, the improved material circumstances and urbanization of whites and the lack of opportunities for 

sport or commercial hunting on state land. Consequently, the foundation of the Kruger National Park 

represents a measure of the adaptation by the white lower classes – those former biltong and subsistence 

hunters – as well as sportsmen, of the views which were those of the elite. In this way, the establishment of 

the national park manifests an advance in political expediency as much as progress in conservation 

strategy”. 

 

In a sense, conservation became the mirror image of industrialisation and colonisation in 

Southern Africa, and especially the Union. Whites further consolidated their control over the 

region through the construction of particular ideas about what entailed legitimate land-use and 

conservation, whereby “African attitudes and interests were ignored or over-ridden” (idem: 

65). Crucially, therefore, conservation has to be seen within the framework of the 

consolidation of the white nation-state and suppression of non-whites in the process, just as 

was the case in the development of industrial sectors (Singh and Van Houtum, 2002). Even 

science was used for this purpose: “in the late years of the nineteenth century, the much 

trumpeted universality of conservation was legitimated by reference to an international 

scientific community. It was this, in particular, that allowed the colonial state to use the 

righteous language of conservation and to confine and regulate the activities of peasant 

farmers in the marginal lands to which they were becoming increasingly restricted’ (Grove 

1989: 187). Ultimately, then, fortress conservation was but one particular effect of a wider 

process of partitioning, privatisation and making productive of land whereby whites sought to 

relieve themselves of ‘restraint on material possibility’ (Weaver, 2003). The paradoxical irony 

of this tendency combined with the conservation ethic, which accordingly was ever more seen 

through the eyes of tourism (Carruthers, 1995), was little recognised at the time.  

 

3.3.2 Conservation and development in the political economy of post-colonialism 

The 1960s saw most African countries gain independence from former colonisers. Fortress 

conservation, however, persisted for at least another decade; especially because of the 

financial argument of foreign exchange brought in by western tourists wanting to visit 

´untainted´ African nature parks (Nash, 2001). Nevertheless, “the social impact of PAs 

[protected areas] began to be widely recognised in the 1970s. The idea that parks should be 
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socially and economically inclusive slowly began to become part of mainstream conservation 

thinking” (Adams and Hutton, 2007: 150). By this time, the initial optimism over the 

promises and prospects for ‘development’ had largely died down and, in congruence with the 

broader development climate, a more people-oriented approach to conservation emerged. 

Western donors and African leaders could no longer – at least in rhetoric – keep local people 

away from the resources they often depended on for their livelihoods (Duffy, 2001).  

  

The still central principles of community-based conservation (CBC) developed during the late 

1970s and early 1980s. The first was the shift in thinking from participation of local people in 

conservation as something that was deemed ‘bad’ to something that was not only deemed 

good and appropriate, but even necessary (Adams and Hulme, 2001; Fabricius, 2004). 

Without active local participation and involvement conservation was not only morally 

unacceptable but also practically unfeasible. In this vein, Gibson and Marks (1995: 942) later 

claimed that “conservation will be more successful at the local level when rural residents 

possess significant legal claims over wildlife resources and its management”. Second, most 

developing countries did not have the capacity to effectively guard protected areas anyway, so 

it was better to see local communities as potential allies than as enemies (Gibson and Marks, 

1995). Third, from a biodiversity point of view, protected areas provided a false sense of 

security. The overwhelming majority of biodiversity is not found inside, but outside protected 

areas; a reality only modestly captured in conservation strategies. Thus, it was argued, local 

communities living with and of this biodiversity have to be seen and taken seriously as 

‘stakeholders’ in the overall effort to protect biodiversity (Wels, 2004). Management of 

natural resources became co-management (Venema and Van den Breemer, 1999). All of this 

fitted in well with the new ‘development climate’ that emerged from the late 1970s when 

more emphasis was laid on bottom-up approaches, decentralisation of power, local 

participation and ownership and later also ‘good governance’, thus implicitly accepting that 

‘development’ was an extremely complex and difficult process that could not be planned in a 

top-down fashion (see Chambers, 1983; Critchley, 2000; Büscher and Whande, 2007). 

 

While Southern Africa is often seen as the ‘cradle of CBC’ due to high profile programmes 

such as CAMPFIRE (Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources) 

in Zimbabwe, ADMADE (Administrative Management Design for Game Management Areas) 

in Zambia and LIFE (Living in a Finite Environment) in Namibia, the situation in South 

Africa was obviously different. Until the early 1990s, conservation in South Africa was 
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strictly a white affair and fortress conservation was as stringent as ever. However, from 1978, 

the apartheid state was in constant crisis and white domination came increasingly under 

pressure (Thompson, 2002). South Africa’s apartheid government had become a pariah in 

world politics; the economic boom of the 1960s and 1970s had switched to severe recession, 

Afrikaner solidarity was collapsing; and it was obvious that the homeland strategy – 

restricting black people to specially designated areas called ‘homelands’ - to justify the 

general suppression of blacks was not working (idem: 215-216). 

 

Within this fast changing political economy, further reinforced by widely proclaimed CBC 

successes in neighbouring countries, it became clear that the suppression of the ever 

increasing black majority had to be relaxed, also in the area of conservation. In rhetoric, then, 

concessions with respect to access to and rights over resources were made, but without any 

real commitment to change. Only after 1994 did widespread governmental and societal 

commitment to community-based conservation ensue (Carruthers, 1995), on par with 

neighbouring countries and following the international hype around the notion of ‘sustainable 

development’. Again, a strong connection to South Africa’s political economy can be made 

here, for the dwindling economy was desperate on the lookout for external inputs and new 

growth sectors; one of the most important of these became tourism, which in turn heavily 

depended and still depends on protected areas and conservation (Ellis, 1994; Wells, 1996; 

Singh and van Houtum, 2002). I will return to this point later, when discussing transfrontier 

conservation. 

 

Overall, the shift from fortress conservation to community-based conservation can be seen as 

a commitment from transitive to intransitive power (see section 2.4.1). However, scholars and 

practitioners have increasingly noted that the discursive frameworks of intransitive power that 

characterise community conservation often conceal a practice that is still steeped in transitive 

power of (often white) conservation over rural Africans (Barrow and Murphree, 2001; Singh 

and van Houtum, 2002; Hughes, 2005; Spierenburg et al, 2006). Despite CBC rhetoric 

increasingly being phrased as a win-win solution - good for people and good for nature - 

reality proved not so ideal and failings of CBC, both with respect to development and 

conservation, were increasingly noted (Barret and Arcese, 1995; Wainwright and Wehrmeyer, 

1998; Wunder, 2001). Barrow and Murphree (2001: 28) argue that two main factors account 

for this state of affairs: the unwillingness of African governments to adapt to CBC and 
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decentralise power and the ‘core motivational direction behind policy, planning and action’ in 

CBC, which was often still very much fortress conservation oriented.  

 

These and other criticisms mostly came from CBC scholars seeking the limitations of the 

CBC in practice with an aim at improvement. However, since the mid-1990s, a more 

fundamental critique of CBC approaches surfaced. While some authors in response stated that 

the conservation discourse was going ‘back to the barriers’ (Wilshusen et al, 2002; Hutton et 

al, 2005), reality is rather that a continuously increasing amount of conservation-development 

hybrids are developed within a hegemonic framework of win-win conservation-development 

discourses (Büscher and Whande, 2007). 

 

3.3.3 Globalisation and conservation-development hybrids 

Obviously, conservation-development hybrids have existed for long, both in policy and in 

practice. Yet, with contemporary globalisation coming into full force during the 1990s, the 

possibilities for further hybridisation seem to grow exponentially as the number of actors 

capable of and willing to intervene in local issues of natural resource management also 

continuously increase (Dietz, 1996). While it is impossible to do justice to the complexity of 

conservation-development discourses and practices in Southern Africa today, this section 

aims to outline some of the major contemporary trends that can be seen alongside the two 

main paradigms of fortress and community conservation. Partially following Büscher and 

Whande (2007) by relating the issue of conservation to trends in the wider political economy, 

this section will briefly discuss three conservation trends before arriving at the next section 

dealing with transfrontier conservation. In fact, the argument of the section is that, together 

with two main paradigms, the three conservation trends – and therefore the elements of the 

wider political economy in which they are embedded - are crucial characteristics of the 

conservation-development discourse in Southern Africa that influenced the political 

mobilisation process and political expediency of TFCAs. These three are a resurgence of 

protectionist thinking; actor-inclusiveness in conservation and (not surprisingly) the 

neoliberalisation of nature. 

 

First, the neoprotectionist upsurge. When reading some of the major works (Oates, 1999; 

Terborgh, 1999; Terborgh et al, 2002) in this literature carefully, one can argue that, besides a 

critique of developmental community-based conservation, it is also a reaction to a neoliberal 
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political economy that in practice continues to emphasise production and consumption over 

conservation despite a continuously reiterated ‘universal consensus’ on ‘sustainable 

development’. Terborgh and van Schaik (2002: 7), for instance, state that “sustainable use is 

more a utopian ideal than a reality, and (…) many positive assessments of sustainable use 

systems are either speculation or wishful thinking”. In the face, then, of innumerable threats 

to biodiversity outside of protected areas, which they feel should be addressed in the long 

term, the ‘interim goal’ is ‘making parks work’, despite their contentious social and political 

contexts (idem: 12). In fact, Terborgh and Schaik (2002: 7, emphasis added) state that “nature 

conservation must be pursued as a separate issue and according to scientifically validated 

principles”, suggesting that conservation can and must be placed outside social and political 

contexts. Yet, the ‘neoprotectionist agenda’ is – unavoidably - highly political, as is clear 

from its main arguments. 

 

Hutton et al (2005) distinguish five overarching themes in the works of neoprotectionists. The 

first is that biodiversity conservation is imperative and that “nature is worthy of protection for 

its intrinsic value and for the aesthetic pleasure it can bring to many people” (Oates, 1999, 

xvi). Secondly, protected areas are vital in the effort to save biodiversity because these are the 

last real ‘safe havens’ where human encroachment is not automatically accepted (Terborgh 

and van Schaik, 2002). Everywhere else, so it is argued, humans have started or are starting to 

make their presence felt, to the detriment of biodiversity. The third theme deals with the 

ineffectiveness of CBC and Integrated Conservation and Development Projects. These have 

not brought what they promised, neither with regards to conservation nor development and it 

is better, therefore, to return to strict preservation, according to critics. Closely related is the 

‘mythical status of ecologically friendly locals’ as a fourth theme. Neoprotectionists argue 

that ecologically friendly local people do not exist and have never existed; they too would 

sacrifice their natural resource base for development (Van Schaik and Rijksen, 2002). All this 

leads to the fifth theme: the immediacy of the need for strict protection. Many of the actors 

proposing top-down enforced conservation approaches explicitly note that there is a strong 

urgency to the issue: unless we act now and we do it forcefully and effectively, it will be too 

late and most of the biodiversity will be lost to the world forever (Terborgh, 1999). 

 

These themes have caused heated debates in an international conservation climate where win-

win CBC approaches are still hegemonic. Büscher and Dressler (2007) provide an overview 

of some of the reactions to the neoprotectionist upsurge in the Southern African context. Here, 
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I wish to emphasise two points: the contradictory nature of the neoprotectionist argument vis-

à-vis the political economy and its contribution to the hybridisation of conservation 

development models and discourses that – as we have seen in the last chapter – provided 

opportunities for neoliberal penetration. The first point is well illustrated by Holt (2005: 209) 

who argues that with the advance of neoprotectionism “locals are caught in a conservation 

Catch-22”: “as they broaden their economic activities and technologies for survival in 

changing circumstances, this is taken as evidence they have lost their “natural 

conservationist” tendencies”. She continues that  

“implicit in Terborgh’s and others’ arguments about […] the market economy is that these Western goods 

and ideas are so powerful to indigenous people as to be a corrupting force, a juggernaut that rolls over them 

and makes threatening what was earlier ecologically benign. However, this appears to hold only when we 

speak of non-Western people, as these same items and ideas have not corrupted us Westerners—instead, we 

have the solutions to these conservation problems” (Holt, 2005: 211).  

 

Holt thus argues that neoprotectionists see capitalist Western culture both as a problem and as 

a solution, leaving non-Westerners caught in the middle: neoprotectionists prefer local people 

not to develop, but they would need to develop in order to be instilled by the same 

conservation ethic which (apparently) pervades Westerners. Holt’s conclusion is to argue that 

it is ‘morally correct’ to include local people in conservation. She does not draw another 

implication of the double standards proposed by neoprotectionists, namely that in effect they 

endorse and reinforce the status quo of the global neoliberal political economy. I argue 

therefore, and this is the second point, that the major effect of the neoprotectionist upsurge 

has been to further render complex and hybridise conservation models and discourses. This is 

particularly so because, despite their incoherence and marginal recognition in mainstream 

conservation discourses, these ideas remain influential with many conservationists and thus 

continue to inform conservation and natural resource management practices (Barrow and 

Murphree, 2001; Büscher and Dietz, 2005). A powerful example is the increasing number of 

wealthy ‘green barons’ intervening in developing countries to ‘save nature’ through 

neoprotectionist means, yet often cloaked in CBC language (Nelson, 2003; Chudy, 2006)45. 

 

                                                 
45 According to Chudy (2006: 45) there is “a growing trend of western philanthropists who use their personal 

fortunes to buy enormous tracts of land in countries where they feel that governments are failing to safeguard 

their natural heritage”. 
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In their self-entitlement to natural resources in localities in developing countries, these ‘green 

barons’ do not stand alone. In fact, Dietz (1996) argues that with globalization a trend is 

taking place of entitlement to natural resources by a growing multitude of actors. Taking this 

point further, I argue that (self-) entitlement to natural resources and the proclaimed need for 

actor all-inclusivity that accompanied the ascent of community-based conservation are two 

sides of the same coin and a second important conservation trend influenced by the wider 

political economy of globalisation (see also Büscher and Whande, 2007). Yet, in itself this 

point is not enough; it again stresses the complexity and hybridization of conservation-

development models and discourses but not the political and power dynamics that have 

accompanied this trend. We can illustrate this by looking at the issue of scale. Upscaling and 

decentralisation of power in conservation, either downward towards ‘local communities’, or 

upward to international organisations, are crucial issues in many current political ecology 

debates (Venema, 1994; Ribot, 2002). Yet, following Paterson (2001: 290): “it is not only a 

question of the scale of political organisation, but also a reorganisation of the structural form 

of political institutions, and in particular a reconceptualisation of how economic production, 

distribution and exchange - the direct way in which human societies transform ‘nature’ – is 

integrated into political life”.  

 

As argued in the previous chapter, this analytical turn is still a weak point in many studies on 

conservation discourses. This is where I argue that the influence of neoliberalism comes in. 

This third trend, however, does not need elaboration here, as this will be central throughout 

the rest of the thesis. The importance of mentioning it in this chapter is historical: the long 

historical road of capitalist expansion in Southern Africa that we have briefly outlined above 

has led to the current hegemony of neoliberal ideology in South Africa and its neighbours 

(Bond, 2000). What we see happening then with respect to conservation is a historical trend 

of “how neoliberalism is hybridizing with other institutional forms and political agendas”, 

leading to what McCarthy (2005: 998) terms ‘hybrid neoliberalism’. One of these institutional 

forms and political agendas is transfrontier conservation and development. 

 

Before discussing TFCAs, some last remarks are in order. The above trends are certainly not 

the only ones; others can be mentioned. One of the more important trends in the very recent 

global political economy is the international emphasis on security related to the ‘9/11’ 

terrorist attacks and the US ‘war on terrorism’ (Büscher and Whande, 2007). Nevertheless, 

rather than replacing other trends such as the neoliberalisation of nature, these phenomena 
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again seem to come together and form what Nederveen Pieterse (2004: 119) terms the “hybrid 

formation of neoliberal empire, a mélange of political-military and economic unilateralism, an 

attempt to merge geopolitics with the aims and techniques of neoliberalism”. Obviously, he is 

speaking of the United States, but South(ern) African history shows that (neo)liberalisation, 

business, conservation and security have often been tightly sewn together in a myriad of 

hybridized institutional forms and political agendas (e.g. Ellis, 1994)46.  

 

3.4 The rise of transfrontier conservation and development 

Despite the mixed results of many smaller conservation-development initiatives, Southern 

Africa has recently embarked on transfrontier conservation and development areas to promote 

both conservation and development on a greater scale than ever before. As stated before, 

TFCAs are conservation areas that straddle the boundaries of and are commonly managed by 

two or more countries that simultaneously strive to promote regional cooperation between 

states and the development of communities. Coming back to the original question guiding this 

chapter - what are the characteristics of the conservation-development discourse in Southern 

Africa over time and how has this influenced the political mobilisation process of TFCAs? - 

the latter sections indicate that it is the hybridisation of fortress and community conservation, 

together with more recent trends, that have led to the emergence of TFCAs. After all – as 

alluded to in chapter one - TFCAs seem the ultimate conservation-development hybrids: in 

theory they (can) combine conservation of biodiversity, development of rural communities, 

different land tenure systems, interstate cooperation, security concerns, etc. Nevertheless and 

although accurate (see also Ramutsindela, 2007: 10), this is but a minor part of the argument. 

The more fundamental argument developed in previous chapters - and the one that will be 

illustrated in the remainder of the thesis - is that transfrontier conservation areas are highly 

influenced by, and even the outcomes of the currently hegemonic political economic ideology 

of neoliberalism. The remainder of this section, then, will discuss some of the more general, 

descriptive elements that led to the rise of transfrontier conservation within the political 

economy of neoliberalism. 

 

                                                 
46 Ellis specifically discusses how the South African military destabilisation strategies towards its neighbours 

went hand in hand with illegal dealing in the international ivory trade 
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Even though TFCAs came to prominence during the 1990s, especially in Southern Africa, 

their history can be traced back much earlier. The customary starting point in the literature for 

transfrontier conservation is 1932, when the Waterton/Glacier Transfrontier Park between The 

United States and Canada was proclaimed (Sandwith et al, 2001). Although some 

experimentation with transfrontier cooperation had occurred in Africa47, it was much later that 

transfrontier conservation became prominent throughout the continent. The vision of 

transfrontier conservation resurfaced during the 1980s with publications on transboundary 

nature conservation by organisations such as the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the World 

Conservation Union (IUCN). Again common in the literature, the starting point for 

transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa is then credited to Dr. Anton Rupert, a South 

African businessman, who championed the concept by establishing the Peace Parks 

Foundation (PPF) in 1997. Criticising this tendency, Ramutsindela (2007) provides a more 

legible and historically informed explanation of the initiation of transfrontier conservation in 

Southern Africa, and why its dominant conceptualisation became intimately linked with the 

emerging neoliberal political economy48.  

 

The crucial element in his argument is the history of the links between conservation and 

capital of the predecessor of the PPF, the South African Nature Foundation (SANF). 

Originally founded by Rupert as the unofficial South African chapter of the WWF, the SANF 

became a highly successful conservation NGO. According to Ramutsindela (2007: 56), “the 

most defining character of SANF was that it was strongly linked to the business sector”. Made 

possible by Rupert’s extensive business network, SANF successfully persuaded South 

African and international companies during the 1980s to support SANF financially and so 

strengthen their own image. Considering the decaying state of apartheid, companies were 

more than eager to find ways in which they could help retain faith in the future South Africa, 

which, as was becoming increasingly clear, was likely to be ruled by the black majority. The 

link with nature conservation was a logical choice, as this could build on what had long been 

framed in terms of what the ‘real’ or ‘unspoilt’ Africa should be like (Adams and McShane, 

1996). In turn, the new black majority government needed to be convinced that nature 

                                                 
47 Belgium had in fact established a park straddling the borders of its colonies of the Congo and Rwanda-Urundi 

in 1925, but the park split up after independence of the Congo and Rwanda. 
48 Which received a major boost when in the mid-1990s the ANC government exchanged the more socialist 

oriented Reconstruction and Development Programme for the neoliberal Growth Employment and 

Redistribution (GEAR) programme. 
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conservation and transfrontier conservation areas in particular were crucial in the post-

apartheid reconstruction of the economy (Ramutsindela, 2007: 58). This was skilfully done by 

the SANF by pointing at what was then already foreseen as one of the most important growth 

sectors of a post-apartheid South Africa: nature-based tourism. 

 

However, SANF was not to be the vehicle to keep promoting these plans. In 1995, it was 

subsumed again under WWF, who disallowed SANF to continue its operations in South 

Africa’s neighbouring countries. Yet, as Ramutsindela convincingly shows, these operations 

were crucial for the promotion of TFCAs as many of the areas the SANF was active in would 

form nuclei of future TFCAs. A new vehicle was needed and in 1997, Dr. Rupert, together 

with Nelson Mandela and Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands, founded the Peace Parks 

Foundation, an NGO solely devoted to the establishment of TFCAs in the Southern African 

region. The official objectives of the PPF are to raise and allocate funds for TFCA 

development and establishment, identify and purchase land for TFCAs and to promote TFCA 

development on a commercial basis (Hanks, 2000). To aid them in their objectives, the PPF, 

based on the networks and methods build up by SANF, gained strong political and business 

support; e.g. the heads of state of eight involved Southern African nations, who are all 

honorary patrons and 21 companies organised in PPFs financial supporting ‘Club 21’49.  

 

Dr. Rupert and the PPF were also essential in getting donors, such as the World Bank, the 

German Development Bank KfW and USAID, interested in the concept (Hanks, 2000). In 

1996, the World Bank, through the Global Environment Facility, offered Mozambique a 5 

million US$ grant for a ‘Transfrontier Conservation Area Pilot and Institutional Strengthening 

Project”, with the objective to “test new approaches to exploit the synergies between 

conservation and community development in very poor areas where income earning 

opportunities are limited” (World Bank, 1996: 14). Although the same document states that 

poverty reduction in Mozambique has the highest priority, Wolmer (2003) sees the above 

quote as a rationalisation for the World Bank to extend their mandate to include conservation 

and so try to mend their bad environmental image (see also Ramutsindela, 2007). By the same 

token, this gave the World Bank a ticket to jump on the fashionable ‘political bandwagon’ 

that TFCAs had become by the end of the 20th century (Magome and Murombedzi, 2003). 

 

                                                 
49 See next chapter, section 4.3.5. 
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As is clear from the foregoing, TFCAs are promoted with rigour and backed by substantial 

financial means by a great variety of different actors, especially white business elites linked 

with the PPF. Early criticisms on the TFCA concept therefore hinged mostly on the fear that 

TFCAs are indeed largely driven by European and South-African conservationist interests and 

that the development of ‘local communities’ will not be a high priority in the whole process. 

In fact, critics fear that poverty might actually increase due to the expelling of communities 

out of TFCAs (Mayoral-Phillips, 2002), something that has become a reality in recent years 

(Spierenburg et al, 2006; see following chapters).  

 

While this specific critique has repeatedly been validated (Wolmer, 2003; Van Amerom and 

Büscher, 2005; Whande, 2007), more fundamental, political-economy oriented criticism of 

transfrontier conservation has been slow to develop and remains incoherent. Singh and van 

Houtum (2002: 261), state that “transfrontier/transboundary conservation has been able to 

create a neo-liberal economic space for white capital while privileging the tribal elite and 

enclosing the rural black African”. In a similar vein, Hughes (2005: 161) argues that, with the 

advent of transfrontier conservation and with particular reference to the Great Limpopo, “a 

handful of Euro-African nature lovers have (re)asserted a continental space commensurate 

with a particular white history and hope for the future”. Yet, both these contributions, as well 

as that of Ramutsindela (2007), stop short of explicitly elaborating on what it entails for 

TFCAs to be a truly neoliberal project. This is the gap the thesis aims to fill. 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

The present chapter complements the context for this thesis. Chapter two laid out the central 

elements of contemporary neoliberal political economy in the framework of conservation and 

development. This chapter outlined the historical roots of this framework in the Southern 

African context with special emphasis on the position of (transfrontier) conservation and 

development. Its main argument was that, over time, conservation and development issues 

increasingly hybridized with elements of the changing political economy of the region. The 

outcome hereof is the positioning of TFCAs as typical children of the neoliberal times. The 

next chapters aim to substantiate and empirically illustrate this argument and explore its 

implications by first analysing the regional Southern African transfrontier architecture, 

followed by a more in-depth case-study of what (contra Ramutsindela, 2007: 78) is arguably 
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the one true transfrontier conservation area in the region: the Maloti-Drakensberg 

Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area. 
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Part II: Transfrontier Conservation and Development in Southern 

Africa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 - Southern African region indicating existing 
and potential Transfrontier Conservation Areas 

 

 
Source: Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism 
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4. The Transfrontier Architecture 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Transfrontier Conservation Areas or ‘peace parks’ may seem to embody all that is good in 

contemporary conservation and development constructions. As we have seen in the first 

chapter, TFCAs incorporate many divergent goals, creating a seeming governance consensus 

among a remarkably wide variety of actors. This consensus should serve to make the TFCA 

implementation process easier. But naturally, consensus in reality is never as strong as many 

images try to make us belief. The task of the critical political scientist is to show that 

consensus formation is, and never will be, complete and that its constitutive processes are 

inherently political, meaning, always negotiated and renegotiated, interpreted and 

misinterpreted and mediated by forms of power, culture, and so forth. It is these constitutive 

political processes and not the perceived or desired governance consensus that determine the 

outcomes and effects of TFCAs and whether and to what degree they can attain their 

formulated objectives in terms of conservation, development and international cooperation. 

 

But as contemporary neoliberal pressures increase – or so it was hypothesised in chapter two 

– so do the pressures for the employment of the political strategies of consensus formation, 

anti-politics and marketing. Focusing on the more abstract, regional level of Southern African 

transfrontier conservation, this and the next chapter will investigate this assumption by 

identifying the discourses created to support the legitimation of TFCAs; how they are created 

and by which actors. Moreover, the chapters juxtapose these discourses to the implementation 

strategies for TFCAs in order to better understand the interaction between devolved 

governance and political conduct with respect to regional transfrontier conservation. 

Together, the two chapters aim to answer the second research question: ‘How do these 

[historical] characteristics together with current features of neoliberalism work out in the 

regional politics and governance of Transfrontier Conservation Areas?’  

 

While the next chapter focuses on the more abstract neoliberal pressures of consensus, anti-

politics and marketing, this chapter will give an outline of the ‘observable’ Southern African 

transfrontier conservation architecture, detailing the TFCA policy context, important actors 

involved and taking a closer look at several TFCAs that have seen most attention and progress 
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in terms of implementation: 1) the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park between South Africa, 

Mozambique and Zimbabwe; 2) the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park between South Africa and 

Botswana; 3) the |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld TFCA between South Africa and Namibia; 4) the 

Lubombo Transfrontier Conservation Area between South Africa, Mozambique and 

Swaziland and 5) the Limpopo / Shashe Transfrontier Conservation Area between South 

Africa, Botswana and Zimbabwe. As such, the chapter outlines several key elements of the 

empirical basis upon which the next chapter (and the case study) will build.  

 

4.2 Governing transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa 

4.2.1 TFCAs in the context of governance of environmental affairs in Southern Africa  

So far, I have spoken consistently of TFCAs as ‘conservation and development’ interventions, 

but in the Southern African policy context, TFCAs are chiefly seen as belonging to the field 

of environmental affairs. They are regularly institutionalised under environmental agencies or 

rubrics50 because in the end they usually take the environment as the focal issue. However, 

the governance of environmental affairs in Southern Africa is unthinkable without a 

connection to the issue of development, as shown in chapter three. We have also seen that this 

has significantly broadened the governance of environmental affairs in Southern Africa – as 

elsewhere in the world – in the sense that it touches on numerous different policy issues, 

many of which affect or are important to TFCAs. Those that will be discussed here are those 

that play an important role in the politics and governance of TFCAs and therefore in this 

thesis. In the discussion, a strategy will be followed that starts with a narrow environmental 

perspective to gradually include broader issues to do with development and those ‘outside’ of 

conservation and development altogether. First, the rubric of environmental policies. Table 

4.1 gives an overview of the most important environmental policy issues regarding TFCAs 

and their main legal sources in Southern Africa. 

 

Table 4.1: Environmental policies and TFCAs 

Policy issue Legal / policy sources Link with TFCAs 
National Biodiversity conservation 
legislation 

Biodiversity 
conservation 

UN Convention on Biological Diversity 
(1992) 

All TFCAs are or encompass 
conservation areas that harbour flora 
and fauna that are of specific 
importance because of their 

                                                 
50 In Southern Africa governments, for instance, TFCAs are usually institutionalised under ministries of 

environment affairs and/or natural resources. 
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SADC Policy and Strategy for 
Environment and Sustainable 
Development 

conservation status, diversity, habitat 
and range, etc. and for which specific 
regulations apply. 

National Protected Area and/or parks 
legislation (in combination with 
biodiversity legislation) Protected Areas 

(PAs) 
IUCN PA categories & ‘international 
10% goal’. 

All TFCAs consist of or encompass 
formal Protected Areas which as a 
distinct form of land use and tenure 
(geared towards conservation of one 
kind or the other) adhere to specific 
legal provisions, especially concerning 
access and use. 

National Wildlife legislation 
SADC Protocol on Wildlife Conservation 
and Law Enforcement (1999) 
CITES: Convention on the International 
Trade in Endangered Species (1978) 

Wildlife 

Convention on the Conservation of 
Migratory Species of Wild Animals 
(1979) 

All TFCAs harbour wildlife species for 
which specific legal provisions apply in 
terms of conservation and use. 

National Forestry legislation and policies 

Forestry SADC Forestry Sector Policy and 
Development Strategy 

Like wildlife, TFCAs harbour forests as 
a specific environmental resource or 
entity for which specific legal 
provisions apply 

National Water, Wetlands and 
Catchments legislation 
RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance Especially as 
Waterfowl Habitat (1971) 

Wetlands and 
catchments 

SADC regional protocol on Shared 
Watercourse Systems 

Like wildlife and forestry, TFCAs 
harbour wetlands and catchments for 
which specific legal provisions apply. 

 

The above sketched environmental policy framework rests on three pillars: the environmental 

resources or entities; the environmental protection status of the land or territory upon which 

these entities are or can be found; and the regulation of the use and enjoyment of and access 

to these resources (tenure). The first category of biodiversity conservation is the most general 

one and deals with all diversity of fauna and flora in general, their interrelations and the land 

and territories upon which these are found. The policy category of Protected Areas deals with 

the specific geographical delineation of land or territory in relation to conservation of fauna 

and flora51, and the latter three, wildlife, forestry and wetlands and catchments, form specific 

types of resources that because of their nature (mobile / non-mobile, etc.) require different 

legal and policy frameworks. For all of these categories, specific legal and/or traditional 

provisions apply in terms of property, access, use, benefits and other (policy) actions that aim 

to regulate human – nature interaction. 

 

In terms of scale or the level of policies in table 4.1, we can distinguish between 

intergovernmental, intragovernmental and non-governmental. The traditional source of policy 
                                                 
51 And also of cultural heritage, of which I will come to speak below. 
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or legislation has been the nation-state, comprising of its constituent parts (usually the central 

state, provinces or regions and local municipalities). A second source of legislation and 

policies over the last decades has been the one superseding the nation-state. The most well 

known examples are intergovernmental treaties and conventions and supranational 

organisations such as the European Union or the Southern African Development Community. 

The latest recognised source of policy (and governance) is that of non- or semi-governmental 

entities. An important example from the environmental field is the World Conservation Union 

(IUCN), which is an international NGO that encompasses many different organisations as its 

members, including government departments. By bringing together a wide array of 

governmental and non-governmental actors in massive congresses such as the decennial 

World Parks Congresses, its holds a great say in policy directions by forging and issuing 

proclamations that are often marketed as ‘consensuses’ in environmental policy. One famous 

example is the ten per cent goal which says that 10 per cent of the land surface of each nation-

state should be formally protected in one form or another. 

 

The above is of course still very general but there is no need here to further detail specific 

legislation and policies. Relevant overviews exist already52 and for this thesis it suffices to 

sketch the broad policy and legal framework as important forces that influence and frame 

transfrontier conservation and development interventions. The point is that the above 

mentioned laws and policies traditionally had and often still have the natural environment and 

land as their explicit points of departure with the aim to regulate human, and therefore social 

and political conduct around this: the issues of property, access, use and benefits of the 

natural and land assets in TFCAs I mentioned before. The rise of community based natural 

resource management (CBNRM) and the fall of apartheid, however, changed the outlook of 

many actors not to take the environmental objects as self-standing points of departure, but 

rather include social and political aspects around the environment as integrated focal points 

from which policy and laws should accrue. Consequently, new types of integrated policies 

have been developed and other traditional policies hinging on both environment and 

development issues have further increased in importance. Table 4.2 gives an overview of the 

types of policies meant by this in Southern Africa, including their sources and links with 

TFCAs. 

 

                                                 
52 See for instance: Griffin et al, 1999 for an overview for Southern Africa, especially chapter three. 
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Table 4.2: Environment – development nexus policies in relation to TFCAs 

Type of policy Legal / policy sources Link with TFCAs 
National NRM + mineral 
extraction and mining legislation 
SADC Policy and Strategy for 
Environment and Sustainable 
Development 

Natural Resource 
Management (NRM) 
policies 

Environmental Impact Assessment 
policies 

TFCAs harbour natural resources 
important to the livelihoods of local 
people. Therefore, in general, 
TFCAs, like other protected areas 
and / or conservation zones, need to 
make an explicit link with 
development to increase their 
legitimacy. Trade-offs are often 
based on so called ‘environmental 
impact assessment’ studies. 

National land and land reform 
legislation 
African Union / NEPAD land 
policies 

Land and land reform 
policies (including spatial 
development) 

Spatial planning policies 

Many TFCAs take up large tracts of 
land, much of which is historically 
contested and subject to land reform, 
land entitlements and broader spatial 
planning policies 

Veterinary policies 
National Veterinary and livestock 
legislation 

Many TFCAs are neighboured by or 
include local communities with 
livestock and hence the risks of 
predation and disease transfer exists. 
Re-establishment of wildlife 
migration routes also increase the 
risk of disease transfer 

National cultural heritage 
legislation 

Cultural policies 
UNESCO World Culture and 
Natural heritage convention (Year) 

TFCAs harbour assets that are of 
cultural and / or spiritual significance 

National economic and tourism 
legislation and policies 
SADC Tourism protocol 

World Tourism Organisation 
policies 

Tourism and economic 
issues 

Private sector policies, strategies 
and agreements 

PAs are key tourism attractions in 
Southern Africa and TFCAs further 
stimulate this appeal. This in turn is 
hoped to stimulate wider economic 
development, especially among local 
communities 

  

The above policies all affect environment-development issues in TFCAs in different ways, 

but contrary to the policies in table 4.1, they do not necessarily take the environmental 

resource or entity as the explicit point of departure. Rather, they try to connect resource and 

its associated human value or use in a balanced way, but usually with the emphasis on the 

latter. In natural resource management policies, this is clear because of the subtle yet 

significant switch between the natural entity as something in its own right to something that 

serves as a source to suit human needs. This switch is well illustrated by pointing at an 

example from South Africa, where national legislation differentiates between a Biodiversity 

Act and a Natural Environmental Management Act (NEMA) (Republic of South Africa, 1998; 

2004). The NEMA states that “everyone has the right to an environment that is not harmful to 

his or her health or well-being” (Republic of South Africa, 1998: 2). It goes on to argue that a 

healthy natural environment is an important prerequisite for human health and development 
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and that the law therefore must develop “a framework for integrating good environmental 

management into all development activities” (idem). The Biodiversity Act on the other hand, 

does take biological species and ecosystem as its point of departure but, according to chapter 

1, 7, the act “must be guided by the national environmental management principles set out in 

section 2 of the Natural Environmental Management Act” (Republic of South Africa, 2004: 

22). Among these principles, no 2 (chapter 2, section 2, no. 2) reads: “Environmental 

Management must place people and their needs at the forefront of its concern, and serve their 

physical, psychological, developmental, cultural and social interests equitably” (Republic of 

South Africa, 1998: 10). Thus, the NEMA takes the upper hand, and therefore all legislation 

dealing with biodiversity and the natural environment in South Africa has an explicit 

anthropocentric outlook. This outlook is not exceptional. Rather, it is the rule in the region. 

Considering South(ern) Africa’s history, many deem this justifiably so, but this is not the 

point here. What I want to stress is the inextricability of environment and conservation in 

Southern African environmental policies and legislation. 

 

It is interesting to note that NRM ranges from the use of resources by communities to its use 

for industrial development through mineral extraction and mining. The principle however 

remains the same: the environmental entity concerned is a (potential) resource that could suit 

certain human needs. The other policies mentioned also display this distinction. Land in 

policies and legislation is rarely seen as an entity in its own right but as a resource that 

contributes to human needs through its various productive purposes, such as agriculture or 

industry, livestock keeping, settlement, recreation, etc (Fox and Rowntree, 2002). The 

pressure for land reform in the region reinforces this argument. Veterinary policies take 

livestock as their point of departure, which again are seen as resources rather than 

environmental entities and lastly, cultural policies emphasise the importance of natural 

entities as sources for practiced differences or expressions that are characteristic of a different 

groups of people. This last issue can be illustrated by travels along the outside of the border of 

the Kruger Park, South Africa in November 2003, where I and my companions met with a 

local Tsonga community who had laid a land claim on a big section of the central Kruger 

Park. One of their primary aspirations was not to resettle in the area or hunt the Kruger 

wildlife for subsistence purposes, but to make sure they had access to important cultural and 

spiritual sites. Certain sites in the Kruger area – certain trees, bushes or pieces of land - had 

long been traditional sacred places where ancestors reside. Since the establishment of the park 

they could no longer access those sites, either not at all, or since the end of apartheid, not 
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without special permission. Many contemporary cultural policies in the region now take 

similar issues into account, which goes to show that the environmental entity is often not 

considered valuable on its own, but for the use purpose it has to humans.  

 

The last issue mentioned in Table 4.2 deals with tourism and more general economic 

development. Tourism by now is one of the most important economic sectors in the world and 

this also holds for Southern Africa53. Within Southern Africa, the number one reason for 

tourists to come to the region is its wildlife and associated Protected Areas. TFCAs, then, give 

the image of PAs in Southern Africa a significant extra boost by marketing their enormous 

size and related ‘unspoiled wilderness’ image that supposedly belongs to the ‘real Africa’ 

(Adams and McShane, 1996; Draper et al, 2004; Pabst, undated). Moreover, with the FIFA 

World Soccer Cup in South Africa in 2010, the region is already preparing itself by marketing 

TFCAs as the centrepiece showcases around which soccer fans should plan their tourist 

itineraries. According to a draft discussion document of the Department of Environmental 

Affairs and Tourism of South Africa: “The TFP and TFCA product represents an opportunity 

for the region to work together in promoting and packaging the unique selling points of 

Southern Africa and in doing so delivering tourism growth and economic benefits. They can 

operate as “anchor products” that can serve as “hooks” to attract international tourists” 

(DEAT, 2005: 12). I will come back to the 2010 World Cup in the next chapter. Here it is 

important to emphasise that tourism is portrayed as the glue that brings all the divergent 

TFCA objectives together. Note the following passage by Griffin et al (1999: 68): 

“Tourism provides certain attractive advantages over other forms of industry. First it is labour- intensive and 

therefore a good creator of employment (…). Second, it is a high generator of foreign exchange. In 1994, for 

example, tourism earned more than 30% of the world’s total export services. Third, appropriately managed 

tourism can be compatible with conservation efforts and can generate funds needed to manage protected 

areas, as well as the uplift of communities in isolated rural areas”. 

 

What this section implies is that tourism supposedly fulfils all requirements of ‘sustainable 

development’, namely economic, ecological, cultural and social development, and hence 

belongs to the conceptual and policy core of transfrontier conservation. While later chapters 

will show how tourism is exploited in TFCA marketing for the purpose of ‘consensus’ 

building, the point here is that the issue of tourism also increases the amount of legal and 

policy sources that TFCAs have to take into account, several of which are mentioned in table 

                                                 
53 See figures from the World Tourism Organisation: http://www.unwto.org/. Last viewed: 3 July 2008. 
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4.2. Again, national state laws and policies and those of international semi- or 

nongovernmental bodies are important sources. One example of the latter includes the World 

Tourism Organisation’s Global Code of Ethics for Tourism. Added also are policies, 

strategies and agreements of the private sector54. These also exert tremendous influence in the 

economic field and beyond, especially in our era of globalisation (Held et al, 1999). 

 

The above conservation and development issues will be elaborated upon further in the thesis. 

Transfrontier Conservation Areas, however, do not stop with environment and development 

issues. They also incorporate issues outside of this nexus. 

 

4.2.2 Beyond environment and development: Other TFCA governance issues 

With Transfrontier Conservation, conservation and development interventions find 

themselves in completely new waters. As though the above linkages between environment 

and development were not complex enough, TFCAs also incorporate issues outside this 

nexus, such as international affairs, security and broader economic development. From a 

historical perspective these developments make sense, especially in Africa where international 

borders have always been litigious structures. Moreover, policies and laws worldwide have 

become increasingly sophisticated and complex, and policy issues are increasingly seen in a 

more holistic manner (Held et al, 1999). In other words, compartmentalisation made way for 

continuous dynamic hybridisation between different issue areas, as we saw in the last chapter. 

It is then logical that organisational structures reflect these changes, as exemplified by TFCAs 

as hybrid conservation and development governance schemes. Table 4.3 lists some policy 

issues relevant to TFCAs that find their subject outside of environmental affairs but do 

impinge on or accrue from them.  

 

Table 4.3: Other policies and TFCAs 

Type of policy Legal / policy sources Link with TFCAs 
West-Phalian notions of 
sovereignty and nation-
statehood 
National Foreign Policies and 
legislation 

International issues 

United Nations charter and 
principles 

Due to their crossing of 
international borders, TFCAs 
inherently come into the realm of 
foreign affairs, international 
politics, diplomacy, etc. 

                                                 
54 Such as decisions to build tourism infrastructure, engage in ‘public-private partnerships’ with parks, policies 

with respect to the ‘tourism segment’ a company focuses on, etc.  (see Dressler and Büscher, 2008). 
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African Union charter and 
principles 
National security and 
immigration policies and 
legislation 

Security issues 
SADC protocol on the 
Movement of People 

TFCAs advocate more flexible 
borders which increases the chances 
for cross border criminal activities 
(such as drug trafficking, stock 
theft, etc) as well as illegal 
immigration 

 

Regarding international issues, the policy and legal sources that might impinge on TFCAs are 

endless. They range from West-Phalian and more general historical notions of statehood and 

sovereignty to current national legislation and international principles as encapsulated in for 

instance the United Nations charter and principles and African Union principles. In Africa, 

these principles of sovereignty and an international system according to nation-states have 

ever been controversial and contested, but nevertheless remain standing as an international 

legal principle (Aalberts, 2004) to which state actors do cling in order to exercise 

dispositional power. This point is illustrated by the fact that Southern African states have 

declared themselves not only the principal but the only actors with negotiating power in 

official TFCA development (Braack, interview 2003). Hence, most steering and decision-

making committees within TFCAs consist solely of government staff, predominantly from 

national departments of Environment, Tourism, Agriculture, land, foreign affairs and 

crucially, departments of defence, the police and national security agencies. In many TFCAs, 

these latter actors were not involved right from the start, with the consequence that they later 

stagnated the process of TFCA development significantly due to their concerns around 

security issues such as customs, (illegal) immigration and illegal cross boundary activities 

such as smuggling of drugs and theft of cars and livestock (Grossman, interview 2003). 

 

The foregoing described some of the discursive sources (policies, legislation) that actors 

adhere to in order to govern TFCAs in Southern Africa. Most of the policies and legislation 

referred to had as their source the governments of the region, or intergovernmental 

organisations. But these were not the only sources. Non-governmental organisations and 

private companies also influence all the above policy areas, but often in less visible ways. In 

order to further clarify the roles of the actors and their policies, strategies and influence in 

later chapters, the next section proceeds to describe some of the most important actors in the 

Transfrontier movement in the Southern African region. 
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4.3 What actors influence TFCA governance? 

The concept of actor has passed by many times already, but has not yet been defined. One 

definition in the context of this research could be the following: individuals or collectives 

capable of acting in a more or less coherent and directed fashion. What is crucial is that this 

definition leaves open the ability for individual or collective units within other collective units 

to be actors in their own rights. It also leaves open the ability for the integration and 

disintegration of acting units. However, important is that (collective) actors are coherent to a 

certain degree and that there are internal regulatory and decisional structures in place to 

warrant this. It then becomes possible to attribute actions to a collective actor, although this 

necessarily entails a certain level of abstraction. In terms of which actors to discuss, a 

practical approach has been taken, loosely based on a classification of organisations and 

actors in international relations by Archer (2001: 38-39). Archer’s basic distinction is between 

(inter, intra) governmental organisations, non-governmental, business organisations and 

individuals. To this, I have added local ‘communities’ and donors as specific actors that play 

important roles in Southern African transfrontier conservation. 

 

4.3.1 Governmental organisations  

As TFCAs cross international boundaries, among the most prominent actors in transfrontier 

conservation are the national governments of the involved nation-states. Immediately, it 

seems that the above definition of actors is challenged. After all, governments are possibly the 

farthest away from being unitary actors and therefore there is a real need to be more explicit 

what is meant by government. Firstly, national government departments are important actors 

in their own right, even though together they are supposed to form a ‘single’ national 

government. The departments taking the lead in transfrontier conservation, as stated above, 

are usually the national departments of environment and tourism. Other important 

departments are those dealing with agriculture, mineral and land issues, foreign affairs, 

economics, finance and defence and national security. Every government in Southern Africa, 

however, has organised its departments differently and under different names; South Africa, 

Namibia and Zimbabwe all have a Ministry of Environment and Tourism55; Botswana has a 

Ministry of Environment, Wildlife and Tourism, while Mozambique boasts a Ministry for the 

Coordination of Environmental Action (Ministério para Coordenação da Acção Ambiental). 

                                                 
55 The official name of the ministry in South Africa is Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism. 
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Often one finds various ministries or departments having partly overlapping thematic 

responsibilities. A case in point is Swaziland with a Ministry of Tourism, Environment and 

Communications and a Ministry of Natural Resources. Likewise, overlapping responsibilities 

in terms of processes also occur for instance between ministries of the environment and 

ministries of finance and (development) planning whereby the former deals with the thematic 

issue area and the latter coordinates the development assistance that many countries receive in 

order to develop their side of a TFCA. 

 

A second important category of government actors is those on sub-national level: provinces, 

regions, districts and local municipalities and / or villages. Again, one finds many variations 

in the different Southern African countries, but typically there are two main sub-national 

government levels, those considered provincial or regional and those considered local56. 

Again, TFCAs straddle the boundaries of these various government levels and each of those 

levels and their various departments can be or are actors in their own right. A third type of 

government actor comprises specialised (semi-governmental) agencies or parastatals. Most 

Southern African countries for instance have conservation agencies, such as the Swaziland 

Environmental Authority or the Botswana National Conservation Strategy Agency. In South 

Africa one even finds parastatals on different levels of government: South African National 

Parks (SANParks) on the national level and Ezemvelo KwaZulu Natal Wildlife on the level of 

a province, in this case KwaZulu Natal57. Other important actors in this category are national 

security agencies and police organisations. All of these have specific authorities and areas of 

jurisdiction and therefore are or can become actors in their own right when dealing with 

transfrontier conservation. 

 

4.3.2 Intergovernmental organisations: SADC 

Staying within the governmental sphere, but moving beyond the national state one finds 

intergovernmental organisations as actors in transfrontier conservation. By far the most 

important of these in Southern Africa is the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC). The history of SADC lies in the cooperation of several so called ‘frontline states’ 

                                                 
56 For example: Mpumalanga and Limpopo are the two provinces encompassing the Kruger National Park, while 

they themselves again harbour several local municipalities. 
57 This specific case in South Africa developed historically and has to do with the special place of Natal in the 

South African Republic (See chapter three). 
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around South Africa to decrease their dependence on the apartheid regime. However, in 

joining hands in the political struggle, the leaders of the frontline states came to recognise the 

value of increased cooperation and extended this to the economic and social fields. To this 

end, the Southern African Development Coordination Conference (SADCC) was established 

in 1980. Following the changing 

political tides, further cooperation 

between an increasing number of 

states was foreseen and finally 

organised by changing the 

‘Coordination Conference’ into the 

Community in 1992. Currently, the 

SADC consists of 14 member states: 

Angola, Botswana, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Lesotho, 

Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, 

Namibia, Seychelles, South-Africa, 

Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and 

Zimbabwe (see figure 4.1). 

         

The SADC has an organisational structure somewhat similar to the European Union. Its main 

policy making unit is the SADC Summit, consisting of the heads of state and chaired by the 

SADC Troika consisting of the incoming, incumbent and outgoing chairs, which comprise of 

rotating member states. The Summit is followed in importance by the Organ on Politics, 

Defence and Security, aiming to ensure peaceful relations and conflict solution mechanisms 

between the member states. Other institutions include the Council of Ministers and the 

Integrated Committee of Ministers who lead specific policy areas, the as of yet to be 

established Tribunal to enforce compliance of policies and the SADC secretariat in Gaborone, 

which is the principle executive institution of the Community. SADC focuses on 20 policy 

sectors, organised under four broad headings: 1) Trade, Industry, Finance and Investment 

(TIFI); 2) Infrastructure and Services; 3) Food, Agriculture and Natural Resources (FANR) 

and 4) Social and Human Development and Special Programmes. Within these different 

sectors, protocols, policies and strategies have been devised, some of which have already been 

mentioned in the previous section. Despite obvious potential, SADC currently plays a rather 

Figure 4.1: SADC countries. Source: SADC 
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marginal role in the transfrontier conservation process in Southern Africa. The reasons for this 

will be explored in the following chapter. 

 

4.3.3 Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

Non-governmental organisations have always existed but numbers really exploded from the 

mid-1980s onwards (Rosenau, 1997; Igoe, 2004). Globalisation and its related developments 

in information and communication technology made the organisation of people with like-

minded ideas, objectives and interests much simpler and more effective. Moreover, this 

coincided with the rise of ‘1980s neoliberalism’, which openly discredited the state and was 

therefore very receptive to alternative forms of (non-governmental) organisation and ideas 

around ‘civil society’. Hence, literatures from various disciplines agree that NGOs are an 

essential part of global governance today and we therefore need to look at the most important 

non-governmental actors in Southern African transfrontier conservation. Although many 

hybrids exist, we distinguish here between two major groups: conservation NGOs and 

community or development NGOs (often also called ‘Community-based Organisations’). 

 

Conservation NGOs 

The first conservation NGO that undoubtly needs to be discussed when thinking about 

Southern African TFCAs is the Peace Parks Foundation. As narrated in the previous chapter, 

the Peace Parks Foundation was founded in 1997 by Dr. Anton Rupert, and has since been 

engaged in facilitating the organisational process around the development and management of 

Southern African TFCAs. Because of his central role in South African big business, Rupert 

managed to gather massive resources for the PPF. The backbone of PPFs financial power is 

its financing body called ‘club 21’, which includes companies such as De Beers Diamonds, 

Cartier, Remgro, Philips, and, before they passed away, wealthy individuals such as Mr. P. 

Fentener van Vlissingen and HRH Prince Bernhard from the Netherlands58 who all pay (paid) 

over one million US dollar to be a member of the ‘club’. Moreover, due to its mastery of 

marketing and subsequent profiling of TFCAs, PPF has been able to position itself as 

beneficiary of many individual and corporate sponsors. One of these, the Dutch National 

Postcode Lottery, has already donated over 6.9 Million Euro to the PPF up till 2006, which 

earned them a special recognition in PPFs 2005 annual report (Peace Parks Foundation, 2006: 

                                                 
58 See consecutive PPF annual reports for a full list of members: www.peaceparks.org.  
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21). Besides the financial resources, PPF is also incredibly well connected politically. It has 

nine Southern African heads of state as honorary patrons, Nelson Mandela as one of its 

founding patrons (together with Prince Bernhard and Anton Rupert) and CEOs or Directors of 

relevant ministries and departments of the environment of seven Southern African states and 

several of their conservation agencies (such as SANparks and Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife) as 

members of its advisory committee. All of this combined makes for an extremely powerful 

NGO and the next chapter will come back to the PPF in more detail. 

 

Other environmental NGOs also play an important role in Southern African transfrontier 

conservation. Conservation International’s (CI) Southern African office is actively engaged in 

transfrontier conservation projects, especially in Namibia, Botswana, Angola and Zambia. CI 

has as one of its core policies to focus on ‘biodiversity hotspots’ and branded several 

transfrontier conservation areas accordingly. Another such strategy is followed by the African 

Wildlife Foundation (AWF), an NGO dedicated to wildlife conservation in Africa. AWF 

focuses on what it calls ‘heartlands’, major biodiversity centres which, like CIs hotspots often 

cross international boundaries. In Southern Africa, AWF is predominantly involved in the 

Kavango-Zambezi TFCA and the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park between South Africa, 

Zimbabwe and Mozambique. A final large international conservation NGO is the World Wide 

Fund for Nature (WWF) which is also involved in transfrontier conservation but on a lesser 

scale than the others mentioned. Besides these big conservation NGOs, there are also many 

smaller NGOs dedicated to conservation and involved in Southern African transfrontier 

conservation, but these will only be mentioned when appropriate. 

 

Community and development NGOs 

Although there are many more community and development NGOs than those dedicated to 

conservation, they are usually less visible to outsiders because of their size, their resources 

and their interest. Literally hundreds of development and community NGOs exist in Southern 

Africa, but by far they do not match the size, resources and political connections of the above 

named conservation NGOs. Nevertheless, individually or combined, these NGOs can be and 

are important actors in transfrontier conservation in the region. A well known example is the 

Makuluke Communal Property Association (CPA) that owns and jointly with SANparks 

manages the northern most part of the Kruger National Park (see Steenkamp and Uhr, 2000). 

In Southern Africa, there are many communities that were forced of their land with the 

establishment of protected areas, but the Makuleke were the first ‘community’ that saw their 
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land claim against a national park rewarded in 1998. The victory, however, resulted in a 

compromise that saw the awarded land released to SANParks for 50 years and managed by a 

Joint Management Board (JMB) between the Makuleke CPA and SANParks. An example of 

community and development NGOs joining hands in relation to a TFCA can be found in 

Botswana. During the early stages of the Kavango-Zambezi TFCA, when it was still called 

the ‘Four Corners’ TFCA, many community based NGOs worked with local communities in 

the area to ‘sensitize’ them towards conservation and how they could benefit from the 

possible establishment of a TFCA. This process was led and coordinated by BoCoBonet, the 

Botswana Community Based Organisations Network (Magweregwede, interview 2003).  

 

IUCN – World Conservation Union 

One influential ‘non-governmental’ actor in relation to TFCAs that is hard to classify is the 

World Conservation Union IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of Nature). 

IUCN is a hybrid organisation for the promotion of nature conservation that works as an 

umbrella under which many specialist bodies, task groups, committees and other 

organisations are housed. One of the most influential of these is the World Commission on 

Protected Areas (WCPA), which also houses a Transboundary Conservation Taskforce. 

Within IUCN many other actors interested in nature conservation come together as members, 

including all of the categories mentioned above. The IUCN global headquarters are found in 

Gland, Switzerland, but the organisation has offices all over the world, including a Regional 

Office for Southern Africa (IUCN-ROSA). Currently, South Africa plays quite a dominant 

role in the IUCN with former DEAT minister Valli Moosa as its President and another South 

African, Trevor Sandwith, as the leader of the Transboundary Conservation Taskforce. 

 

4.3.4 Communities and traditional authorities 

As explored in depth in the third chapter, local communities living in and around protected 

areas have become important actors in conservation and therefore also in transfrontier 

conservation. However, what is meant by ‘community’ has often been problematised in the 

literature and remains an unresolved issue. The caricatured image of a ‘community’ is that of 

a definable homogenous group of people bounded by space and their relation to each other. 

Obviously this is never the case in reality, yet, many Southern African policies and legal 

frameworks take the basic concept of the geographically bounded communities as their 

interpretation of ‘community’ (Mosimane and Aribeb, 2005). Moreover, they assume that 
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these geographically bounded ‘community of place’ “must have boundaries of jurisdiction 

and authority (trusts, conservancies and RDCs [Resource Development Committees]) to 

manage the resources on behalf of the community” (idem: 5). In contrast, Mosimane and 

Aribeb argue that ‘community’ boundaries are immensely porous and defined in social, 

political and economic, rather than geographical terms. The resource concerned, for example, 

is often used by more people than those that can be found within a delineated area. These 

‘communities of use’ are, according to Mosimane and Aribeb, “entrenched in customary and 

traditional modes of livelihood, and these know no boundaries” (idem: 5). 

 

Another set of images often surfacing when the concept of ‘community’ is invoked concerns 

the nature of the community in terms of race, status and occupation. These are the religiously 

inspired Garden of Eden images of communities of “indigenous people living in ways that are 

ecologically sustainable” (Adams and McShane, 1996; Dowie, 2006: 12), expressed both by 

fortress conservationists and CBNRM proponents. Notwithstanding the fact that many 

indigenous peoples live(d) much more ‘sustainable’ than people in contemporary ‘developed’ 

countries, neither do the Garden of Eden images hold in reality. Local communities are 

diverse in their composition, status, occupations and livelihoods and indeed also in their 

impact on the environment, whereby all variations from degradation to sustainability are 

possible. Moreover, in terms of race, communities are often regarded as indigenous, meaning 

black people of various ethnic groups when talking about Africa, but even this does not 

always hold, especially not in Southern Africa. Arguably one could include as a community in 

the MDTP, the white farming community that owns a substantial quantity of land in the 

TFCA. Likewise the (also predominantly white) game farming community around Kruger 

National Park also considers itself a group with similar demands and wishes in relation to the 

park. 

 

Although the latter examples clearly are exceptions, the point remains: one has to be careful 

when talking about ‘local communities’. But in whatever way defined, local people are 

important actors in transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa and can and frequently do 

make themselves a collective actor. An often mediating factor in this process is the role of 

traditional authorities, such as local chiefs, headman and spiritual brokers. Although the roles 
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of traditional authorities have changed greatly over the past decades59, they still exert much 

influence over local affairs in many settings and should thus be regarded as important actors 

in their own right and in conjunction with the local ‘community’ they are a part of. 

 

4.3.5 Business organisations 

Transfrontier Conservation is big conservation and therefore assured of the involvement of 

(big) business organisations (Wolmer, 2006). Hence, important actors in TFCAs are both big 

and small business, most especially those linked to and supporting the largest industry in the 

world today: tourism. Directly involved in tourism are the companies providing tourist 

logistics, such as hotels and B&Bs, restaurants, safari and touring companies, service provides 

to parks, but also hunting organisations, small street vendors near parks selling animal curiosa 

and food, tour guides, etc. Many of these have a stake in transfrontier conservation and can be 

or are important actors, especially when acting collectively, such as for instance commercial 

game ranchers do.  

 

The companies with a big stake, however, are the larger (multi-national) corporations, some 

of which were already mentioned as sponsors of the PPF. Again, these are many, ranging 

from the mineral extraction and mining industry (Remgro, Kumba Resources, De Beers, 

Total) to luxury goods (Cartier, Richemont), finance (ABSA bank), communication 

(Vodafone Group) and large retail and electronics businesses (Philips). Some of these 

companies merely sponsor TFCA development in one form or another and others are more 

actively involved, especially the mineral extraction companies. De Beers, for instance, 

combines diamond mining and nature conservation in the Venetia diamond mine and the 

associated Venetia Limpopo Nature Reserve, which now combined forms part of the 

Limpopo-Shashe TFCA between Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe. Another example is 

Alexkor Ltd mining company which is active in the Richtersveld National Park in South 

Africa. Partly owned by the Rupert family, this mining company actively opposed inclusion 

of the Richtersveld community in the |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld TFCA between Namibia and 

South Africa, while that organisation tied to the Rupert family, the PPF, said they were in 

favour. 

                                                 
59 An example of the roles of traditional authorities is the allocation of land to live in or work on a particular 

area. This allocation right of traditional authorise has seen many changes and challenges (f.i. by governmental 

decentralisation processes) yet often still survives in many commonage quarters in Southern Africa. 
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4.3.6 Influential individuals: consultants, wildlife patrons and researchers 

Until now, we have merely looked at collective actors, yet it is important to acknowledge the 

power of individuals as actors in Southern African transfrontier conservation. Three types of 

influential individuals can be identified: consultants, ‘wildlife patrons’ and researchers. 

 

One group of influential individuals that has systematically been understudied is that of 

consultants. In all of the TFCAs in Southern Africa, donor funding is a vital, if not the major 

funding source and donor policies and their associated ‘technical assistance’ therefore play an 

important role in TFCA development (see also next section below). A report by ActionAid 

International (Greenhill, 2006), estimates that a quarter of total global annual Official 

Development Aid, some US$ 19 billion, is spent on ‘technical assistance’, meaning 

consultants, research and training. Whether this percentage is the same for TFCAs in 

Southern Africa is not certain, as overviews of figures in this regard do not exist as far as the 

author knows. However, available data do point this estimate to be correct, if not even higher 

in actual fact. This is true for the MDTP where around half of the total GEF budget of 15.25 

Million US$ was ex-ante reserved for consultants (World Bank 2001a: 59-60; World Bank 

2001b: 58-59). Data on other TFCAs also points towards a high percentage of TFCA 

development costs going to consultant fees, especially in the countries surrounding South 

Africa (Van Amerom and Büscher, 2005). Following an old adagium, the influence of 

consultants in the Southern African transfrontier architecture should be evident by the fact 

that so much money accrues to them. Their role therefore deserves closer scrutiny in further 

chapters, especially considering their mediating powers as ‘brokers and translators of 

development (Mosse, 2005; Lewis and Mosse, 2006).  

 

A second important group of influential individuals can be called ‘wildlife patrons’. Usually 

these are wealthy businesspeople with an interest in wildlife conservation and a willingness to 

invest in it. Example already mentioned are the late Dr. Anton Rupert and the late Mr. Paul 

Fentener van Vlissingen from the Netherlands, who was one of the owners of SHV Holdings 

group. Because of his personal engagement with the conservation issue, Fentener van 

Vlissingen became a member PPFs Club 21 and he co-founded the conservation NGO 
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‘African Parks Conservation’ that aims to run parks as businesses60. Many others can be 

named, for instance those attributed to the PPF (Peace Parks Foundation, 2005), but a 

question that comes up is whether there are any ‘development patrons’ to speak of. While 

there surely seem to be many internationally (for instance Bono, the U2 vocalist), these do not 

seem to play an important role in Southern African transfrontier conservation. 

 

The last category of influential individuals is that of researchers. The link between 

environment and development in Africa in general is very well attended to by researchers and 

research interest in transfrontier conservation has also burgeoned during the last decade. A 

personal testimony – as a researcher of TFCAs – can testify to this. When interviewing the 

responsible staff member for the Great Limpopo TFCA of the South African Department of 

Environmental Affairs and Tourism, I was told that ‘there are so many of you [researchers]’ 

that the person in question hardly thought she could do her job (Motete, interview 2005). 

While I thought that was somewhat exaggerated, I was indeed preceded by a researcher and 

while I was interviewing, a following researcher came in to introduce himself and make an 

appointment for an interview. By their research and writings, researchers do influence the 

debate around transfrontier conservation and can subtly change discourses or put pressure on 

certain issues. An important issue of concern for researchers, most notably anthropologists 

and geographers, has been the involvement of local people in TFCAs and much research is 

guided in this direction. Although the exact effect can not accurately be measured, it is certain 

that research can keep the pressure on other actors to attend to a specific problem, in the case 

of TFCAs, the communities around and in the areas concerned (e.g. Draper et al, 2004). 

 

Although individuals in all of the above categories are and can be important actors in their 

own right, they often do organise themselves into collectives or form part of collectives. 

Many consultants are for instance part of consultancy firms, while researchers also often 

belong to a collective entity, such as a university or research institute, or associate themselves 

with organised research networks. An example of the latter in Southern Africa is the 

Transboundary Protected Areas Research Initiative, which runs under the auspices of the 

University of Johannesburg. Many wildlife patrons can already exert quite some influence in 

individual capacity but also often associate with each other in networks or even organisations. 

Again, the PPF is an excellent example in this regard. 

                                                 
60 http://www.african-parks.org/. Last viewed: 8 April 2008. 
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4.3.7 Donors 

An influential actor group that strictly speaking is not from the region but does have a large 

presence in the region is that of donors and international development institutions. An 

example of an international development institution active in transfrontier conservation is the 

World Bank. The World Bank, often in conjunction with the Global Environment Facility, has 

been giving financial and technical support to several Southern African TFCAs, such as the 

Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA, the central case-study in this thesis. Involved bilateral donors 

include the German KfW (Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau) and the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). The policies and actions of these actors with regard to 

their funding mechanisms determine and frame transfrontier conservation development to a 

large extend, even if typically the donors deny this, as they often regard themselves and their 

interventions as ‘non-political’, an issue that will come back in the following chapters.  

 

4.3.8 A note on actor and policy typologies 

As with the policies and legislation, the above is not an exhaustive list of all actors in 

Southern African transfrontier conservation. More types of actors and more important specific 

actors within the Southern African context can be named, especially the non-human actors. 

The above named actors are all human, while ‘things out there’ and natural actors also greatly 

influence events, options, decisions and relations and can therefore perfectly be actors in their 

own right (see Latour, 2004, 2005). Also important to mention is that individuals and 

collectives can be part of more than one actor group simultaneously. Individuals living in a 

local community can work for a government department or and NGO, while members of any 

collective actor can also be an influential individual actors in a different capacity. The point of 

the above exercise is not to ‘box’ what is in actual fact much more complex, but serves as a 

heuristic starting point to fall back on in the analysis to come. 

 

4.4 ‘Organising’ ideas and actors through discourses  

Although far from exhaustive, the above overview of policies and legislation and actors tried 

to outline the more directly observable contours of the transfrontier conservation architecture 

in Southern Africa. In line with critical realist philosophy as outlined in chapter one, 
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however, the above policy themes, their sources and the actors involved in transfrontier 

conservation are treated as only part of the picture. Or rather, they constitute (part of) the 

empirical reality, whereas political and social dynamics (such as power, ideology, culture and 

interaction) are not as neatly observable. And it is these mediating, less easily observable 

variables that explain for the differences between the above described policies and how they 

work in practice, as well as for the reasons why actors and their ideas are in constant flux. But 

although not directly observable, this does not mean one cannot, in a disciplined manner, 

investigate these ‘actual’ and ‘real’ (in critical realist terms) dynamics. One way of 

‘organising’ actors and ideas is by focusing on discourses and how these relate to intervention 

or implementation strategies. 

 

Discourses can be defined as more or less coherent thought frameworks around a theme or 

issue, whereby certain issues are given more weight over others. They derive from the fact 

that no individual or collective can ever oversee all important facets of all policy issues, 

weigh their importance and device the ultimate governance strategy to deal with them all to 

the satisfaction and with the complete cooperation of all actors involved. Hence, certain 

elements necessarily receive more attention than others, either in policy or in practice. In 

theory, there are radically different ways of defining the ways discourses develop and evolve. 

Arguably at the ends of the debate, one can identify those that commence with the object in 

reality around which communicative frameworks are structured, while the opposite end sees 

discourses as ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault, 

1972: 49). Referring back to some of the meta-theoretical assumptions laid out in chapter one, 

I see material objects and discourses as mutually constituted whereby both contain and direct 

sources of power as will be shown in later, empirical chapters. 

 

For now, I do not want to get caught up with abstract discussions over how discourses are 

shaped and how discourses shape. Rather I want to state that, since they can shape objects, 

discourse can become actors in their own right. Moreover, as discourses are structured and 

organised (like they themselves structure and organise), their contours can be identified, even 

if their exact boundaries are always contested. This latter point can be shortly illustrated 

through some prominent environment and development discourses in Southern Africa that 

hinge closely to TFCAs. In fact, transfrontier conservation has even become a discourse in its 

own right in the Southern African region. More generally speaking, discourses, – in theory - 

range from the conservation extreme to the development extreme and everything in between. 
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Associated with conservation points of view, one can possibly identify such discourses as 

deep ecology, eco-science, eco and bioregional planning, stewardship and preservationism61. 

Associated more with developmental issues such as local communities, historical poverty 

around parks, inclusion / exclusion, eviction, etc, one can identify environmental justice, 

people and parks and discourses around land. Of course, many discourses aim to find middle 

ground between environment and development (such as landscape discourses like the ones 

around the ‘living landscapes’ concept), but in practice still often lean towards one ‘side’. The 

point, however, is that many discourses tie actors to certain sets of ideas and that in turn these 

ideas frame the space for action and the manner in which action takes place. Later chapters 

will empirically illustrate this. 

 

Although not exclusively, ideas, actors and such organising linking mechanisms as discourses 

come together around geographical spaces and particular events, often by way of formal 

implementation interventions and strategies. The spaces where these take place are often 

referred to by researchers, policy makers and others as ‘the field’ or ‘on the ground’, 

seemingly so as to indicate that those are the physical spaces where ‘it’ happens. But with 

(environmental) governance being so geographically disbursed, the actual physical place 

where certain ideas are brought into practice sometimes only functions as ‘referral spaces’. 

What this means is that grounded experiences often give actors legitimacy to say the things 

they say or do the things they do. These do not necessarily have to be their own experiences; 

they can also be others. The point is that ideas and actors from all over and physical spaces 

that are the objects of these ideas and actors inform each other in multiple ways. If we aim to 

explore and explain how actors, ideas and physical spaces interrelate and conjoin into the 

complex environmental governance schemes of transfrontier conservation, we must finish this 

chapter by providing brief overviews of those physical spaces where ‘it’ happens. 

 

4.5. Examples of Southern African TFCAs 

This last section of the chapter describes some of the main features of five of the six TFCAs 

that are considered making most progress (Van Amerom and Büscher, 2005; see also figure 

1). Table 4.4 compares the most important features of the six TFCAs, after which five will be 

                                                 
61 For an elaboration of some of these discourses and their application in South Africa, see Luckett, 2004. 
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described individually, leaving out the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and 

Development Area which as the thesis’ main case-study will receive in-depth attention later.  

 

Table 4.4: Stages of development per peace park 

Name   Participating 
Countries 

Progress to date TFP TFCA Status of 
border 

Level of 
progress 

Kgalagadi  
Transfrontier Park 

South Africa 
Botswana 

Treaty signed 
 (12 May 2000) 

 
√ 

 
open Established 

Great Limpopo  
Transfrontier Park/ 
Area 

South Africa 
Zimbabwe 
Mozambique 

Treaty signed 
(9 December 2002) 

√  

Wildlife 
corridor + 
border post  
SA-Moz 

Advanced  
(SA-Moz) 
Medium  
(SA-Zim) 

Maloti-Drakensberg  
Transfrontier  
Conservation  
and Development  
Area 

South Africa 
Lesotho 

Memorandum of  
Understanding signed 
(11 June 2001),  
subsidiary agreements 

 
 

√ 

closed Fairly 
Advanced 

Ai/Ais-Richtersveld  
Transfrontier Park 

South Africa 
Namibia 

Treaty signed  
(1 August 2003) 

 
√ 

 
closed Fairly  

advanced 
Limpopo-Shashe  
TFCA 

South Africa 
Botswana 
Zimbabwe 

Memorandum of 
Understanding signed 
(22 June 2006) 

 
 
√ 

closed Medium  

Lubombo TFCA South Africa 
Mozambique 
Swaziland 

Trilateral Protocol signed 
(22 June 2000),  
subsidiary protocols 

 
 
√ 

closed Medium 

Source: adapted and updated from Van Amerom, 2005: 68. 

 

4.5.1 The Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park & TFCA 

The showpiece of Southern African transfrontier conservation is the Great Limpopo 

Transfrontier Park (GLTP). The GLTP links up Kruger National Park in South Africa, 

Limpopo National Park in Mozambique and Gonarezhou National Park Manjinji Pan 

Sanctuary and Malipati Safari Area in Zimbabwe, as well as the interconnecting areas 

between Kruger and Gonarezhou: the Makuleke region in South Africa and Sengwe 

communal corridor in Zimbabwe. Together, the transfrontier park encompasses some 35,000 

km², while the even larger transfrontier conservation area, which also includes the Banhine 

and Zinave National Parks, the Massingir, Corumana and interlinking areas in Mozambique 

and several private and state-owned conservation areas in South Africa and Zimbabwe, adds 

up to a staggering 100,000 km² (see figure 4.1 for a map of the Great Limpopo TFP + TFCA). 

The GLTP is characterised as a lowland savannah ecosystem and harbours at least 147 
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mammals (including the ‘big five’62), 116 reptiles, 49 species of fish, 34 species of frogs and 

over 500 bird species. 

 

Like all TFCAs, the GLTP 

aims to conserve nature on a 

grand scale, stimulate 

(local) economic 

development through 

nature-based tourism and 

stimulate international 

cooperation. Due to the 

enormous size of the GLTP, 

the contested history of 

many of the parks involved 

(Carruthers, 1995) and 

power differences between 

the many affected and 

interested parties involved, 

the results of these 

objectives so far have been 

mixed at best (Van Amerom 

and Büscher, 2005; Van 

Amerom, 2005). Although conservation objectives have been given a boost by the TFP, 

international cooperation has been characterised by as much conflict as cooperation (Van 

Amerom, 2005); local communities have been badly consulted (University of Witswatersrand, 

2002), have little benefited economically yet (Spenceley and Schoon, 2007) and the 

communities in Limpopo National Park in Mozambique are even threatened with eviction 

from the park (Huggins et al, 2003; Spierenburg et al, 2006); and tourism revenues are highly 

skew due to South Africa’s far superior tourism infrastructure.  

 

                                                 
62 Elephant, Leopard, Rhino, Lion and Buffalo are called the ‘big five’ because they used to be the most 

dangerous animals to hunt. 

Figure 4.2: The Great Limpopo TFP + TFCA. Source: SANParks 
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A final point that requires particular emphasis is the highly erratic involvement of Zimbabwe 

in the GLTP due to the severe political turmoil that has thrown the country into an ever-

deepening political and economic crisis since the late 1990s. While the Zimbabwean 

government has consistently stated its support for the GLTP, its involvement has in reality 

been mired in difficulties to the extent that it has repeatedly threatened the entire project 

(Duffy, 2006). Among the most severe of the many problems have been land invasions and 

wildlife poaching in Gonarezhou National Park (Idem), the general lack of participation in the 

organisational development of the transfrontier park63 and the still unresolved issue of the 

Sengwe corridor that actually has to link Gonarezhou to the rest of the GLTP (Van Amerom 

and Büscher, 2005). As a consequence, the development of the GLTP has increasingly 

focused on the link between South Africa’s Kruger National Park and Mozambique’s 

Limpopo National Park. 

 

Despite these major challenges, the GLTP remain the flagship of all TFCAs in the region, or 

even the ‘make it or break it case’ (Collins, interview 2003). As a result, many actors have 

tried hard to keep the pace of development high. A good example is former South African 

Minister for Environmental Affairs and Tourism Mr. Valli Moosa, who wanted to see the 

prestigious GLTP come to fruition before the end of his term as minister in 2004. In 2000 he 

demanded that the GLTP International Technical Committee (ITC) prepare a draft conceptual 

plan, a draft action plan and a draft trilateral agreement for the Great Limpopo within a year, 

whereas the ITC had proposed minimum two years for proper stakeholder consultation, 

especially with the many local communities in and around the proposed transfrontier park 

(Grossman, interview 2003; Braack, interview 2003). Although the Zimbabwean and 

Mozambican ministers accepted Mr. Moosa’s demand, technical issues around border security 

and control only led to signing of the international treaty for the official establishment of the 

GLTP on 9 December 2002, at Xai-Xai, Mozambique. Currently, the fixation with the 2010 

Soccer World Cup adds even more pressure on the TFP.  

 

Major actors in the GLTP are various departments of the three governments, Donors such as 

the World Bank, USAID and the German Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau; NGOs such as 

WWF Netherlands, the African Wildlife Foundation, PPF and the Rufford Maurice Laing 

Foundation; private companies such as Novamedia, the Dutch National Postcode Lottery, 

                                                 
63 E.g. the Zimbabwe Independent, 20 May 2005: http://www.thezimbabweindependent.com/local/11493.html.  
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Deutsche Bank, Southern Africa Initiative of German Business (SAFRI) and 

DaimlerChrysler. The latest developments in the GLTP focus predominantly on the 

development of Limpopo National Park (see Ministerio Do Turismo, 2003), the development 

of the Giriyondo border post (which was officially opened on 16 August 2006, see figure 4.2), 

relocation of animals from Kruger to Mozambique and the planning of a biodiversity corridor 

linking Gonarezhou National Park to the Makuleke region / KNP. 

 

4.5.2 |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park 

The |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park was officially established on 1 August 2003 and 

consists of the Richtersveld National Park (RNP) in South Africa and the |Ai-|Ais Hot Springs 

Game Park in Namibia (see Figure 4.4). The RNP is a so called ‘contractual park’, which 

means a park that is “usually established on land owned by a group of private individuals, but 

managed by the national conservation authority. Management is according to the terms of a 

joint management agreement drawn up by a joint management board consisting of 

representatives from the landowners and the conservation authority or other officials” (Reid, 

2002: 1). In the case of the RNP, the land in the park is owned by the Richtersveld 

community, which includes mostly Nama people in the four villages of Kuboes, Sanddrif, 

Eksteenfontein and Lekkersing, although community boundaries are not entirely clear (Reid, 

2002: 137).  

 

Community – RNP relationships 

have been tense ever since 

mention was made of the 

possibility of a park in the early 

seventies. These tensions were 

mostly around livestock grazing, 

resource access and benefits of 

the mining activities in the park 

(Reid, 2002). After apartheid, 

fairer distribution of benefits and 

a greater community say in the 

Joint Management Board (JMB) 

have accrued, but Reid and Figure 4.4:  The |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld TFP. Source: PPF 



 

 102

Turner (2004), still maintain that the dominant partner in the JMB is SAN parks and that 

community benefits have so far not been living up to expectations. Tensions in the RNP also 

occur around the mining activities in the park, carried out by three mining companies and 

revolving mainly around diamonds64. These mining activities are often hurtful to the 

Richtersveld ecosystem and together with grazing cover the most urgent conservation 

concerns (Reid, 2002). 

 

As for the geographical characteristics, |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld comprises an arid desert 

mountain ecosystem with some spectacular scenery, including the Fish River Canyon which 

the world’s second largest canyon after the Grand Canyon in the USA. Climatically, the |Ai-

|Ais Richtersveld boasts a mix of succulent Karoo and Nama-Karoo biomes, and is famous for 

its high plant endemism which is estimated to be around 560 species of the minimum of 2,700 

that can be found in the TFP. Animal species include at least 56 species of mammals, 194 bird 

species and 51 species of reptile. Through the TFP runs the Orange River, whose basin and 

estuary are considered important for both conservation and development. Current 

development priorities in the TFP entail the extension of the Transfrontier Park by linking it 

up to the Namib Desert belt, all the way up to Angola’s Iona National Park and the upgrading 

of infrastructure and tourist accommodation. 

 

4.5.3 Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park 

The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park between South Africa and Botswana was Africa’s first 

officially declared transfrontier park on 12 May 2000. Symbolically this was important as it 

greatly stimulated the transfrontier movement in Southern Africa, but de facto on the ground, 

the Kgalagadi had always been a transfrontier protected area. Combining Botswana’s 

Gemsbok National Park and South Africa’s Kalahari Gemsbok National Park (see figure 4.5), 

the Kgalagadi has never seen a physical border other than the Nossob riverbed and a symbolic 

line of stones in certain parts, while coordination of the management has been in existence 

since 1948. This made the declaration of the Kgalagadi TFP relatively ‘easy’ from a political 

perspective, compared to other more complex transfrontier endeavours in the region. 

 

                                                 
64 With copper being mined until the 1970s and the possibility of mining quartzite and lime, which up till now 

has been forfeited. 
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The Kgalagadi, encompassing a large 

area of the Kalahari Desert, is an arid 

ecosystem characterised by shrubby 

Kalahari dune bushveld and supports a 

large diversity of wildlife, including 

several endangered species. The name 

Kgalagadi comes from the San 

language and is translated as ‘place of 

thirst’. Human settlement in and around 

the Kgalagadi is low, albeit 

communities of Khomani San and Mier 

people have traditionally occupied the 

area65 and continue to do so. Since the establishment of the two parks comprising the 

Kgalagadi TFP, their relationship to the TFP area has been characterised by land evictions, 

restrictions on access and subjugation to settler and conservation needs (Reid, 2002). Since 

the fall of apartheid in 1994, almost 60,000 ha of land of the South African part of the TFP 

has been restituted to the communities, but tensions over benefit distribution, land use and 

resource access persist, especially with the Botswanan San communities. Current 

developments in the Kgalagadi TFP centre mostly around tourism infrastructure development. 

 

4.5.4 Lubombo TFCA 

Perhaps the most complex of all TFCAs, the Lubombo transfrontier conservation area is the 

overarching name for a combination of five TFCAs straddling the boundaries of 

Mozambique, South Africa and Swaziland. These three governments signed the General 

Transfrontier Conservation and Resource Area Protocol on 22 June 2000, aiming at the 

establishment of the Usuthu/Ndumu-Tembi-Futi Transfrontier Conservation and Resource 

Area and the Kosi Bay-Ponta do Ouro Marine TFCA between South Africa and Mozambique; 

the Songimvelo-Malolotja and Nsubane-Pongola TFCAs between South Africa and 

Swaziland and the Lubombo conservancy Goba TFCA between Mozambique and Swaziland 

(see figure 4.6). 

 

                                                 
65 An assertion that has been backed up by research but was contested by white settlers in the 1920s (Reid, 2002: 

45-49). 

Figure 4.5: The Kgalagadi TFP. Source: PPF 
 



 

 104

 

In terms of geography and biodiversity, the Lubombo harbours a wide array of different 

terrains such as wetlands, mountains and rare woody grasslands and Sand Forests, while it 

boasts high endemism in its over 2,500 plant species and over 470 species of bird, 102 

mammal species, over 150 reptile and frog species and, as it includes a marine TFCA, 

countless fish species and marine mammals. Poaching and unsustainable resource use are 

major threats to biodiversity, however, as well as lack of nature conservation enforcement in 

Mozambique and competing land-uses, most especially the proposed harbour at Ponta 

Dobela, Mozambique (Porter et al, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The complexity of the Lubombo TFCA is also reflected in the amount of actors involved. 

Besides the usual national departments and ministries in all countries, there are the provincial 

government agencies and especially the local government level. In South Africa, all the land 

Figure 4.6: The Lubombo TFCA. Source: DEAT 
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outside the formal protected areas is owned and managed by the Tembe and Mathenjwa 

Traditional Authorities who fall under the uMakhanyakude District Municipality. In 1998, 

however, the Mbangweni community and the Tembe Traditional Authority filed a land claim 

against the Ndumu game reserve, which was awarded to them in 2000 by the national 

Department of Land Affairs on the condition that land-use remained conservation and 

management by KZN parastal Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife would continue, as it does all other 

PAs in the South African part of the Lubombo (Jones, 2005). Other, non-governmental actors 

include the WK Kellogg Foundation, the Peace Parks Foundation, IUCN, the Wildlands Trust 

and the Mozambican national NGO Fundação Natureza em Perigo, while interest from the 

private sector has also been on the rise (for an overview of actors involved in the Ndumu-

Tembi-Futi part of the Lubombo, see Porter et al, 2004). 

 

Current developments within the TFCA include the establishing, consolidating, gazetting and 

fencing of the various PAs and corridors, such as the Futi corridor that is supposed to connect 

the Usuthu gorge, Ndumu game reserve, Tembe elephant park and the Maputo Elephant 

reserve; general and tourist infrastructural development; local economic and capacity 

development and law enforcement. Up till now, several developments are characterised by 

tensions and conflicts between actors involved, most especially local communities and 

Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife / PPF (Jones, 2005; Patel, 2006). The next chapters will discuss 

these in more detail. 

 

4.5.5 Limpopo / Shashe TFCA 

The last TFCA to be discussed in this section is the Limpopo / Shashe TFCA between 

Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe. Again, this TFCA is very different from the rest due 

to its wide variety of different land tenure systems it wants to incorporate (see figure 4.7). At 

the core of the TFCA is the Mapungubwe National Park in South Africa, which is SA’s first 

national park chiefly devoted to cultural heritage and also a World Heritage Site.  

 

Mapungubwe National Park was officially opened on 24 September 2004 and is still in the 

process of purchasing the remaining private farms that exist in the centre of the park. 

Potentially joining the TFCA on the South African side are the Limpopo Valley Game 

Reserve and Vhembe Game Reserve, which are state owned land, the Venetia Limpopo 

Nature Reserve, which is owned by mining company De Beers Consolidated Mines Ltd and 
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large tracts of individually owned farms. De Beers has signed a “Notarial Agreement of Lease 

with SANParks, setting out the essential terms for the contractual inclusion of one of its 

properties (the farm Schroda) into the “Core Area” of the Mapungubwe National Park” 

(Main, pers. comm.). Botswana aims to contribute its Northern Thuli Game Reserve which 

consists of 36 farms jointly managing their wildlife, among which the largest elephant 

population on private land in Africa. Complementing the Botswana contribution to Limpopo / 

Shashe is a large set of private farms south of the Northern Tuli Game Reserve. Finally, 

Zimbabwe would add to the TFCA the government owned Tuli Circle Safari Area, the 

communal lands of Maramani and the private Sentinel Ranch and Nottingham estate. 

 

It is important to emphasize is that most of the areas mentioned above are not yet part of the 

TFCA, but are potential parts. Hence, current developments centre mostly on the further 

integration of these various parts. The first phase aims to integrate the management of and 

link up the Nothern Thuli Game Reserve with Tuli Circle Safari Area and Mapungubwe. 

Between the first two there is no physical border and free animal movement occurs. Between 

Nothern Thuli Game Reserve and Mapungubwe there is a physical border, however, and not 

all those involved would agree with removing it as the former’s elephant population could 

Figure 4.7: The Limpopo / Shashe TFCA. Source: PPF 
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then destroy many of the special trees in Mapungubwe (Marshall, 2006). Other important 

developments occur around negotiations with Zimbabwe’s Maramani communities and the 

two private estates, which allegedly have suffered from land invasions (National Geographic 

News, 2005). All in all it is this wide array of actors on the ground –governments, parastatals, 

game farmers, private landowners including companies such as De Beers and local 

communities – that make for very complicated TFCA negotiations. Outside agencies trying to 

facilitate or stimulate these include the PPF, Mashatu Research and other research institutes. 

 

Major features of the Limpopo / Shashe include Mopane veld, sandstone and outstanding rock 

formations. Moreover, it contains rare riparian forest and so-called Acacia-Salvadora 

communities of the Limpopo flats, which are endangered vegetation types. According to 

South African Minister Marthinus van Schalkwyk, the TFCA is set to become ‘big five’ 

habitat (Davies, 2006), as it already boasts many mammals species including lion, elephant, 

rhino and leopard, while the bird species are estimated to be more than 350. With 

Mapungubwe included, the Limpopo / Shashe will also boast many archeological sites and 

cultural resources, the most famous of which is the ‘golden rhino’, a small figurine of a one-

horned rhino said to prelude the Great Zimbabwe civilisation and indication of African-Asian 

contacts. Additional features are San rock paintings and dinosaur footprints and remains. 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter laid the descriptive groundwork for the chapter to come, while also providing the 

regional transfrontier conservation framework that influences the Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA. 

From a critical perspective, this exercise might seem rather meak, considering the fact that 

critical analyses usually show how boundaries are constructed rather than doing the 

construction. The task ahead, then, is to not let an overview restrict one’s imaginativeness or 

set boundaries when it comes to define who or what are actors and how do they assemble 

what is given to them to work with, be they ideas or material objects. Hence, what one is to 

do, according to Latour, is “‘to follow the actors themselves’, that is to try to catch up with 

their often wild innovations in order to learn from them what the collective existence has 

become in their hands, which methods they have elaborated to make it fit together, which 

accounts could best define the new associations that they have been forced to establish” 

(Latour, 2005: 12). In other words, the trick is not to just draw out which are the most 

important actors in a specific setting and analyse the various governing strategies being 
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employed, but how actor categories are being formed or reshaped, how they subsequently 

relate to each and which political mechanisms gain the upper hand in determining public 

outcomes and why. The next step is to test these fragmented processes for regularities and 

structure and here we come back to our hypotheses that these can be found in the neoliberal 

political conduct around consensus, anti-politics and marketing. 
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5. Children of the Neoliberal Times? 

 

5.1 Introduction 

16 August 2006, the 19:00 news on SABC (South African Broadcasting Service) three: the 

Giriyondo border post between South Africa and Mozambique in the Great Limpopo 

Transfrontier Park has been opened that day and is one of the main stories in the news 

bulletin. The item shows how presidents Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, Robert Mugabe of 

Zimbabwe and Armando Guebuza of Mozambique jointly cut the ribbon that separates the 

Kruger National Park from the Limpopo National Park. Speeches are made heralding the 

consensus between the leaders on how the new border post symbolises the unity of the three 

countries in conservation and all the development benefits that will accrue from this. 

President Mbeki explicitly mentions how the GLTP and other TFCAs “will be a major tourist 

attraction before, during and after the 2010 world cup”. Following the formal festivities, the 

three presidents move straight to Maseru, Lesotho, where a SADC heads of state Summit is 

held, where, according to the news bulletin, the leaders again discussed how best regional 

development could accrue from the 2010 world cup soccer. 

 

Besides the importance attached to the 2010 FIFA soccer world cup, the news bulletin shows 

that the transfrontier movement in Southern Africa is very much a locomotive on full steam 

half-way through the 21st century’s first decade. And although it is hard to judge what the 

effects of the movement on the conservation-development nexus in Southern Africa will be in 

the long run, the ongoing process to shape transfrontier conservation in the region offers 

many opportunities to increase our understanding of the political struggles around 

environmental governance. This chapter aims to trace and retrace the travails of actors in 

shaping regional transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa. It begins by exploring how 

involved actors try to create and operationalise a political consensus over the direction of the 

transfrontier movement in the region. The chapter then turns to examine two concomitant 

political strategies that contemporary neoliberalism would see as central in this effort: anti-

politics and marketing. In the conclusion, the question is answered to what extent these 

current features of neoliberalism work out in the regional politics and governance of 

Transfrontier Conservation Areas. 
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5.2 The Appeal and Fragility of Consensus 

In chapter two we conceptualised consensus broadly as ‘general agreement’. The point about 

consensus is not so much that it is actually reached, as most actors realise that – in absolute 

terms - this hardly ever happens. Consensus building rather aims at creating the environment 

in which different interests can be accommodated and discussed. Since the ancients Greeks, 

this has been the core of political mobilisation. However, in the area of conservation and 

development there seems to be an inherent contradiction encapsulated in the political 

mobilisation strategies of consensus formation, as it is not often openly accepted that these are 

in fact political, in the sense of making and enforcing decisions in the public sphere. The next 

section goes deeper into this relationship between anti-politics and transfrontier conservation, 

while this section continuous where chapters three and four ended. In chapter three, we saw 

how the TFCA concept in Southern Africa developed and rapidly engulfed CBNRM, thereby 

widening its ideals even further. We also noted how transfrontier conservation was accepted 

by a broad array of important actors, including Southern African states. Chapter four outlined 

the many issue areas embraced by transfrontier conservation, further detailed the most 

important actors involved and gave an overview of five actual TFCAs: the main physical and 

geographical spaces of attention in this chapter. With these building blocks in place – broad 

political acceptation of the concept, a wide array of actors involved and actual (physical) 

developments underway –, the struggle for consensus, at least in the public debate, has shifted 

from what is transfrontier conservation to how to do transfrontier conservation and who 

should do what in the process. 

 

5.2.1 How to do transfrontier conservation? 

Transfrontier conservation is now being tried all over the world. A recent glossy ‘coffee table’ 

book about global transfrontier conservation (Mittermeier et al, 2005b) gives an overview of 

the majority of TFCAs currently in progress, amongst which the Southern African GLTP is 

presented as one of the ‘three exemplary cases’ in the world. This again bears testimony to the 

region’s high profile in the international transfrontier conservation movement, which it 

already garnered due to the fund- and awareness raising power of the Peace Parks Foundation 

and the fact that the first major IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of Nature) 

conference within its Parks for Peace initiative was held in South Africa (see Sandwith et al, 
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2001)66. TFCA experiences in the region are therefore anxiously followed and often taken as 

an example by actors in other parts of the world. This makes the consensus struggle in how to 

do transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa even more relevant and interesting. Yet, as 

stated, there seems to be a fairly ‘general agreement’ about what concepts make up or are 

essential to transfrontier conservation (the issue areas mentioned in chapter four), but how 

these are to be mixed and/or applied to specific settings (the TFCAs mentioned in chapter 

four) is still uncharted territory. Guidelines have been developed (see Griffin et al, 1999; 

Sandwith et al, 2001), but – metaphorically speaking - books on painting do not make a good 

painter. In the end it comes down to ‘picking up the brush’ and start doing the job, and a lot of 

‘transfrontier painting’ is going on at the moment. Let us now go by some of the most 

important methods and ‘brushes’ employed in making TFCAs a reality, and see how 

consensus is constructed, promoted and contested. 

 

The first notable brush picked up is that of official intergovernmental negotiations and 

relations. For the realisation of any TFCA, the representatives of the sovereign nations 

concerned have to be involved and all actors know this (albeit not all necessarily accept it). 

Governments need to agree on certain principles that commit their nations to a specific 

transfrontier conservation initiative. In Southern Africa (as in other places in the world) this is 

mainly done in two ways: general negotiations and diplomacy relating to the bi- or trilateral 

relationship, and formal agreements such as Memoranda of Understanding, protocols and 

international treaties, which contain the rules and frameworks that (should) guide action and 

further negotiations and diplomacy. In international legal terms, protocols and MOUs are 

‘weaker’ than treaties. The latter legally bind nation-states by officially declaring the 

existence of a TFCA/TFP, and spelling out its functions and organisation. The former two can 

be regarded as declarations of intent, where intentions are spelled out as to the development of 

the TFP/TFCA and the appropriate organisational structures needed67.  

 

The first transfrontier conservation treaty signed in Southern Africa established the Kgalagadi 

Transfrontier Park between South Africa and Botswana on 12 May 2000. This treaty officially 

declared the TFP and outlined its organisational structure, which is different from other 

                                                 
66 The International Conference on Transboundary Protected Areas as a Vehicle for International Co-operation, 

Cape Town, South Africa, 16-18 September 1997. 
67 Table 4.4 provided an overview of the treaties, MOUs and protocols of the various TFCAs under discussion.  
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TFCAs. The Kgalagadi is set up as a so-called ‘section 21’ company; a ‘not-for-profit’ 

organisation according to SA law68, with a board of directors. This board includes relevant 

ministers from both countries as well as the Chief Executive Officer of SANParks. The 

organisational set-up is not seen as ideal. According to one staff member of the TFCA section 

of the South African Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, it “does not work”, 

as these people are clearly too busy to continuously manage the ‘Kgalagadi company’ 

(Matolong, interview 2006).  

 

After this experiment, 

Mozambique, South Africa and 

Zimbabwe decided on a different 

approach for the GLTP, whose 

treaty was signed on 9 December 

2002. The Great Limpopo boasts 

the organisational structure as can 

be seen in figure 5.1, with a tri-

nation ministerial committee as 

the highest decision-making 

organ, supported by a Joint 

Management Board (JMB – the 

‘Technical Committee’ before the 

treaty) as the main implementing body. In turn, the JMB is supported by committees and 

working groups on issues such as joint management, finance, legislation, security, customs 

and immigration, tourism and community representation. This structure is now generally seen 

as the institutional model to be followed in Southern African transfrontier conservation (see 

also Msimang, 2003). The |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld treaty already resembles this structure and 

discussions have been taking place between South Africa and Botswana to amend and revise 

the Kgalagadi TFP treaty to “mirror that of the GLTP” (Matolong, interview 2006). 

 

The protocols and MOUs generally provide for the establishment of overarching ministerial 

committees, an operational ‘TFCA commission’ (in the case of the Lubombo) or ‘technical 

committee’ (Limpopo/Shashe) and working groups as deemed necessary. All of these 

                                                 
68 Companies Act of 1973. 

Great Limpopo TFP Institutional Arrangements

Tri-nation Ministerial Committee

National Interest Group or National Steering Committee
(One per country)
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Figure 5.1: Great Limpopo TFP institutional arrangements. 
Source: Braack and Greyling, 2002: 46. 
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committees, commissions, boards, working groups, task forces and interest groups serve to 

plan, strategise, liaise, brainstorm, negotiate, mediate and coordinate, and the products hereof 

are typically: strategic and management planning documents, policies, implementation 

strategies, policy briefs, workshop reports, progress reports, aide memoir’s, minutes of 

meetings, proposals, brainstorm and briefing documents, assessments, emails, studies and 

research articles, agreements, Terms of Reference, guidelines and so on. 

 

Here we come to our second method used ‘to do’ transfrontier conservation: paper. Put 

stronger: without paper, no TFCAs. Perhaps this sounds derogatory and one should use terms 

like ‘strategies’, ‘policies’ or ‘plans’, but fact remains that all these are characterised by paper. 

One could even posit that a major consensus exists on the importance of and need for paper in 

order to have transfrontier conservation succeed. But this would be too easy. “Of course it is 

about the content!”, the reader will say. And this is correct, although up to a point. After all, 

how many documents are produced that never get read, that are put onto big piles or shoved 

away in desk drawers with the sole fate to catch dust? During my fieldwork travels 

throughout the Southern African region, I have not come across one office where this was not 

the case, where it actually seemed that all documents were carefully read, analysed, organised 

and continuously used (and even that may only be an impression!). The point is to emphasise 

the ‘local micro production’ (Latour, 2005: 176-179) of macro structures such as TFCAs. The 

question related to the ‘how’ of transfrontier conservation then becomes how to judge the 

importance and necessity of the content of paper (let us refer to ‘paper/policy’ from here on) 

if the physical volume does not allow one to gauge it all? How do actors in transfrontier 

conservation deal with this predicament? 

 

Interestingly, the first solution seems to be more paper/policy: overviews, compilations of 

‘lessons learned’, ‘synthesising studies’, briefing memoranda, brochures, etc, depending on 

the audience concerned. Taking DEAT, South Africa as an example, staff write briefing notes 

for each other and the people they are working with on what is happening in ‘their’ TFCAs. 

For outsiders (mostly researchers, but also journalists and people working for TFCAs) they 

produce standard information packs that include brochures of the various TFCAs and other 

general documents of interests, such as a strategy plan on TFCAs and the 2010 Soccer World 

Cup, TFCA briefing notes, etc. A second solution is less surprising: filtering out what is or 

seems most important. This selective process does not always depend on content. More often 

than not, relationships determine part what we read and what we find important, often leading 
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to particular ‘interpretative policy communities’ that are highly political (Blaikie, 2006). If 

your colleagues, especially your superiors, want you to take something into account (a 

particular policy), you are probably more inclined to do so than with someone unfamiliar. Or, 

if continuously pressed, one would also feel more inclined to read something or take a policy 

into account, even if it is an outsider69. Thirdly, functions and positions in organisations or 

networks, as well as organisational rules, regulations and norms also greatly influence the 

filtering process. Many of us have standard or ‘preferred’ documents to read, as they are 

crucial to the nature of our work, yet these have historically also been determined by social 

and political processes. The point I want to make is a seeming paradox between the social and 

political processes involved in getting the right people to read the right papers / policy inputs, 

actually understanding it and using it, and the continuous drive to produce more paper and so 

increase the focus on the ‘policy process’ (see also Mosse, 2005). How does this aid the ‘how’ 

of transfrontier conservation?  

 

Participatory observation in organisations dealing with TFCAs suggests that the major use 

and purpose of the paper/policy trail comes down to ‘practices of politics and administration’ 

(Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003: 14-17). A few interviewees on the policy level admitted this 

openly, when talking about career and personal development, ambition, interpersonal 

relations and especially, political legitimation and mobilisation purposes of policy and paper. 

In casual chats with implementation staff on TFCA level, I frequently noted people 

complaining about all the talk and writing that was happening ‘up there’, while according to 

them not much was happening ‘down here, on the ground’ in TFCAs (see also Van Amerom, 

                                                 
69 In the dynamic of doing fieldwork, I have often encountered this in practice. Emailing and calling informants 

from the Netherlands often led to little or no response, but when I physically appeared before them and 

demanded time, they often did comply and did so generously. I learned why this is when I was offered space to 

work in vacant offices at the MDTP in Maseru, Lesotho and at DEAT, Pretoria, South Africa. There, I realised 

that, when you are not there to physically demand time, there are always many others doing so, and MDTP or 

DEAT staff often needed, or felt the need, to comply with these demands on their time, despite having 

secretaries who are supposed to manage this process. And the people demanding time were truly many. 

Especially with the MDTP office in Maseru, I was surprised to see how many people came to ask favours to the 

MDTP coordinator. One lunch appointment with him on Friday 29 April 2005 illustrates this point well. The two 

of us only had to cross Maseru’s main street from the Ministry of Tourism, Environment and Culture to the 

restaurant of the Lancer’s Inn hotel, but while doing so, he was recognised and disturbed by at least 5 different 

people. He later mentioned to me that this is why he does not like to get out the office on foot: too many people 

demanding too many things. 
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2005). The point is that only a small portion of all paper/policy produced ends up actually 

determining action regarding the physical, natural and social environments of TFCAs and this 

often even in different ways than foreseen, as is habitually the case with 

conservation/development policies and interventions (Ferguson, 1994; Mosse, 2005). 

Examples are the above-mentioned official treaties, protocols and MOUs. Yet, these few 

documents are constituted by and embedded in the mass of other paper/policy produced and 

they often need to be cognisant of this through references and shown influence. One could 

think of them even as the result or end-point of a paper or policy trail, or as the (perceived) 

political consensus thereof. The discussion then comes down to the ‘who’ of transfrontier 

conservation: who decides on what is meant by consensus and how do they go about this (cf. 

Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003: 14)? 

 

Yet, before discussing the ‘who’ in the next section, we do have to discuss the content and 

implementation of the paper/policy trail to better understand how they constitute each other in 

transfrontier conservation. If one glances at some of the documents produced, it is remarkable 

that despite the diversity, so many themes, methods, proposals and even wordings are the 

same or similar, especially in the more public documents like treaties, MOUs, etc. In these, 

general policy language is used, for instance around the benefits of TFCAs, which are 

construed around the familiar themes of tourism, biodiversity protection, harmonisation of 

policies, social and economic development, international cooperation, and so forth. But 

further ‘down’ in the paper trail, one discovers the subtleties and specificities of the various 

TFCAs and comparisons become harder. Compare for instance the constraints identified in 

planning documents for the Limpopo/Shashe and Lubombo TFCAs (tables 5.1 and 5.2). 

Although addressing familiar topics, they show nuanced differences related to geography, 

regional history, land tenure arrangements, social, economic, political and environmental 

circumstances. This is similar for other issues and the further one gets into the paper trail, the 

more diverse the viewpoints and the ways in which issues are covered and contested. 

Consensus ‘down the line’ is thus far away and rightly so, as the issues, problems and 

contexts at hand in the various TFCAs are very different and demand this. Regarding 

consensus on the regional transfrontier conservation level, we must then ask how sense is 

made out of this diversity, what issues are focussed on, at what levels and with what purpose. 

This leads to the next ‘brush’ with which to do transfrontier conservation: the other side of the 

paper/policy coin, interpretation and implementation. 
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Implementation - the courses of action emanating from paper/policy and meetings - is usually 

presented as their legitimation. And although it is often portrayed that a logical pattern of 

paper/policy and meetings leading to implementation is followed, in practice they are always 

mixed (Mosse, 2004; 2005). No straightforward translation70 between policy and practice 

exists in any TFCA mentioned in the previous chapter, and how could it otherwise be, if the 

very production process of ‘policy’ is already so little straightforward as has been shown 

above? Nonetheless, we need to at least touch upon some of the most pressing issues to make 

the straightforward point that the portrayed consensus is not mirrored by the reality of its 

implementation and that this should lead us to examine more closely the social relations and 

political conduct that constitute Southern African transfrontier conservation. So far, the more 

practical implementation of transfrontier conservation has – amongst others - concentrated on 

removal of border fences, relocation of animals and improving biodiversity conservation by 

enlarging protected areas, dealing with and/or accommodating local communities, joint TFCA 

                                                 
70 I have used the word ‘translation’ on purpose, following recent literature in development studies, where this 

notion has become rather common; see for instance Lewis and Mosse, 2006. 

1. “Existing incompatible land-use practices, in particular, the 
differences in the utilization of wildlife resources, grazing 
of livestock and irrigation schemes could limit the prospects 
for the TFCA; 

2. The difficulty in defining the benefits that will accrue to the 
participating countries creates uncertainty about the 
potential value of the TFCA.  This is particularly true in 
situations where ecotourism is expected to be the driving 
force of economic growth; 

3. The interests and objectives of the different stakeholders 
can be equally different and difficult to reconcile; 

4. The differences in the capacity and financial resources of 
institutions can create a perception of inequality in the 
TFCA negotiations; 

5. Security issues, in particular illegal cross border movements 
can be a de-motivating factor in the establishment of the 
TFCA; 

6. Pending land claims in South Africa and the implementation 
of Zimbabwe's land reform policy could adversely affect the 
establishment of the TFCA; 

7. Diseases, in particular foot and mouth disease that is 
prevalent in the region can make the reintroduction of 
species like buffalo difficult; 

8. Mining activities within the TFCA can compromise the 
long-term future of the TFCA, if more mineral deposits are 
discovered and exploited without due regard for the 
environment; 

9. Widespread poverty and poor infrastructure can limit 
appreciation for the TFCA". 

Table 5.1: Constraints in the Limpopo/Shashe. Quote 
source: Modise, 2002: 14. 

1. “Issues regarding health of communities and 
domestic animals are of concern e.g. endemic 
malaria, HIV Aids, water borne diseases, foot and 
mouth.  

2. The lack of basic infrastructure such as the supply of 
power and potable water to communities as well as 
poorly developed roads in much of the area  

3. The poor agricultural potential of the land,  
4. Poor access to markets for agricultural and craft 

products  
5. Cross border regulation of movement of people and 

their wares,  
6. Issues of security, smuggling, and the illegal use of 

certain resources,  
7. People living within the Maputo Elephant Reserve, 

and the Futi area that is sparsely populated by 
subsistence groups. A proposal to re-locate these 
people to the west of the Maputo River is under 
consideration.  

8. The proposed harbour development at Ponta Dobela,  
9. Protected areas in Mozambique are unfenced  
10. The absence of veterinary services for domestic 

stock,  
11. The lack of a basic tourism Infrastructure, 

particularly within Mozambique  
12. Formal nature conservation law enforcement is 

absent in much of the area,  
13. The lack of adequate funding to undertake proposed 

infrastructural, tourism and agricultural 
developments by the various authorities in the area”.  

 
Table 5.2: Constraints in the Lubombo. Quote 
source: Porter et al, 2004: 8-9. 



 

 

 

117

management to improve bi- or trilateral relations, tourism development, etc. This sub-section 

concludes by briefly discussing these issues and show that their implementation has not been 

straightforward. 

 

With regard to increased open borders and removing of fences, the criticism is often that it 

stimulates the biodiversity goals of TFCAs, but stifles the development objectives. In the 

Lubombo, for instance, the various smaller TFCAs that make up the part of the Lubombo 

connecting Southern Mozambique, South Africa and the east of Swaziland (the Usuthu-

Thembe-Futi and the Kosi Bay-Ponta do Ouro TFCAs) are hoped to be connected by 

corridors that several actors have argued should be along the border (see figure 4.6). 

However, many communities live on both sides of the border and the connections and 

exchanges between these are very important for their livelihoods. For communities in South 

Africa, for instance, “social access to family and friends in Mozambique is a unique, yet 

important, resource that cannot be easily replaced or substituted. If potential designs for the 

conservation corridor include separating the community from the border by a fenced protected 

area, residents will lose this access if other provisions are not made. This is ironic since 

discussions about transboundary conservation benefits highlight their potential to remove 

‘artificial borders’ and restore ‘historical links’” (Jones, 2005: 273). 

 

With regard to the relocation of animals and improving biodiversity conservation through 

increasing the areas for conservation, this is often taken as a certain result of TFCAs. But 

again, reality has shown that the translation is not linear. Reyers, having conducted one of the 

first studies on the biodiversity impacts of TFCAs, preliminary concluded that “the data on 

species and vegetation distribution do raise questions about the role of TBPAs in protecting a 

greater sample of biodiversity and point out that the gains in terms of species and vegetation 

are not great” (Reyers, 2003: 9). And although these results are far from certain and more 

research on the biodiversity aspects of TFCAs needs to be conducted, this conclusion does 

counterbalance the automaticity with which proponents of transfrontier conservation take the 

improvement of biodiversity in TFCAs for granted.  

 

The example of the GLTP provides ample illustration of the problematic implementation of 

the promised community benefits of TFCAs. Simultaneous with the relocation of animals, 

discussions about the removal of the communities from the Limpopo National Park 

intensified. A resettlement policy framework was developed (Huggins et al, 2003) that 
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claimed that local people were extensively consulted and that the resettlement was to be 

‘voluntary’. Community members, when questioned by researchers, challenged the claims 

that they agreed to ‘voluntary removal’ after ‘extensive community consultation’ (University 

of the Witswatersrand, 2002; Spierenburg and Wels, forthcoming). In fact, the headman of the 

community living next to the Shingwedzi river, the prime focus of attention for the Park 

developers, stated that “they say that the resettlement is not forced, but that is not true. We are 

forced because we are no longer allowed to live our lives as before, we can no longer cultivate 

where we want, we can no longer take our cattle out to graze. Yes, we agreed to move, but we 

did not do so freely” (Spierenburg and Wels, forthcoming: 100). On the South African side of 

the TFP, the history of community deprivations in the establishment and development of the 

Kruger National Park is well documented (Carruthers, 1995), while the aforementioned 

‘invasions’ in Gonarezhou National Park in Zimbabwe also point to historically unjust 

community-park relations (Duffy, 2006). The question now becomes whether the GLTP 

fulfils its promises in redressing the historical injustices surrounding the KNP and 

Gonarezhou, especially in terms of benefits accruing from the transfrontier park and 

communities being taken seriously as a partner in its development and management. As of 

yet, research points out that this is not the case (Van Amerom, 2005; Büscher and Dietz, 

2005; Dressler and Büscher, 2008). Even when communities own part of the land to be 

incorporated, like the Makuleke community do with the north of the KNP, they are not 

regarded as serious partners in international TFCA negotiations (Steenkamp and Uhr, 2000). 

 

Regarding the international relations side of TFCAs, it is claimed that increased transfrontier 

cooperation brings peace and cooperation. Again research on the Great Limpopo shows that 

the reverse is also often the case: transfrontier conservation magnifying differences between 

countries and so fuelling conflict (Van Amerom, 2005). The tensions seem to be especially 

“reflected in struggles over the sharing of benefits between South Africa and neighbouring 

countries and over land harmonisation policies” (Van Amerom and Büscher, 2005: 170). 

South Africa put forth its legislation and tenure arrangements as being much more advanced 

than that of its neighbours, which, although perhaps true, did create an image of South Africa 

trying to play ‘big brother’ over its smaller neighbours, which again fuelled conflict rather 

than cooperation. 

 

A final illustration of the difficulty of translating paper/policy into practice is the one issue 

that is generally posited as the ‘holy grail’ capable of tying together all the different goals of 
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transfrontier conservation: nature-based tourism. First, tourism is constructed as necessitating 

conservation, as it is wildlife and landscapes that draws most tourists to the region. Secondly, 

nature-based tourism is expected to bring ‘sustainable economic growth and development’. A 

website of a Namibian tourism organisation describes this as follows: “Nama communities 

living in and around the |Ai-|Ais/Richtersveld Transfrontier Park are set to reap the benefits of 

the treaty. The disadvantaged Richtersveld population, comprising the Kuboes, Sanddrift, 

Lekkersing and Eksteenfontien communities, heavily reliant on a mining industry which is 

scaling down, is set to reap sustainable jobs from tourism growth”71. Third, tourism is even 

seen as catalyzing international understanding and cooperation. Mass tourism requires a stable 

political climate and hence international cooperation is required if the region is to remain 

attractive to tourists. This has become especially apparent in the continuous hype and the 

expectations around the 2010 World Soccer Cup in South Africa, which is believed to bring 

benefits to the entire Southern African region (DEAT, 2005). All in all, tourism is brought 

forth as the magic potion that stimulates all the different goals of TFCAs. It is therefore no 

surprise that most physical investment in TFCAs is currently spent on tourism infrastructure. 

 

But like the other elements mentioned above, the translation between policy and practice in 

tourism is far from straightforward. In the Great Limpopo for instance, “progress to develop 

tourism has been constrained by different levels of infrastructure and capacity within the three 

countries to realise their objectives, areas of political instability, land tenure issues, and 

addressing the needs of existing inhabitants of the area. Constraining the strategic plan for the 

entire TFCA, animal health implications of merging wildlife populations of the three 

countries have yet to be fully investigated and resolved – especially with regard to their 

potential contact with livestock. No real constraints to tourism investment were identified in 

South Africa, but it was clear that the situation was less favourable in Zimbabwe and 

Mozambique” (Spenceley, 2005: 53)72. Spenceley addresses a crucial issue, also recognised 

by other authors (Van Amerom, 2005; Duffy, 2006), namely that South Africa has enormous 

advantages when it comes to benefiting from tourism, as its overall and tourist infrastructure 

is far superior to that of its neighbours. The crux of the matter is that most of the TFCAs will 

be accessed from the South African side, with mere excursions into the other countries, which 

                                                 
71 http://www.namibian.org/travel/namibia/ai-ais-richtersveld.html. Last viewed: 29 August 2006. 
72 Obviously, ‘less favourable’ is an understatement with respect to Zimbabwe, where the infrastructure problem 

is dwarfed by the country’s political and economic crisis, which in itself could affect tourism in the entire GLTP 

(Wolmer, 2003; Van Amerom, 2005). 
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will not readily bring substantial increases in tourism revenues. In fact, neighbouring 

countries have argued that they could even end up paying more money on tourism than 

receiving from it, as they do share in the burden of developing tourism infrastructure, while 

South Africa is set to gain most (Van Amerom, 2005). Moreover, related to the GLTP:  

“even if Mozambique and Zimbabwe would successfully develop tourism facilities on their side of the 

Great Limpopo and attract substantial tourism, chances are that much of the income generated by 

ecotourism on their territories would leak back to South Africa. Its dominant position on the regional 

tourism market, coupled with the fact that TBPAs are modelled on free market principles, gives South 

Africa an important edge over its neighbours to earn from ecotourism in TBPAs, even in adjacent 

territory” (Van Amerom, 2005: 157). 

The important point that Van Amerom makes is that to date it is mainly South African and 

other foreign, non-African companies that have the capacity to cater to tourist needs. They are 

therefore likely to win tourism related tenders in their neighbouring countries or just expand 

their operational territory into these countries, so funnelling back most of the tourism 

revenues to South Africa or out of Africa. 

 

All in all, the practice of how to do transfrontier conservation is highly complex and often in 

contrast to the perceived consensus on what transfrontier conservation should be. In the 

introduction to this section, I stated that consensus building aims at creating the environment 

in which different interests can be accommodated and discussed. It is clear that the consensus 

over TFCAs has not been able to accommodate all the different interests involved. Yet, this is 

not to say that there is a ‘gap’ between policy and practice that has to be conquered. 

According to Mosse (2004: 663): “policy goals come into contradiction with other 

institutional or ‘system goals’ such that policy models are poor guides to understanding the 

practices, events and effects of development actors, which are shaped by the relationships and 

interests and cultures of specific organizational settings” (See also Quarles van Ufford, 1988). 

Yet, while I fully agree, we need to go one step further still. In turning to examining the actors 

and organisations pushing for transfrontier conservation, I will show that within the divergent 

‘practices, events, effects, interests and cultures’ one can still detect a thrust towards 

neoliberal devolved governance. This is what the political consensus struggle is all about. 

 

5.2.2 Who to do transfrontier conservation? 

The previous chapter outlined many of the actors involved in transfrontier conservation. It 

was noted that the national states and their governments were considered the prime actors and 
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we therefore again start the discussion with them. After all, so argue governments, formal 

international treaties, protocols and MOUs can only be negotiated and concluded by the 

representatives of sovereign nations. Yet, as we have seen, this reasoning has its limits in 

practice. It was noted that Anton Rupert, a businessman and wildlife patron, was the one who 

in 1990 started pressing the then President of Mozambique, Joaquim Chissano, about the 

development of the Great Limpopo. Moreover - ‘on the ground’ - local people have been 

‘managing resources’ across borders long before states came in to officially proclaim an area 

a TFCA. For example, communities on all sides of the border between Zambia, Zimbabwe 

and Mozambique have for long been engaged in transfrontier conservation in what is now 

known as the ZiMoZa TFCA, while a DEAT staff member is complaining that the 

communities in the |Ai-|Ais Richtersveld TFP are ‘behaving problematic’, “because they feel 

it is their park”. Specifically, the irritation dealt with the fact that “they also talk to the 

Namibian side and thereby bypassing the government, which they can’t do!” (Matolong, 

interview 2006). But perhaps the most extreme example is the Kgalagadi TFP. There, one 

could say that there were no human actors at all needed for transfrontier conservation. 

Transfrontier conservation has always been a de facto reality, on which human actors have 

generally had little influence, other than to post facto ‘officially’ declare it a TFP. 

 

The point is that actors other than national governments continuously facilitate, encourage, 

take over or discourage transfrontier cooperation. And even though the final result of all these 

different dynamics still has to be an ‘official’ agreement between two or three nation-states, it 

is certain that the ‘international’ in transfrontier conservation is not populated by states alone. 

Obviously, this does not mean that states are not important. To the contrary and as stated 

before, all actors know that the states have to be involved and many are therefore very state 

focussed (Büscher and Dietz, 2005). One of the main actors that has understood and strongly 

follows up on this is the Peace Parks Foundation. According to Prof. Van Riet, CEO of the 

PPF in a presentation at the Dutch embassy in Pretoria on 9 March 2005, the management of 

PPF is concerned mostly with access to and space for ‘peace parks’ and facilitation and 

training regarding the development of TFCAs. Facilitation according to Van Riet means to 

“oil the government machinery and so fix what is broke”. Practically, the PPF has ‘oiled the 

government machinery’ by funding the appointment of a staff member working solely on 

TFCAs in nearly each ministry of environment and/or tourism in Southern Africa. According 

to a PPF document:  
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“Based on the tremendous success PPF had with the secondment of a TFCA Technical Advisor to South 

Africa's Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, it is now planned to create a network of 

similar positions throughout the SADC region within each of the conservation agencies.  One of the 

biggest requirements to promote the TFCA concept is continuity.  Through appointing a person dedicated 

to focus on TFCA issues with the support of PPF assisting technically, logistically and financially a great 

impact can be made on various fields but most importantly at a political level to influence and empower 

decision-makers” (Peace Parks Foundation, 2002: 5).  

Besides staff, PPF also supply national departments with technical and financial resources, 

such as maps, overview documents and they bring governments and other actors together by 

setting up, financing and organising conferences and workshops. According to Büscher and 

Dietz (2005: 5) “In this way, not only has the PPF direct political access by contributing a 

wide variety of resources, they also have an edge in directing policy because they can 

influence part of the content, as the resources they offer are directly being used by ‘their’ 

officers in the various departments to make decisions in the policy process”. 

 

The reason why the PPF can do this, and so exert enormous influence on the transfrontier 

conservation process in Southern Africa, is because of its enormous financial power and its 

wide-ranging network of influential elite all over the world, especially from the business 

sector. In this vein, Draper et al have argued that “through the TFCAs the PPF manages to 

foster cohesion between the old – mainly white – and new political and business elites in post-

apartheid South Africa (…) by developing a new ‘Super-African’ identity based on bonding 

with nature” (2004: 343). While there is merit in this argument, I will argue that it only 

partially explains the ‘consensus’ on the necessity of transfrontier conservation, and should 

instead be seen as a particular political conduct of constructing a dominant discourse of 

transfrontier conservation that favours broader neoliberal devolved governance. This ‘peace 

parks’ discourse of transfrontier conservation is the logical outcome of the historical 

processes outlined in chapter three whereby ‘big business’ aimed to provide for its future 

legitimation after apartheid by ‘investing in’ nature (Ramutsindela, 2007). The ‘peace parks 

discourse’, then, consists of the familiar transfrontier conservation elements already outlined 

(international cooperation, community development, biodiversity conservation), but with a 

particular emphasis on finding ‘harmony’ between capitalism and nature, predominantly 

through nature-based tourism and marketing (as we shall see further into the chapter). 

 

But to establish a discourse as dominant, practical strategies need to be followed. And from a 

practical viewpoint, states are vital in the overall critical mass needed to ‘get things done’ in 
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the public sphere. As such, the state functions as a ‘transfrontier conservation focal point’, 

and elite bonding then serves to promote particular agendas, in this case the PPFs’ ideas about 

‘peace parks’. Thus, besides the human, financial and technical resources that the PPF bestow 

on Southern African states, they do indeed consciously and deliberately build and maintain 

very strong links to top officials, including all heads of state (which function as honorary 

patrons to the organisation), and many of the top administrative staff at ministries and state 

conservation agencies73. According to Van Riet, these contacts regularly help to overcome 

“bureaucratic hurdles”. In one specific instance, when the PPF wanted to get something done 

from the SADC which was taking too long, “we called in [President Thabo] Mbeki to get the 

SADC log jam surpassed”. During the same presentation, Van Riet also mentioned how it was 

PPFs idea to ‘send’ Nelson Mandela, one of PPFs founding patrons, to South Korea to talk 

about a peace park between South and North Korea, something that would have an enormous 

public appeal and create a huge global boost for the concept of TFCAs. 

 

The obvious point is that there are not many people that can ‘call in Mbeki’ to do something 

or ‘send Mandela’ to go somewhere. During a fieldwork trip along the border of the Kruger 

National Park in November 2003, I spoke with people from resident Tsonga communities 

who were complaining about exactly that, mentioning that unlike the PPF, they could not just 

step into Mbeki’s office to ask him for favours. The bottom line here is the importance of 

material resources and/or networks to actors that can make a difference in how the picture of 

transfrontier conservation is drawn. The PPF has both the resources and the networks, more 

than any other actor in transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa, and especially in relation 

to rural people living in and around TFCAs74. Obviously, this does not mean that the PPF has 

unrestrained access to all important actors75 or does not have to take into account those with 

                                                 
73 Such as for instance the CEO of South African National Parks, where Prof. Van Riet also serves as a board 

member. 
74 Besides Anton Rupert And Willem van Riet, the name of Dr. John Hanks should also be mentioned, PPFs first 

Chief Executive Officer, who was crucial to the PPFs early development thanks to his “formidable lobbying and 

fund-raising capacities” (Draper et al (2004: 342). 
75 This, however, did not seem the case when I was interviewing the then senior manager TFCAs at DEAT on 17 

November 2003 in Pretoria (Kharika, Interview 2003). Half-way through the interview, which was conducted 

behind closed doors, Willem Van Riet jr, son of Prof. Van Riet and GIS technician for the PPF, literally barged 

into the office and starting talking to Mr. Kharika, seemingly without even noticing me. He needed mr. Kharika 

to look at some maps of TFCAs and make a decision on which ones were to be distributed. Only when he was 

finished talking and laying out the maps on the round table we were sitting at, did Mr. Kharika have a chance to 
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no or less access or material possibilities. In the current climate where Community Based 

Conservation and the South African transformation process are reinforcing each other in the 

field of nature conservation (see chapter three), heeding to community needs is especially 

vital and in public the PPF is master in doing so. During the presentation at the Dutch 

embassy, Van Riet mentioned that peace parks are “not necessarily for the protection of 

biodiversity, but mostly for development”, while later adding that “after a while you find out 

that people are more important than the environment”. 

 

Whether this is actually meant or just hollow rhetoric is a contested issue, but in academic 

circles the latter view has the upper hand (Munthali and Soto, 2001; Wolmer, 2003; Draper et 

al, 2004; Van Amerom, 2005; Wolmer, 2006; Duffy, 2006)76 and evidence is certainly 

available. In his talk for the Dutch embassy where Van Riet stated that ‘it is all about people’, 

he hardly talked about communities thereafter but focused on animal relocations and 

veterinary diseases which he believed will become the most important issue in the coming 

decade for the PPF. In a similar vein, Tanner also notes that the PPF has given its critics 

“good reason to be skeptical” (Tanner, 2003) through quotes such as the following that he 

noted during an interview with one of PPFs project managers: 

“For community representatives to participate on the actual management of a national park is something 

unfair to the community themselves.  In most cases the people that are appointed to manage a national 

park have gone and done years of studying to gain a tertiary education.  They’re well qualified… I know a 

lot of critics are advocating for it [community involvement], but in my mind it is the same as having 

someone living next to an airport come and sit next to the air traffic controller… You can’t make them air 

traffic controllers” (Tanner, 2003: 83). 

 

The latter issue, taking up communities into TFCA management, is especially contentious 

among actors in transfrontier conservation in Southern Africa. As they are not the 

                                                                                                                                                         
introduce me. It was only then, at least 5 to 10 minutes after he had come in, that Van Riet jr. acknowledged my 

presence by jovially shaking my hand, handing over his business card and offering me some maps. 
76 Also note here Barrow and Murphree’s two key contextualizing variables “which have significantly shaped the 

policies, programmes and projects that fall under the rubric of community conservation” (2001: 28): tenure and 

objective. Tenure relates to the rights that local communities have over land and other resources, thus regulating 

their access to the land and the benefits they can get from it. Objective refers to the “core motivational direction 

behind policy, planning and action” (Barrow and Murphree 2001: 28). Put alternatively: the actual intention of 

actors that drive or influence processes or policies of CBNRM determine what its outcome will be. And 

naturally, these intentions are not all the same, even though “they are typically put forward in a guise which 

masks this” (Murphree 1997). 
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representatives of the sovereign state and they do not have the resource and network power of 

the PPF, local communities have little say in the international negotiations that establish and 

develop TFCAs. However and unlike the PPF, there are communities that actually own land 

that is part of a TFCA, most notably the Makuleke community who own the northernmost 

part of the KNP. The Makuleke were particularly indignant when they, as owners of the land, 

were not taken seriously in negotiations on the GLTP (Steenkamp and Uhr, 2000). Even when 

the international coordinator of the Great Limpopo at that time, together with some of the 

consultants working for the GLTP pressed for more time for community involvement or 

granting community members a say in top-level meetings such as a ministerial meeting, this 

was refused (Braack, interview 2003; Grossman, interview 2003). Particularly interesting is 

that this refusal came from Mr. Valli Moosa, the then Minister for Environmental Affairs and 

Tourism of South Africa, who has regularly hailed transfrontier conservation as bringing 

prosperity to the poor (Moosa, 2002). What his exact reasons were are not clear, but one 

informant reckoned that pressure from donors and organisations such as the PPF, the amount 

of ‘public relations’ that had already gone into the GLTP and Moosa’s desire to attach his 

name to the success of a megaproject, caused Moosa to shortcut promised stakeholder 

consultation processes and to send out these clear signals that communities were not taken 

very seriously (Grossman, interview 2003). 

 

The foregoing shows that there is little consensus over who ‘does’ transfrontier conservation. 

While states argue that they are the only official negotiating partners, communities as owners 

of the land beg to differ, but end up having no say, while actors not owning any part of the 

land in TFCAs or being able to lay historical claims, do have tremendous influence. This begs 

the question who is needed for what consensus? Is there indeed ‘elite pacting’ (Draper et al, 

2004) going on whereby the ‘whole elite’ agrees on a certain course of action regarding 

TFCAs including the tacit exclusion of the non-elite? Or is reality more nuanced and can one 

distinguish differing alliances and consensuses? I argue that because of its resources and 

networks, the PPF have so far been able to dominate the discourse of transfrontier 

conservation in Southern Africa, but that other, more ‘marginal’ discourses exist that do 

compete with that of the PPF while leaving the underlying currents of the dominant discourse 
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unchallenged and thereby de facto legitimising it77. In the previous chapter we noted that 

discourses tie actors to certain sets of ideas and that in turn these ideas frame the space for 

action and the manner in which action takes place. And it is exactly this ‘space for action’ that 

in the face of growing contradictions and little consensus is becoming more narrowly defined. 

The task at hand, in terms of the consensus struggle on the regional level, then becomes one 

of showing how the neoliberal ‘underlying currents’ are legitimated in the face of 

contradictions in the ‘how’ and the ‘who’. To understand this, we must first examine the 

nature of the resistance of the dominant ‘peace parks’ discourse put forth by the PPF before 

coming to the ‘underlying currents’ in the next subsection.  

 

So far we have seen how less influential actors in transfrontier conservation, such as the 

communities in the GLTP, contest the images produced by the PPF but to little avail to due 

lack of resources and networks. Yet, other actors, for instance in the non-governmental sector, 

do have resources and networks. Perhaps not on the same level as the PPF, but these are 

relatively influential organisations nonetheless. Two prominent examples, Conservation 

International and IUCN, both contest that the PPF provides good ‘conceptual and practical 

leadership’ when it comes to TFCAs (Braack, interview 2006; Sandwith, interview 2006). 

According to Trevor Sandwith, chair of the IUCN Transboundary Protected Areas Taskforce, 

the IUCN can be the only real home for leadership with respect to TFCAs in the region. The 

Director of the Southern African TFCA and wilderness section of Conservation International, 

Dr. Leo Braack, states that in fact there is a lack of leadership with respect to TFCAs in 

Southern Africa. He mentioned that the leaders of the IUCN Transboundary Protected Areas 

Taskforce are simply too busy to adequately fulfil a leadership role and creating consensus. 

According to Braack, the PPF should have done it, but they are like a balloon: they don’t have 

the content and “fall hopelessly short of intellectual guidance”. Other non-possibilities are 

SADC, which do not have the capacity and are in fact “falling apart”, and the organisation 

Braack himself is working for, CI as it is just “quietly doing its thing”, and would not be fit 

for the leadership position (Braack, interview 2006). In short, these NGOs active in 

transfrontier conservation in the region are also critical of the ‘peace parks’ images of 

                                                 
77 This argument is a derivative of Kovel’s (2002: 154) argument that ‘capital’ is more than eager to allow 

environmental movements ‘a seat at the table’ for purposes of legitimation of the capitalist system, control of 

popular dissent and as a rationalisation strategy to protect the system from its worst contradictions. 



 

 

 

127

consensus that the PPF puts forward, but subsequently do not have the time, resources or 

ambition to provide leadership on TFCAs themselves. 

 

What, then, about the state? Obviously, the Southern African states, despite being intensely 

‘greased’ and lobbied by other actors, have resources (albeit often limited) and networks and 

contain plenty of intelligent staff, many of whom are not automatically charmed by the 

images promoted by the PPF. In South African DEAT, for example, many staff outside of the 

TFCA section regularly complained about the influence of the PPF on this section and the 

ways in which they portray ‘peace parks’ as the epitome of all that is good in conservation. 

Moreover, staff regularly grumbled about the focus of the TFCA section being under the 

influence of PPF in that they were busy more with physical tourist and border infrastructure 

rather than their core mandate: biodiversity conservation. Yet, the way government 

departments work and have been restructured in the last decade(s) makes them increasingly 

incapable of resisting these types of seductive ‘public-private partnerships’. In fact, many 

government departments in general have seen massive reorganisations that increasingly align 

them according to private sector neoliberal operating principles (Peck and Tickell, 2002; 

McDonald and Ruiters, 2005; Castree, 2008a) and Southern African states, especially the 

South African state as by far the most influential in the region, are no exceptions. One prime 

way of illustrating this point is by taking a closer look at the actor-category that seems rather 

elusive but is quite influential as a group: consultants. 

 

To, firstly, stress the important role of consultants in transfrontier conservation one merely 

needs to look at one of the many projects that have taken or are taking place in relation to 

TFCAs and add up how much was or is spent on consultants. The final ‘implementation 

completion report’ on a World Bank ‘Transfrontier Conservation Areas Pilot and Institutional 

Strengthening Project’ in Mozambique between 1997 and 2002 cost a total of US$ 4,69 

Million, of which US$ 2,09 Million was spent on ‘technical assistance, training and studies’ 

and US$ 1,43 Million on ‘incremental operating costs’ (World Bank, 2004). Both headings 

include mostly consultancy or World Bank staff services, which gives these actors a lot of 

leeway in terms of resources and possibilities for building up networks. This, however, is 

rarely publicly noticed or acknowledged. Consultants services are often taken for granted, 

thought to be ‘neutral’ and therefore not worthy of notice and the information gathered from 

consultants is rarely out in the public domain. In contracts between consultants / consultants 

firms and their ‘clients’, it is often stated that the consultants or their firm may not publicly 
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disclose any of the documentation they provided without authorization from the ‘client’. 

Moreover, many documents from the World Bank, UN or other donor agencies bear the 

following or a similar notice: “This document has a restricted distribution and may be used by 

recipients only in the performance of their official duties. Its contents may not otherwise be 

disclosed without World Bank authorization” (World Bank, 2004: 1). All this makes the 

researcher’s job more difficult, as first trust needs to be gained from the research subjects who 

then may or may not disclose such information. 

 

Consultants are arguably one of the biggest contributors to the TFCA paper/policy trail 

mentioned in the previous section. Because of the sheer amount of existing policies, 

legislation pieces and guidelines, many donors or governments themselves do not have an 

overview of what they need to take into account and so they ask consultants to provide this 

for them. One such consultancy report is that by Development Alternatives Inc. from 

Nelspruit, South Africa which was prepared for the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID) Regional Center for Southern Africa (Buzzard, 2001). According to 

the report, “The study reported here was undertaken to assist in the creation of an enabling 

policy environment in and among the three countries [South Africa, Mozambique and 

Zimbabwe]. It examines some of the levels of policies governing Transboundary activities 

among the three nations, and in particular regarding the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park 

(GLTFP) and the Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA)” (Buzzard, 2001: 1). These 

and similar reports are plentiful and many have similar conclusions: namely that more, better 

and simpler policies are needed that should continuously be reviewed and “translated into 

practice on the ground” (Buzzard, 2001: 57-58). In fact, one of the “Key Policy Issues 

Affecting the Implementation of the GLTFP and GLTFCA and Proposed Actions”, which is 

the title of the much referred to Annex A, is a “need for TFCA policies” (idem: 57).  

 

Obviously, this excessive focus on ‘policies’ is not shared by all consultancy reports. Many 

technical, thematic or other reports have been produced around TFCAs but the point I want to 

make is that the importance of consultants is not just in what they produce but also in the 

social-political functions they fulfil. Especially in relation to the state, these are significant 

and revolve as much around issues of legitimacy for specific political agendas as they do 

around filling ‘capacity gaps’. But this is not all. Consultants also bring with them a particular 

way of working, namely according to private sector operating principles such as cost 

recovery, competitive bidding, cost-benefit analysis and performance-targeted salaries 
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(amongst others). After all, consultants are part of the private sector, and in their ‘service’ to 

the public sector they inherently stimulate the ‘public-private’ fusion already so desired by 

states and donors. What this means in practice is that consultancies help to ensure that “a wide 

variety of non-business institutions become subject to a discipline primarily designed for 

capitalist enterprise” (Van der Pijl, 1998: 161). In other words, in the very production of their 

services, consultancies ensure a further neoliberalisation of the state, and this is not even 

taking into account the fact that many consultant reports recommend ‘market-based’ 

strategies to many of the problems and issues the state sought an answer for. As such, there is 

even in Southern African states little critical mass to fundamentally challenge the neoliberal 

undercurrents of the peace parks discourse promoted by the PPF. 

 

5.2.3 The underlying currents of the ‘how’ and ‘who’ 

How then to characterise the consensus struggle over transfrontier conservation on the 

regional Southern African level? We saw on the one hand that consensus about ‘how’ and 

‘who’ to do transfrontier conservation, is far from present in Southern Africa. Yet, on the 

other hand, we also noted a homogenisation in the paper/policy trail that constitutes a major 

part of the practice of transfrontier conservation, especially on the ‘higher’ political levels. I 

suggest therefore that the consensus struggle is the struggle to socially regulate the production 

of transfrontier conservation as well as the actors involved in terms of carving out ‘accepted 

ways of behaviour’ that, although divergent in interests, practices and even discourses, do not 

challenge the underlying neoliberal status quo. The way in which this works out in practice, 

as we shall see more clearly in sections and chapters to come, is that public values (such as 

societal care for biodiversity conservation) are increasingly transformed into tradable, more 

commercially oriented values (such as ‘environmental services’) that can be better ranked by 

the market (Kovel, 2002: 166). And the market is the one typical institution that on the 

surface is characterised by little consensus in the who and the how related to the production of 

commodities but does function according to several underlying principles such as competition 

and commercialisation. This in turn favours those who can compete best, which is an inherent 

part of neoliberal devolved governance as conceptualised in chapter two.  

 

Obviously, elites, such as the PPF, are usually best able to compete in a neoliberal 

environment, but this is not always the case and by creating consensus discourses that are 

seemingly hard to resist, the neoliberalisation of transfrontier conservation becomes a process 
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stimulated and legitimated from ‘above’ and ‘below’. The ‘paper trail’ is a good illustration of 

this, especially ‘down the line’ where contextual, historical and other differences become 

bigger but similarities in discourse remain striking. As such, the paper/policy trail very much 

embodies the ‘devolved’ part of increasing self-regulation within a ‘free market’ context, a 

point that was especially clear with respect to consultants. Yet, self-regulation alone does not 

uphold the consensus over the ‘peace parks’ discourse. It needs constant proactive grooming 

and ‘strategic management’ so that the inherent contradictions – that so far I have been 

referring to as the incongruities in the ‘who’ and the ‘how’ – indeed remain ‘manageable’. 

Consensus as neoliberal political conduct is therefore also very much a struggle to maintain a 

critical mass of actors to uphold the superiority of ‘market-based strategies’ to tackle public 

problems. But to enable the deeper penetration of this ‘consensus’ into the social order, other 

political strategies are necessary. 

 

5.3 Anti-politics and the Telos of transfrontier conservation 

As we have seen in the previous sections, the transfrontier conservation governing process 

(the combined who and how to do transfrontier conservation) is clearly political, in the sense 

that different actors vie over how which decisions are made in the public domain. 

Accordingly and because the word transfrontier by default denotes political international 

relations, one should expect a highly politicised intervention process by which TFCA 

implementation is pursued. However, in line with other interpretations of conservation – 

development interventions, TFCAs are portrayed as technical, non-political, almost anti-

political interventions (f.i. Ferguson, 1994; Bebbington, 2005). Consider the following quote 

from a recently published conservation volume about transboundary conservation: 

“How can we explain the tremendous increase in the number of transboundary protected areas in the last 

few decades? And why has this phenomenon generated such tremendous enthusiasm in the conservation 

community? The answer is that the transboundary element can act as a multiplier, greatly amplifying the 

benefits protected areas already provide. Transboundary conservation area initiatives allow 

conservationists to operate at a larger scale, moving across political boundaries to protect a transboundary 

ecosystem in its entirety, rather than stopping at political borders that rarely correspond to natural 

systems. By the same token, a TBCA [Transboundary Conservation Area] can create unique social 

opportunities; for example, by reuniting communities divided by borders or allowing mobile peoples to 

move across their traditional territories more easily. TBCAs also add an enticing political dimension to 

conservation, which is the capacity to reduce tensions or even to help resolve conflicts between countries, 

in particular those stemming from boundary disputes. This peace-making dimension enlarges the range of 

benefits parks provide in a significant way. It also provides powerful evidence for one of the central tenets 
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of conservation – that protected areas are not only necessary to secure the planet’s ecological integrity but, 

more broadly, that they are an essential component of any healthy, peaceful, and productive society” 

(Mittermeier et al, 2005a: 41). 

 

It is a beguiling paragraph, albeit a fairly accurate reflection of the broader grey literature on 

TFCAs. What is striking first of all is that the political dimension of TFCAs is squarely 

equated with peace-making. That few (social) scientists would directly equate politics with 

peace-making is quite an understatement. Nonetheless, this idea has gained firm roots in the 

dominant ‘peace parks’ discourse. Secondly, the paragraph praises the multiple positive 

effects of TFCAs: in the environmental, social and the political realms, but also in the 

economic sphere (see also Hanks, 2000), TFCAs supposedly bring great and positive 

contributions, ‘greatly amplifying the benefits protected areas already provide’. Naturally, this 

is marketing speak, as in the real world the benefits of transboundary protected areas are not 

always as clear cut as we have seen above. Thirdly, the paragraph as a whole has a distinctive 

feel to it as though protected areas are more and more being moulded to perform as a new all-

embracing teleology of ‘health, peace and productivity’, with the adjective ‘transboundary’ 

being the latest and perhaps definite stage in the moulding process. It is this last element that 

is at the core of the dominant political conduct in transfrontier conservation. 

 

Thus, where the consensus struggle entailed the struggle to define the boundaries of TFCA 

discourse and practice - outside of which you are regarded a radical or outsider78 – the next 

step is for the discourse to become ‘normalised’ into the unconscious. I argue that both 

abstract as well as practical strategies are needed for this, the latter of which is the marketing 

struggle, which will be discussed in section 5.4. This section deals with the more abstract anti-

politics struggle: the struggle to do away with contentious or political elements of 

transfrontier conservation. The argument I will advance is that proponents of TFCAs, 

especially the Peace Parks Foundation, try to construct transfrontier conservation as a model 

of meaning to which people can attach their identity and fortunes as well as the Telos – the 

end state or ‘natural’ order - of conservation and development more generally (see also 

Büscher, 2008c). 

                                                 
78 In current-day workshops and discussions in conservation and development, it has become common practice 

to discuss the ‘roles’ that ‘stakeholders’ should play in an intervention or discourse. In principle, this goes 

against liberal ideas of freedom of individual action but points to the reregulation – amongst others in terms of 

carving out accepted ways of behaviour - that characterises contemporary neoliberalism (Peck and Tickel, 2002). 
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In philosophical and international relations literature the post-cold war globalisation period is 

often referred to as a period that faces a ‘crisis of meaning’. According to Laïdi (1997), this 

relates to the ending of the cold war in which two long-term teleologies – visions of an 

ultimate and glorious ‘end-state’ of affairs - competed and so reinforced each other. 

Moreover, so argues Laïdi, communism and capitalism were both backed up and defended by 

the ultimate weapon, the atomic bomb, which gave both teleologies even more appeal and 

(hard) power. Now, when the one (communism) fell away, it not only effectively defused its 

own teleological purchasing power, it also defused that of its opponent, as the two teleologies 

were effectively strong because of their mutual reinforcement. The result, according to Laïdi, 

is a crisis of meaning as the two teleologies that used to give people in ‘the east’ and ‘the 

west’ deeper meaning in their lives, had both fallen away. Consequently, people started 

falling back on other (older) ‘models of meaning’ such as religion, nationalism and ethnicity. 

According to Laïdi, this is the reason for an upsurge in nationalism all over the world, for an 

upheaval in religious activity and renewed meaning given to ethnicity and race79. 

 

Obviously, this is a very broad statement, presented simplistically and out of the wider 

context of Laïdi’s overall text. The rather straightforward argument I wish to make is the 

following. If one accepts that contemporary world affairs after the loss of the two major 

teleologies do seem to be characterised by a pervasive crisis in meaning and/or emotional 

instability, then this leaves wide spaces available for entrepreneurs to exploit. Nowhere is this 

better understood than in contemporary private sector public relations that try to tie products 

in with personality attributes, passions, personal emotions, and so forth, in order to ‘hook’ 

clients on a deeper level (Schor, 2007). In turn, there seems to be no actor in transfrontier 

conservation that understands this better than the PPF, an organisation originating from and 

rooted in ‘big business’. In their public relations for ‘peace parks’, I argue, PPF, but also other 

actors, employ all the familiar marketing moves of contemporary advertising and public 

relations to make ‘stakeholders’ buy into TFCAs. The next section discusses some of the 

more practical strategies, while here I aim to do so on the more abstract level, namely by 

establishing the peace parks and derivative TFCA discourses as inherently anti-political.  

                                                 
79 From my very limited exposure to philosophical literature, it does seem that the theme of a global crisis in 

meaning or emotional stability is on the upsurge, for instance in relation to the crisis already predicted over a 

century ago by Friedrich Nietzsche (Sarles, 2001) or the idea that contemporary humanity is less and less able to 

find emotional stability in fast changing cultural settings (Cornelis, 2000). 
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The first point to make is that, if politics is about making decisions, then the peace parks 

discourse tries to avoid this by literally trying to take everything related to conservation and 

development into account. Looking at the lists of criteria and principles that donors and 

‘stakeholders’ want development and environment schemes to attend to, peace parks surely 

seem to be the epitome of what can possibly be asked of conservation-development 

interventions: besides the conservation of nature and the uplifting of people (reduce / 

eliminate poverty), they are supposed to facilitate participation, enhance ownership, empower 

communities, enhance international cooperation and understanding, re-unite and reinvigorate 

cultures, stimulate spirituality, encourage economic growth and tourism, educate, form 

partnerships, bring peace, enhance security, adhere to good governance and so forth. Hence, 

the conservation-development teleology seems complete and ready to compete. Where states 

used to be the archetypical focal points from which the above was expected, with the shift 

from government to governance and the changing nature of the state itself, many other actors 

try to fill the void left by a less all-encompassing conceptualisation of the state and an 

international ‘crisis in meaning’.  

 

Consequently, these actors and actor-groups must more 

consciously and strategically start behaving as part of a 

political arena in which they have to compete for popular 

support to justify their existence and interventions: the 

market legitimacy referred to in chapter two. The way to do 

this is similar to more ‘classical’ political mobilisation: to 

gather as many people as possible under unifying, all-

embracing and seemingly non-contestable concepts, 

premises and promises. The PPF tries to do exactly this, 

and does so rather bluntly. For example, the official slogan of the PPF reads ‘the global 

solution’ (see figure 5.2), indicating that the peace parks concept as they see it is as perfect as 

conservation/development constructions can be and ‘implementable’ and appropriate 

throughout the globe. Another example is the extremely strategic use the PPF makes of its 

patrons and founding patrons, especially former South African President Nelson Mandela. 

Obviously, Mandela is one of the most recognisable and most respected people in the world 

Figure 5.2. PPF logo. Source: PPF 
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today and to have him as founding patron, regularly endorsing PPF activities and initiatives80 

probably guarantees the highest buy-in one could ever get from any endorsement. 

 

Interestingly, not all staff members of the PPF themselves always agree with the way the PPF 

conceptualises peace parks, but most are still admirers of its founder, dr. Anton Rupert, and 

believe that he ‘gave them’ the tools to make their common ‘dream’ a reality81. In fact, the 

person of Rupert himself is used as a tool by the PPF to present peace parks as models of 

meaning, as Rupert’s life is portrayed as arguably the most meaningful life that could be 

lived. Nowhere is this clearer than in an exceptionally fancy brochure dedicated entirely to 

Anton Rupert’s life entitled ‘An Idea that Binds. How Anton Rupert’s Philosophy of Co-

Existence and Partnership Culminated in Peace Parks’ (PPF, nd). In it, Rupert is portrayed as 

a role-model to follow: a hard worker, successful business entrepreneur and patron of nature 

who despite his enormous successes in life remained a humble man. Moreover, the brochure 

starts by extolling Ruperts resistance against apartheid based on his ‘philosophy of co-

existence between man and man and man and nature’:  

“The policy of apartheid stymied the development of the entire Southern Africa. When Rupert’s 

philosophy of co-existence was discussed in the South African parliament in 1966, he was accused of 

trying to establish Hong Kongs and Singapores in South Africa! If only South Africa had done so way 

back in 1966…..!” (PPF, nd: 3). 

 

The brochure goes on to praise Rupert’s achievements in nature conservation by founding 

WWF South Africa and how this ‘culminated’ in the ‘global solution’ of peace parks. 

Different aspects of peace parks are explained in typical PPF style, after which the brochure 

ends by quoting some of Rupert’s practical philosophies and wisdoms in life82. These 

portrayals of Rupert do not only come from the PPF, however. Many others, especially after 

                                                 
80 Especially Mandela’s most often quoted remark: ‘I know of no political movement, no philosophy, no 

ideology, which does not agree with the peace parks concept as we see it going into fruition today. It is a concept 

that can be embraced by all. In a world beset by conflict and division, peace is one of the cornerstones of the 

future. Peace parks are a building block in this process, not only in our region, but potentially in the entire 

world’. 
81 Personal communication with a PPF staff member who wished to remain anonymous, 10-12 April 2005. 
82 Such as (PPF, nd: 33): “He who covets all will lose all. Only through sharing will mankind preserve itself 

from harm. Self-interest does not necessarily mean selfishness” and “Confidence begets confidence. It certainly 

is a risk to trust, but mistrust is an even greater risk that can lead to disaster. If you don’t trust others, you 

probably can’t trust yourself!”. 
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his passing in January 2006, described him in similar terms83. The point here is not whether 

all Rupert’s described successes are factually and contextually correct, although it should be 

obvious that there are large contradictions in a ‘benevolent conservation tycoon’ that made 

most of his fortune from cigarettes, liquor and luxury goods, many of which depend on 

mining and natural resource extraction84. The crux is that Rupert is portrayed as a role-model, 

whose whole life was meaningful in multiple ways. In an interview, Van Riet, CEO of PPF 

states: Dr Rupert “is the catalyst, by example. His whole life has been taking an idea and 

putting it into a real venture, and he’s applying those things to his conservation activities. I am 

his arm, his weapon” (Weaver, 2001: 9). In brief: the direct link between Rupert’s exemplary 

life and peace parks again serves to construct the latter as ‘models of meaning’ through which 

people can obtain new hope in conservation, development, peace, Africa, etc. for the future. 

 

Other examples, also besides the PPF such as the quote at the beginning of the section, are 

plenty, but the point is clear. Peace parks from this perspective are presented as all embracing 

ideological models of meaning that can ‘coexist’ and even compete with older and more 

widely accepted or fundamental ‘models of meaning’ such as religion, nationalism and 

ethnicity. In fact, they are presented almost as rising above other models of meaning in that 

they combine the ‘Garden of Eden’ with business sense, both of which are seen as natural to 

humans. In this vein it is apt to following Marden (2003: 185) in that “indeed, the spiritual 

centre of contemporary life in modern capitalist society is deemed by the protagonists to be 

corporate in origin, and is itself, one manifestation of the deification of the market and the 

triumph of anti-politics”. Yet, the inverse of the above argument might also illustrate why the 

construction of peace parks as a model of meaning is an anti-political strategy85. One could 

argue that, instead of TFCAs forming ‘the global solution’ to social, environmental, political 

and economic problems, they in fact are the solution to many of the social, political, economic 

and environmental pressures on environment and development interventions today.  

 

Let me state this more generically: dictated by the influence of neoliberal ideology and further 

reinforced by the exponential increase in organizational development, many aspects of our 

                                                 
83 To quote but one example, the South African Sunday Times of 22 January 2006 titled its piece ‘The 

Benevolent Tycoon’ and added that ‘the good doctor’ “Anton Rupert channelled his desire to be a doctor into 

using his wealth to benefit others”. 
84 See Spierenburg and Wels (2008). 
85 That in itself is therefore highly political. 



 

 136

world, and especially such politically sensitive issues as environment and development, have 

reached such heights of political sensitivity that anti-political strategies have become an 

absolute necessity to get new initiatives off the ground or maintain existing ones. Succinctly: 

the more intense the politics, the more intense the anti-politics. As it becomes ever more 

difficult and complex to maintain order and govern change in a globalised world, it becomes 

ever more difficult and complex to formulate and develop answers in terms of governance 

structures that are required. Following from this, anti-political strategies are therefore not only 

necessary for political mobilisation, they are increasingly the only option to at least 

discursively adhere to neoliberal contradictions in practice. 

 

All of this is not to say that TFCAs are mere discursive constructions to deal with the 

pressures of our time. TFCAs do have validity in reality as indeed it makes (biological, 

managerial) sense that ecosystem across borders are looked at and managed holistically; that 

often previously disadvantaged communities living in or near these areas have a say in the 

management of TFCAs and that more regular cooperation between countries could enhance 

understanding. Yet, when implemented and legitimated the neoliberal way, these issues are 

increasingly torn between the enormous expectations of peace parks as discursive ‘models of 

meaning’ and the contradictions in reality described in the previous section. Practical 

strategies are therefore necessary to keep peace parks ‘manageable’, believable and 

competitive in the face of many other models in the conservation/development market place. 

Both in its implementation (search for ‘best practices’, ‘lessons learned’, further ‘technical’ 

advances that – usually - leave the underlying neoliberal currents untouched) and in terms of 

political legitimation and mobilisation: the marketing struggle. 

 

5.4 The marketing and consumption of transfrontier conservation 

In chapter two, I likened marketing to strategies that aim at gaining ‘competitive advantage’ 

in a market place. Important hereby is that marketing does not stop at the promotion of a 

certain product. Marketing entails the active influencing of consumer’s choices, preferably to 

the point whereby they are themselves convinced that the choice was not only made by them 

but they really need or want the product. Thus, the highest form of marketing is the 

internalisation of a particular choice. As such, marketing and politics are closely related. In a 

sense, both are processes that try to influence decisions in the public sphere and are usually 

informed by a certain ideological background (whether more or less implicit/explicit). One 
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could argue that the main difference is that marketing focuses on a specific product rather 

than political ideals or a political agenda, but even these boundaries are becoming hybridized 

and this is why I speak of marketing as a political strategy. If ‘peace parks’, as political 

constructs, are ‘products’, then the promotion hereof is also inherently political, even if on a 

more abstract level they are posited as anti-political. 

 

What, then, to focus on when studying the marketing struggle in transfrontier conservation? 

Here, I will focus on the major practical strategies that aim to create market legitimacy and 

political ‘buy-in’ for ‘peace parks’; that is, for its dominant interpretation by the PPF and 

others86. Typical practical marketing activities one could think of are flyers, brochures, 

leaflets, websites, commercials in magazines and the like87, but also more personalised 

activities such as fundraisers, personal chats and presentations with the aim of selling peace 

parks88, and so forth. In one way or the other, these activities aim to enhance the consumption 

of the peace parks product. In general, they are aimed at a wide public but more specifically 

they target ‘decision-makers’, donors, conservationists, influential businesspeople, politicians, 

etc. The CEO of the PPF, prof. Van Riet, specifically mentioned at the meeting at the Dutch 

embassy89 that the concept of Peace parks works especially well with politicians (‘politicians 

love it’), due to their ‘feel-good’ character. According to him, politicians love ‘shaking hands’ 

when opening peace parks, which in turn – in front of many cameras – is good further 

publicity. Yet, the many leaflets, websites, brochures, presentations and PR spectacles all 

seem complementary to the one practical strategy that (literally and figuratively) markets 

peace parks like no other: nature-based tourism. 

 

Above, we already mentioned that nature-based tourism is vital in any neoliberal 

conservation/development undertaking and especially in TFCAs. But the way tourism is taken 

up in the peace parks discourse it almost seems to be the ‘holy grail’. Consider Rupert in PPFs 

                                                 
86 This is not to say that all the effects of marketing are practical because they are not. As stated before, the point 

of marketing is often to entrench desires and wants, and so ‘hook’ consumers / supporters on ‘deeper’ levels. 
87 For instance half-A4 sized brochures for each of the 6 major ‘Peace parks’ hailing their ecological features, 

cultural importance and ‘tourism’ opportunities. These brochures seem to come from national governments as 

official department and staff names and contact details are given at the back, but they are “sponsored by Peace 

Parks Foundation”. 
88 Such as the presentation at the Royal Dutch Embassy in Pretoria in March 2005, attended by the author. 
89 9 March 2005, Pretoria. 
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1999 Annual Review “sinking beneath the weight of war and survival and of exploding 

populations searching for living space are Africa’s designated protected areas, the crown 

jewels of a tourism industry which has the potential to provide a sustainable way of life”. He 

further adds: “poverty stricken Africa desperately needs alternatives to subsistence living, and 

the creation of jobs from tourism gives these” (PPF, 2000: 2). According to an early edition of 

Peace Parks Quarterly (1998, 2nd ed.), “visitors are drawn by the outstanding natural beauty 

and wildlife of the [Southern African] region. Conservation areas, and peace parks in 

particular, will provide that product. While peace parks will not provide the whole recipe for a 

multi-destination visit, they will be focused on the main ingredient - wildlife”. The same 

article about tourism adds that “tourism is under-exploited in southern Africa” and that the 

branding of Africa should revolve around ‘Africa, the cradle of mankind, confident host to a 

wealth of wildlife and proud of its heritage as the custodian of some of the most precious 

treasures in the world”.  

 

These remarks – although they have become less blunt over the years in response to criticism 

– are typical of the PPFs view on tourism as the ultimate answer to the ‘questions’ of poor 

black Africans, the conservation of wildlife and biodiversity and economic growth in 

(southern) Africa and warrants a brief excursion into the roles of whites in tourism in order to 

provide some crucial background to the marketing struggle. Also in the 1999 Annual Review, 

Rupert writes: “Embedded deep in the psyche of man is the oldest symbol of all, the Garden 

of Eden. This is a place of peace and reflection free from divisive barriers and physical 

constraints. Affluent Western man needs for the health of his soul to take time off from the 

frenetic treadmill of his existence to return to the Garden for refreshment and contemplation, 

and the growth of tourism to wilderness areas endorses this”. Combining this with his other 

remark about ‘poverty stricken Africa’ it is clear that Rupert sees wilderness-based tourism as 

a way for affluent Western man (not woman) to cleanse his tired soul and for poor black 

Africans to earn a little money serving whites. Moreover, whereas Africans need to be taken 

off the land to make a living (‘Africa desperately needs alternatives to subsistence living’), 

whites apparently need the land to make life tenable. Although critical research continuous to 

debunk these illusions (Singh and Van Houtum, 2002; Dressler and Büscher, 2008) they 

persist in the dominant peace parks discourse. 

 

When seen in the broader dynamics of transfrontier conservation and post-apartheid, these 

remarks by Rupert (and similar remarks by others) suggest that through nature conservation, 
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whites try to reassert “a continental space commensurate with a particular white history and 

hope for the future” (Hughes, 2005: 161). This history and hope entails an African landscape 

based on the ‘myth of wild Africa’ (Adams and McShane, 1996) whereby Eurocentric visions 

of a borderless ‘natural’ Africa and Christian visions of whites ‘saving’ Africans from 

themelves, play a dominant role (Neumann, 1998; Nelson, 2003; Draper et al, 2004)90. And 

where Cecil Rhodes failed to create a British African empire from ‘Cape to Cairo’, Draper et 

al argue that the Peace Parks Foundation and other proponents now try to materialise this 

colonial vision through transfrontier conservation (Draper et al, 2004). Although these 

cultural mythological and religious aspects of transfrontier conservation play an important 

role and deserve to be treated in more depth, I will argue that this is only part of the story. Or 

rather: that it is the acquiescent, ‘greasing’ part of the story. In line with chapter three, the 

more important element is the coming together of the end of apartheid, the neoliberalisation 

of South Africa and its associated desire to integrate into the global economy and the role of 

whites herein (Alexander, 2002; Harvey, 2005; Ramutsindela, 2007). 

 

In short, the neoliberalisation of the South African economy made it possible for those with a 

head start in the private sector – whites - to take advantage of and in fact fortify their position. 

This became even more marked when labour opportunities for whites in the public sphere 

diminished and many highly skilled whites made the switch to the private sector. Although 

formally under pressure to cater to ‘previously disadvantaged groups’, the position of whites 

in the economy in fact became stronger due to them being vital in maintaining and extending 

South Africa’s global competitiveness, something the ANC government had committed itself 

to with the acceptance of its GEAR policy (Bond, 2000)91. In line with this, South Africa had 

to start breathing the ‘culture of neoliberalism’, which entailed promoting a “political strategy 

that emphasised the liberty of consumer choice, not only with respect to particular products 

but also with respect to lifestyles, modes of expression, and a wide range of cultural 

practices” (Harvey, 2005: 42). Marketing, I argue, is one of these political strategies. 

 

                                                 
90 See also chapter three. 
91 This is not to say that all whites saw their fortunes change for the better with the end of Apartheid. To the 

contrary: as with neoliberalism more generally, the white community after the end of apartheid saw a steep rise 

in inequality, with white poverty levels rising as quickly as levels of affluence. Thanks to Webster Whande for 

stressing this point. 
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On the micro level, one can easily see that 

South Africa has quickly adapted to this 

culture by walking around in any one of 

the huge malls that are mushrooming 

throughout the country. On the macro 

level, the neoliberal pressure shines 

through in the need to make Southern 

Africa competitive in the global market by 

focusing on its products with a 

comparative advantage (Van der 

Westhuizen, 2005). One of the most 

important of these is tourism and the trick 

is to make your ‘product’ stand out by 

marketing it more aggressively, more 

openly and in line with ‘lifestyles’, ‘modes 

of expression’ and ‘cultural practices and 

desires’. From this perspective, it makes 

sense that those who do the marketing 

(South African whites) and those targeted (mostly white European and American tourists, but 

also potential business partners) find each other in the theme that intuitively appeals to them 

both: the ‘Garden of Eden’, or ‘myth of wild Africa’. Hence, the importance is not just 

whether they actually believe in or long for this or not92. The point is that the Garden of Eden 

is a useful marketing tool that further entrenches, stimulates and broadens business interests 

associated with peace parks and further reinforces the neoliberal status quo93.  

 

Another important feature that characterises marketing is that it is inherently opportunistic: it 

needs to react to relevant current affairs in order to create and amplify the right ‘images’- for 

                                                 
92 Again and while important and interesting in its own right, this is the reason why I have not delved into the 

role of the Christian religion in this thesis. See for a discussion: Spierenburg and Wels, 2008. 
93 Further evidence for this argument can found in several high quality brochures produced by SAFRI (Southern 

Africa Initiative of German Business) and DaimlerChrysler about ‘Peace parks’. Both are lyrical about Peace 

parks and anxious to showcase their good relations with Rupert and Nelson Mandela. Both also see ‘tourism as a 

key to development and investment incentives’ (Pabst, nd: 40) and are eager to outline its attraction for business. 

 

Figure 5.3. Tourism is South Africa’s new gold 
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instance by aligning a product with celebrities, sports events, etc. (Van der Westhuizen, 

2005). The one relevant current affair that has especially triggered new marketing activities 

around Peace parks is the 2010 FIFA world cup soccer, as we already saw at the start of the 

chapter. Where tourism in general is seen to hold endless amounts of benefits, the 2010 world 

soccer cup really seems to have no boundaries in terms of the possibilities it will provide. A 

poster by the Department of Environment Affairs and Tourism in South Africa referred to 

tourism as ‘South Africa’s new gold’ (see figure 5.3). And South Africa has al reasons to 

promote tourism around the world cup as such. In their bid to host the cup, South Africa 

promised to spread the benefits to the wider region. In turn, the PPF and DEAT have actively 

tried to construct TFCAs as crucial in this objective (DEAT, 2005: 4&5). A draft strategy to 

this end has been produced (DEAT, 2005) that aims to put forward TFCAs as the prime 

vehicles with which the regional benefits are to be realised.  

 

“Why TFPs and TFCAs?”, asks the strategy document rhetorically. The answer: “FIFA 

showcases soccer, TFCAs showcase Africa”, adding that “this view was based on the 

realisation that apart from being home to Africa’s unique attractions, wildlife (fauna and 

flora), beautiful landscapes, culture and history, TFPs and TFCAs have the distinct advantage 

of having in place co-ordination and collaboration mechanisms that can be used to take 

advantage of the 2010 event. Consolidation of transfrontier initiatives therefore provides an 

opportunity to create Africa’s premier international tourism destination” (DEAT, 2005: 4). 

Obviously, tourists would then need to travel to all the neighbouring countries, but according 

to the PPF, this is no problem: “One drawcard will be the chance to visit nine countries in five 

days. That includes Namibia, Lesotho, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, South Africa, 

Botswana and, potentially, Angola, as a tourist attraction during the 2010 Soccer World 

Cup”.94 Accordingly, DEAT and PPF developed the ‘TFCA route’ (figure 5.4) whereby the 

various TFCAs are presented as situated in a ‘natural’ and logical route along a single ‘trail’. 

                                                 
94 PPF website: http://www.peaceparks.org/new/news.php?pid=160&mid=612 – last viewed 22 April 2008. 
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Obviously, this idea of ‘doing’ nine countries in five days is ambitious at best and a plain 

illusion at worst; a description given by others to the overall other plans for neighbouring 

countries sharing in the benefits from the 2010 soccer cup (Beukes, interview 2007). Yet, the 

inherent contradictions between what is marketed and whether they can be achieved does not 

seem to hinder the PPF, DEAT and others to repeat the ‘2010 regional benefits’ – and the 

need for peace parks in achieving them – over and over, which again serves as political 

mobilisation and political legitimation. In fact, an entirely new ‘2010 section’ within DEAT 

has recently been created with this purpose: marketing TFCAs for the 2010 world cup. 

Constant repetition of the same points has the same psychological effects as in business 

marketing: making things get heard, noticed and ‘selling the idea’ in order to enhance 

legitimacy and mobilisation (and of course profits in business). Especially when posited as the 

‘consensus’ it almost seems as though the contradictions in transfrontier conservation will 

‘magically’ disappear.  

 

Almost, that is. Because ultimately marketing does not reduce the contradictions in 

transfrontier conservation; it only increases them by widening the gap between rhetoric and 

reality. Consider the following beguiling quote in a fancy business sponsored brochure about 

Peace parks: “Africa’s natural wealth is an economic factor of the first order. Cross-border 

Figure 5.4: the proposed ‘TFCA route’ for 2010. Source: DEAT, 2005 
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parks are unique attractions and will draw large numbers of new visitors. With just one visa 

these will now be able to visit the parks in their entirety, experiencing Africa in its 

‘aboriginal’ state, free of borders and bureaucracy and showing only minimal traces of human 

intervention” (Pabst, nd: 9). It does not matter whether this is actually true or not95, or 

whether there are some absurd contradictions96 in the statement, it does the marketing trick: 

create the ‘Garden of Eden’ image that companies want to uphold and that maintains the 

neoliberal status quo. Even companies or the PPF know that marketing does not solve the 

contradictions inherent in TFCAs. The point is that it tries to hide it from sight.  

 

However, the marketing of TFCAs does provide one way for the critical researcher of 

teetering out how actors really feel about the merging of so many divergent goals within 

TFCAs. In this vein, the resettlement policy framework for the Limpopo National Park in 

Mozambique, which is part of the GLTP, speaks for itself. The document speaks of the 

various options available for dealing with the local people currently living in the LNP. 

According to the document, there are two basic options, staying in the park (either fenced in 

or not) and resettlement to an area outside the (core area of) the park. The document 

recognised the adverse impacts that fencing will have on the socio-economic opportunities 

and the general freedom of movement of the local people, but does not regard staying in the 

park unfenced as a good alternative because of the following reason:  

“The implications of this option for the Park potential would again depend greatly on the number of 

people remaining in the Shingwedzi river basin. If the number were small, their impact on the Park as a 

conservation area would be very limited. Nevertheless, for the potential of the LNP as a tourist destination 

this option would be less desirable than concentration in enclaves, as the free movement of people would, 

in the eyes of many people, reduce the attractiveness of the Park as a wilderness safari area” (Huggins et 

al, 2003: 31).  

In the end, despite the marketing rhetoric on the importance of local people, this is the point 

that seems to linger: the very presence of local people in a peace park destroys the 

‘attractiveness of the Park as a wilderness safari area’ and thus ultimately for tourists and the 

businesses that make profits out of tourism. Hughes (2001: 593) calls this ‘rezoning for 

business’ the ‘new colonisation’ whereby “a business ethic, rather than racial solidarity, gives 

these colonisers their unity of purpose”. 

                                                 
95 Which it is not, because for entering some new countries (such as Mozambique) you still need a new visa – to 

be received at the border post inside the transfrontier park.  
96 I’m referring here obviously to the ‘aboriginal state’ of Peace parks, free of borders and bureaucracy and 

showing only minimal traces of human intervention’. 
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5.5 Conclusion 

As Mulgan states when he talks about the grand ideologies of the twentieth century (1994: 

23): “the grander the story, it seems, the grander have been the unintended consequences. The 

greater their claim to intellectual coherence across a range of fields, the less has been the 

likelihood that any ideology will survive unscathed”. It seems that the ‘peace parks’ discourse 

thus wanders a well-trodden path. In this chapter, I have argued that the current features of 

neoliberalism work out in the regional politics and governance of TFCAs in several ways. 

Firstly, the consensus struggle serves to socially regulate the production of transfrontier 

conservation as well as the actors involved in terms of carving out ‘accepted ways of 

behaviour’ that, although divergent in interests, practices and even discourses, do not 

challenge the underlying neoliberal status quo. But for the discourse to be lifted above the 

situated contradictions, special efforts are necessary whereby I have shown that, 

paradoxically, the best thing to do is to ‘blow up’ the discourse to huge proportions. Hence 

(and secondly), in the face of an overwhelming intensity of politics, the thing to do is to posit 

transfrontier conservation as anti-political, in this case as a ‘model of meaning’ to which 

people should attach their fortunes, and which can function as ‘the global solution’.  

 

The paradox, as noted by Quarles van Ufford et al (2003: 16-17) is that the contemporary 

politics and administration of development (and conservation) is ‘bereft of meaning’ while 

“moral choices become important political assets of specific agencies, constituting their 

‘symbolic capital’ in the marketplace” (idem: 17). This links in with the third feature of 

current neoliberalism, the marketing struggle, which I conceptualised as the more ‘practical’ 

political strategy to regionally constitute the ‘peace parks’ discourse as dominant and so 

ensuring the deeper neoliberalisation of conservation and development. The most important of 

these is nature-based tourism that in itself, but especially in combination with major popular 

events such as the 2010 world cup soccer, glues the various part of the peace parks discourse 

together while ensuring the masking of its contradictions in reality. 
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Part III – The Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project 

 

 

Figure 2 - Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: MDTP 
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6. Shaping the Intervention 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous part discussed the issues of consensus, anti-politics and marketing in 

transfrontier conservation from a regional, Southern African perspective. While it showed that 

this way of understanding the effects of neoliberalism on conservation and development holds 

great merit, it did so in a rather crude and abstract manner. If the conceptual framework of 

understanding the contemporary political conduct of neoliberalism is to hold, we need to 

delve into the ‘witches brew’ (Li, 2007) and connect the abstract processes of consensus, anti-

politics and marketing to the ethnographic ‘lifeworld’ of an intervention. This part of the 

thesis aims to do so by focusing on the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and 

Development area between South Africa and Lesotho. From a regional perspective, the 

Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA is ideal to study the strength of the conceptual framework as it is 

somewhat of an ‘outlier’, where the assumptions in the previous part may not automatically 

hold.  

 

Firstly, this is because the influence of the Peace Parks Foundation on this TFCA is marginal 

in comparison with other TFCAs. The PPF did offer its services, but these were only accepted 

on the Lesotho side and on a small scale compared to other TFCAs97. Secondly, the Maloti-

Drakensberg is the one TFCA that does not chiefly revolve around already established 

protected areas. Of course, the UKhahlamba- Drakensberg park plays a major role, but less so 

than compared with protected areas in other TFCAs. Thus, the Maloti-Drakensberg is a real 

transfrontier conservation area rather than a transfrontier park. Third and last, the 

establishment of the Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA has been enormously stimulated by a single 

massive intervention, the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project (MDTP). In contrast, 

other TFCAs have usually seen multiple (large) interventions, funded by different sponsors 

and with stronger government and PPF involvement. This is not to say that the MDTP 

received more money (it did not, especially in comparison to the GLTP), but the overall 

coordination to establish the TFCA was more focused in one main intervention. 
                                                 
97 This will be clarified below, but in brief, the PPF helped Lesotho mainly by assisting the attainment of the 

conditions set for the World Bank / GEF grant that funded the ‘Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project and 

with several other issues, such as tourism development in Sehlabathebe National Park. 
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This first of four chapters in this part gives a historical and descriptive overview of both the 

project and the project area. This will provide the necessary background to the other chapters, 

as well as convey some understanding of what the area is like, in turn indicating how the 

transfrontier project came about and in what contexts it functions. The chapter is structured as 

follows. The following section contains a short history of the MDTP area, focussing on the 

configurations that led to the present Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project. Section three 

discusses contemporary contextual factors around the MDTP, focusing on political, socio-

economic and cultural and geographic and environmental contexts, as well as some influential 

examples of previous conservation/development interventions in the region. In section 6.4, a 

short overview of the MDTP project itself will be given, outlining the basic project elements, 

the actors involved and the timeframe of the intervention. Section 6.5 concludes the chapter. 

 

6.2 A brief history of the MDTP project 

Complementing the more general history of Southern Africa in chapter three, this section 

aims to touch upon some of the historical specificities of the MDTP area that led to the 

current MDTP project. As stated before, the reason we can speak of a transfrontier area in the 

Maloti-Drakensberg region at all is the coming into existence of Lesotho as an independent 

nation-state. We have seen how under King Moshoeshoe I the Basotho were able to remain 

independent from the South African Union, ultimately culminating in independence from the 

United Kingdom on 4 October 1966. Across the border, South Africa saw a tightening of the 

apartheid system under Prime Ministers Verwoerd and Vorster in the 1960s. Simultaneously, 

external pressure on the system mounted, triggered by increasing apartheid brutalities such as 

the Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960, when 69 people were killed as police tried to end 

a Pan-Africanist Congress demonstration against the new pass-system.  

 

Upon independence, the ruling party in Lesotho, the Basutoland National Party, was 

convinced that the best way to deal with the South African apartheid regime was through 

conciliatory diplomacy rather than outright condemnation, as was the preferred stance of the 

other main party, the Basutoland Congress Party. But this changed in the 1970s. Leabua 

Jonathan, Lesotho’s dictatorial prime minister, learned that an anti-apartheid stance brought in 

more goodwill and development aid from overseas than South Africa was offering. Not only 

did he become more focal in his condemnation of the South African apartheid regime, he also 
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started offering strong support to the ANC, which led to two violent raids on ANC cadres in 

Maseru by the South African security forces and a swift worsening of relations (Gill, 1993). 

This, in short, is the political setting against which the idea of transfrontier cooperation on 

issues concerning the conservation of the Maloti-Drakensberg mountains began to take shape. 

 

As with so many such endeavours, the history of the Maloti-Drakensberg transfrontier 

cooperation started as a combination of a perceived (natural, material or ideological) 

opportunity or threat and the personal interest of several key individuals. Arguably, the main 

grounds upon which the case for the MDTP rests are the water issue and the need for 

mountain ecosystem conservation (Bainbridge et al, 1991). In what follows I will merely give 

a short descriptive overview of some of the specific historical events or key moments around 

the above reasons for the MDTP and the key individuals involved. A more analytical 

discussion on the history of the MDTP will be given in the next chapter. 

 

Arguably the first roots of the MDTP lie in the 1950s when the South African government 

commenced negotiations with the Lesotho government about a scheme that was to end up as 

the Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP). This project needed to alleviate the quickly 

increasing demands for water in the industrial heart of South Africa - the then Pretoria-

Witwatersrand-Vereeniging (PWV) area, now known as the Gauteng province – through a 

system of several dams and associated tunnelling infrastructure. Several feasibility studies 

were conducted in the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s; the time in which the relations 

between Lesotho and South Africa sunk to an ultimate low due to Leabua Jonathans 

increasingly stronger resistance against the apartheid government. South Africa’s reaction to 

Jonathans behaviour was the “economic strangulation of Lesotho in December 1985” 

(Thabane, 2000), leading to a South Africa backed military coup d’etat in January 1986. The 

Lesotho Highlands Water Treaty between Lesotho and South Africa was subsequently agreed 

upon and signed so swiftly – in October 1986 - that De Jonge Schuermans et al (2004: 5) 

contend that: “Given the significance of the treaty and the complexity of the project, it is 

difficult to imagine that the two governments - one brand new - could have finalized 

negotiations in such a short period of time without a level of discussion and agreement prior 

to the coup. It can be argued that one ulterior motive for supporting the coup was to secure 

access to Lesotho's water”, further underlining the importance of water to South Africa and 

the wider region. These issues apparently notwithstanding, construction on the dams began in 

1987 and the first water delivery to South Africa was effective in 1998. 
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Concurrent with and related to South Africa’s concern about the supply of water, emerged a 

concern for the quality of the water. After all, the main river dammed in the LHWP is the 

Senqu / Orange river, which together with the Vaal tributary is of tremendous importance to 

the whole region in terms of supplying it with water, especially to its drier parts (De Jonge 

Schuermans et al, 2004). The catchments of the Orange river, however, lie in Lesotho. Thus 

to protect the catchments, another arrangement with Lesotho besides the LHWP would have 

to be instigated. This then had to be connected to the broader conservation of the whole 

Maloti-Drakensberg mountain ecosystem, especially since the whole ecosystem is 

interconnected and degrading rapidly98. The first person to champion this idea openly was 

William Bainbridge, then working for the Natal department of Water Affairs and Forestry 

(Bainbridge, interview 2005; Motsamai, interview 2005; Potter, interview 2005; Porter, 

interview 2005; Sandwith, interview 2005).  

 

In an interview, Bainbridge recalls that he, as a ‘mountainman’, went to the Drakensbergen 

often and “noticed especially the degradation of the grasslands and the wetlands” (idem). He 

personally wanted to do something about this, but considering the time of apartheid, special 

care was needed. Bainbridge approached the ministry of Foreign Affairs and asked to start 

negotiations with the Lesotho government about the protection of the mountains. Bainbridge 

managed to convince Foreign Affairs and he and the department of Water Affairs - later the 

Natal Parks Board where his section got transferred to - were mandated to start the 

negotiations. Initially, this was with the then Lesotho Ministry of Forestry, where Bainbridge 

worked closely with what turned out to become a key individual at the Lesotho side, Bore 

Motsamai. Soon thereafter, a more elaborate programme of cooperation with Lesotho was 

prompted under the name of ‘intergovernmental liaison’ (Motsamai, interview 2005) as 

‘cooperation’ remained too sensitive a word or concept under apartheid. An 

‘Intergovernmental Liaison Committee’ was formed, which in turn established 

intergovernmental liaison sub-committees on all sorts of issues, such as agriculture, security, 

customs and others. The sub-committee on agriculture, subsequently established the 

‘Drakensberg Maloti Mountain Conservation Programme’ (DMMCP), which later became an 

                                                 
98 The extent of which is heavily debated, as we will see in the following chapters. For a recent example of this 

line of argumentation, see Nüsser and Grab (2002: 307): “a primary objective for the planned Transfrontier Park 

development would thus be to ensure ecological and hydrological functioning of the alpine wetlands, which are 

crucial to the local stockholders and a precondition for water supply for much of southern Africa”. 
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intergovernmental liaison sub-committee on its own right. Both Bainbridge and Motsamai 

remained active in the DMMCP until their retirement from the Natal Parks Board in 1994 and 

resignation from the National Environment Secretariat in 2000 respectively. 

 

Under the DMMCP, a ‘joint technical committee’ was erected, between the ministry of 

agriculture in Lesotho and the then Natal Parks Board, although the leaders of the committee 

were people from the ministries of Foreign Affairs of both countries. Funding of close to 1 

million Rand came from the South African ministry of Foreign Affairs while contributions 

from Lesotho were in-kind. The joint technical committee of the DMMCP commissioned 

several studies on different topics, namely: i) Plant Taxonomy, ii) Mountain terrain analysis, 

iii) wetlands, iv) fire and grazing, v) socio-economic issues, vi) indigenous and alien fish 

species, vii) fauna, viii) climate and hydrology and ix) data management (Motsamai, 

interview 2005; Bainbridge et al, 1991: 5). These studies brought forth reports between 1987 

and 1989. By that time the money for the technical committee was exhausted and many 

project activities were terminated. Unfortunately, according to Motsamai, some of the reports 

and data from the Range Adjudication Programme under the data management study 

disappeared due to riots in Maseru after the elections of 23 May 1998. 

 

While some of the studies were extended beyond 1989, the money problem forced the 

DMMCP technical committee to spend most of the time between 1990 and 1994 looking for 

new funding. Finally, The European Union showed interest and committed itself on 18 June 

1996 to work towards a pre-project, which started in 1998 and finished in 2001 (European 

Union and Kingdom of Lesotho, 2002). This project, also called the Drakensberg/Maloti 

Mountain Conservation Programme, was given out for tender and won and implemented by a 

German firm, Particip GmbH from Freiburg, Germany. According to Motsamai, this 

programme “provided information for the design of MDTP in conjunction with [the] Design 

Phase of MDTP” (Motsamai, interview 2005)99. That design phase of the current MDTP 

basically started when The Drakensberg-Maloti cooperation developed an interest from the 

World Bank, who had already been active in Lesotho for some decades, amongst others as 

one of the principal funders of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project. Specifically, Motsamai 

                                                 
99 This is a highly interesting remark by Motsamai in the light of the current ending of the ‘first phase’ of the 

MDTP about which various MDTP staff, especially on the South African side, stated that this concludes the 

planning for the implementation of the project, which should ensue from 2008 onwards. The issue of the 

postponing of implementation will come back in the following chapters. 
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noted that this happened at the 1996 ‘consultative donor conference’, where the Lesotho 

government reports on activities to donors (Motsamai, interview 2005). Motsamai claims he 

was very active in this conference and also talked to World Bank representatives about the 

DMMCP, who according to him first refused, as this was not “how they approached projects” 

in terms of acquisition, but soon after the conference came back with a strong interest (idem).  

 

On the question why this interest so swiftly resurfaced, Motsamai answered that the MDTP 

was ‘transfrontier’, a concept that was becoming popular at the time (idem)100. The World 

Bank financed a first important workshop in 1997 between Lesotho and South African 

officials in South Africa’s Giant Castle Nature Reserve, where it was agreed that they would 

be working towards a bigger TFCA project to be called ‘Drakensberg-Maloti Transfrontier 

Conservation and Development Project’ (Sandwith, 1997a: 17).  After that conference, a lot 

of interaction took place between Lesotho, South Africa and the World Bank, which led to 

an(other) MDTP pre-project sponsored by the Japanese government through the World 

Bank101. Basically, the pre-project was a preparatory project with the aim of developing the 

project proposal for the actual MDTP and making sure all the requirements of the Global 

Environment Facility (GEF - the intended donor) were met. For reasons to be explained in 

chapter seven, this took quite a while longer than anticipated. The actual MDTP proposal got 

approved by GEF on 1 February 2000, but started only at the beginning of 2003.  

 

Important to mention here is that, despite the popular image that Transfrontier Conservation is 

a trendy thing of the last decade and the MDTP is a corollary of the new trend, the above 

account reminds us of the importance of historical analysis. As was also concluded in chapter 

three, it is clear – and of course even more so with hindsight – that the forces shaping the 

MDTP have been long in the making, highly influencing the specific social, political and 

institutional configurations we see in the project today.  

 

                                                 
100 A point that was not mentioned by any interviewee, but no doubt also played a role in the growing attention 

for the Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA, is the symbolic significance of a ‘peace park’ in a province that had long 

been mired in political violence between the Inkatha Freedom Party and the ANC (see Jeffery, 1997 for an 

extensive review of this history). 
101 The MDTP pre-project amounted to US$ 4,7 million and was funded by GEF and the Japanese Policy and Human 

Resources Development Fund (PHRD) Fund, which was established in 1990 as a partnership between the 

Government of Japan and the World Bank. 
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6.3 Contextualising the intervention 

This section will describe some of the most basic background information that shapes the 

MDTP intervention: first the political context, followed by the socio-economic and cultural 

context, the environmental and geographical context and the context of preceding intervention 

experiences, or the ‘legacies’ of other intervention that influence the MDTP. 

 

6.3.1 Political contexts 

In chapter two, I defined politics as a process with which actors make decisions that 

determine social or public outcomes; admitting that this is a very broad definition of politics, 

which is not simultaneous to but encompasses ‘organised’ or ‘formal’ state politics. Yet, in 

order to better situate the relative importance of other actors vis-à-vis the state, it is therefore 

important to give a brief overview of the ‘official’ polities that try to regulate state politics 

with respect to the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project for South Africa and Lesotho. 

 

6.3.1.1 South Africa 

The most important state structures, besides national government, that the MDTP has to deal 

with in South Africa are the provinces, regions, districts and municipalities. Within South 

Africa, the project area stretches over three provinces – KwaZulu Natal, the Free State and the 

Eastern Cape – and five district municipalities – Thabo Mofutsanyane in the Free State, 

uThukela, Umgungundlovu and Sisonke in KwaZulu Natal and Alfred Nzo in the Eastern 

Cape. Each of the district municipalities in turn comprise of several local municipalities102 of 

which the MDTP covers the following: 

- Thabo Mofutsanyane:  Maluti a Phofung and Dihlabeng 

- uThukela:    Imbabazane and Okhahlamba 

- Umgungundlovu:   Impendle, uMngeni and Mooi Mpofana 

- Sisonke:    Kwa Sani and Greater Kokstad 

- Alfred Nzo:    Matatiele 

                                                 
102 The South African constitution distinguishes between three types of local municipalities: category A, B and 

C. Category A comprises metropolitan municipalities, of which there are six: Johannesburg, Cape Town, 

eThekwini (Durban), Tshwane (Pretoria), Nelson Mandela (Port Elizabeth) and Ekhuruleni (East Rand). 

Category B and C are ‘local’ and ‘district’ municipalities of which there are 242 and 46 respectively. Each 

category C municipality thus comprises of several category B municipalities. Source: De Visser, 2005. 
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The local municipalities are again subdivided in wards, which play an important political role 

within local municipalities, but are not considered a separate ‘sphere of government’. It is 

important to note that democratic South Africa after 1994 considers the various government 

levels, spheres of government. This entails that the various levels according to the 

constitution are ‘distinctive, interdependent and interrelated’ and have to relate to each other 

based on the principle of ‘cooperative government’. According to De Visser (2005: 82), this 

“includes obligations on the various spheres of government to respect one another’s 

institutional integrity, to co-operate in mutual trust and good faith by fostering friendly 

relations, supporting, co-ordinating actions and legislation etc.” In other words, there are no 

strict hierarchical relationships between spheres of government in all matters; local and 

district municipalities have their own distinct competencies. Naturally, in practice 

intergovernmental processes do not function as smoothly as on paper, and we will come back 

to political issues around the intergovernmental debate in South Africa in later chapters. 

Relevant to note here is that the MDTP focused mostly on the provincial and national 

government levels and – due to lack of time and complexities at the local level – paid little 

attention to local municipalities and wards. 

 

6.3.1.2 Lesotho  

As in South Africa, the situation in Lesotho is institutionally complex, with the MDTP area 

stretching out over five districts and numerous municipalities. The five districts are: Botha 

Bothe, Leribe, Mokhotlong, Thaba Tseka and Qacha’s Nek. However, the Maloti-

Drakensberg project only actively engages with the Botha Bothe, Mokhotlong and Qacha’s 

Nek districts. With respect to local government, Lesotho is presently engaged in a 

decentralisation process with the aim of implementing a local government system as devised 

in the Local Government Act of 1997. The act provides for 128 Community Councils as the 

lowest government level, District Councils for each of the 10 Districts and one Municipal 

Council for the capital Maseru. The Community Councils in turn consist of one elected 

councillor from each of the nine to 15 electoral divisions (villages) it encompasses. After 

much delay, the community councillors were finally elected on 30 April 2005 and sworn in on 

17 June 2005. CCs now officially have a mandate to provide and develop the full range of 

government services and regulations for their area including in the domain of environment 

and natural resources. Again, practice has proven to be much more complex than plans on 
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paper and especially chapter eight will further detail some of the more important dynamics 

that transpired when the MDTP in Lesotho tried to constitute itself within the fledgling local 

government levels. 

 

6.3.2 Social-economic and cultural context 

The MDTP area comprises a diverse and complex social and cultural mixture, both in terms 

of the amount of ethnic groups that live in the region as well as the socio-economic 

stratification. The main ethnic groups living in the region are the Sotho in Lesotho and the 

Free State part of the MDTP, the Zulu in KwaZulu Natal and the Xhosa in the Eastern Cape. 

Obviously, these separations are not very strict and one finds different ethnic groups living 

intermingled, including people from other origin than those mentioned. Besides the black 

indigenous peoples, one finds on the South African side many Afrikaans and English whites, 

especially in cities and on commercial farms, but also in the tourist industry and in the smaller 

towns and villages. The majority of black people live in communal or tribal areas, but also in 

the cities, towns and villages. It is estimated that on the Lesotho side, some 200,000 people 

live in the MDTP area, while the number for the South African side comes to about 1.5 

million people. 

 

Regarding social-economic stratification in the MDTP area, it is clear that high levels of 

poverty occur, especially so on the Lesotho side and in the former homeland areas on the 

South African side. In Lesotho, poverty is concentrated mostly in the high mountain areas in 

the centre and east of the country, which comprises the MDTP area. This is also emphasised 

by the Government of Lesotho (GOL): “Poverty is highly concentrated in the predominantly 

rural and remote Mountain and Senqu River areas where more than 80 per cent are 

characterised as poor or destitute” (GOL Ministry of Development Planning, 2000, p.7), as 

well as by Sechaba Consultants (2000). Especially the latter have conducted extensive 

household surveys over 32 indicators dealing with various aspects of access to education and 

water, possession of livestock, land and fuel, income and aspects of gender. With regard to 

the location of poverty in Lesotho they conclude: “it was in the mountains in the 1990 survey, 

it was still in the mountains in 1993, and it is even at this present time in the mountains” 

(Sechaba Consultants, 2000: 118). Defining poverty in income terms as earning less than 80M 

per member of the household per month, Sechaba consultants show that an overall 65 percent 

of people in Lesotho live below the poverty line, whereby again the mountainous areas show 
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the worst figures of between 79 and 88 percent, with the MDTP district of Botha Bothe doing 

relatively better with figures of between 56 and 67 percent (idem: 81). For South Africa, 

figures from 2000 also show quite high poverty incidence for the MDTP area, most notably in 

the Eastern Cape and Free State parts. Many areas in these provinces either show between 40 

and 59 or even between 60 and 80 percent of households below the poverty line, measured as 

a maximum household expenditure of 800R a month (Statistics South Africa, 2000). For 

KwaZulu Natal this is slightly less with all MDTP areas showing figures between 20 and 39 

percent, except one where the incidence is between 40 and 59 percent of people below the 

poverty line (see also Annex one). 

 

Besides the indicators, poverty is worsened for many people in the MDTP area by more 

general socio-economic problems such as degrading opportunities for livestock and 

subsistence farming, limited access to basic health and education services and poor (social) 

infrastructure. Other more recent social problems are crime and especially HIV/AIDS, which 

could become one of the most devastating threats to the livelihoods of people in the project 

area for decades (Turner, 2003a: 17-19). Within this rather grim picture, much is usually 

expected from the economy in the region, which seems to be on the rise again and – so argues 

the South African state - could give both Lesotho and South Africa an edge in stimulating 

improved economic and social development in the project area103. One of the most important 

factors stimulating economic growth in the MDTP region has been nature and culture-based 

tourism.  

 

According to the KwaZulu Natal Tourism Authority (Tourism KwaZulu Natal, 2005), some 

163,513 international visitors and tourists visited KwaZulu Natal between January and March 

2005, which is 26 percent of total foreign arrivals in South Africa and 14 percent more than 

the same quarter a year before. Of these, 29 percent visited the Drakensberg area, which 

according to Tourism KwaZulu Natal is an increase with respect to the previous years. They 

conclude that: “this result once again supports the fact that the Drakensberg is becoming a 

more popular destination for foreign tourists then was the case in previous years. This is 

possibly as a result of the fact that the Drakensberg is being more aggressively promoted 

                                                 
103 Which since adoption of the GEAR policy has been the general mantra of the South African government, but 

which Bond (2008) very recently still falsified by pointing out how even official figures show inequality in 

South Africa has worsened since the end of apartheid in 1994. According to Bond, “income inequality rose to a 

world-leading Gini-coefficient level of 0.72 by 2006”. 
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since it was declared a World Heritage Site” (idem: 5). As the MDTP has as one of its overall 

goals ‘to contribute to community development through nature based tourism’, we shall come 

back to the issue of tourism and the tourism branding of the Maloti-Drakensberg region more 

extensively in the chapters to follow. 

 

6.3.3 Geographic and environmental context 

Without a doubt, the 5000 km² Maloti-Drakensberg area is world renowned for its outstanding 

natural beauty, scenic landscapes and richness in biological and cultural diversity. It boasts 

many plant and animal species endemic to the region, serves as a water catchment for the 

longest river in Southern Africa, the Senqu / Orange river and contains one of the largest and 

most concentrated groups of rock paintings in Africa (Porter and Sandwith, 2005). On 2 

December 2000, the exceptional natural and cultural features of the uKhahlamba/Drakensberg 

Area received a more official recognition when they were inscribed as a mixed World 

Box 6.1: Criteria for inscription of the uKhahlamba/Drakensberg Park on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List. 
 
The Committee inscribed the uKhahlamba/Drakensberg Park on the World Heritage List under natural 
criteria (ii) and (iv) and cultural criteria (i) and (iii), which are currently criteria (ix), (x), (i) and (iii) 
respectively, under the new Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage 
Convention of 2005 (see World Heritage Centre, 2005). 
 
The four criteria, according to the new Operational Guidelines are as follows: 
i.  to represent a masterpiece of human creative genius;  
iii.  to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civilization which is 
living or which has disappeared; 
ix. to be outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and biological processes in 
the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and marine ecosystems and communities of 
plants and animals;  
x. to contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of biological 
diversity, including those containing threatened species of outstanding universal value from the point of 
view of science or conservation. 
 
Applied to the uKhahlamba/Drakensberg area, the 24th session of the World Heritage Committee on 27 
November – 2 December 2000 in Cairns, Australia, came to the following conclusions (World Heritage 
Committee, 2000a: 38): 
Natural criteria (ii) and (iv):  
The site has exceptional natural beauty with soaring basaltic buttresses, incisive dramatic cutbacks and 
golden sandstone ramparts. Rolling high altitude grasslands, the pristine steep-sided river valleys and rocky 
gorges also contribute to the beauty of the site. The site's diversity of habitats protects a high level of 
endemic and globally threatened species, especially of birds and plants.  
Cultural criteria (i) and (iii):  
Criterion (i): The rock art of the uKhahlamba/Drakensberg is the largest and most concentrated group of 
rock paintings in Africa, south of the Sahara and is outstanding both in quality and diversity of subject.  
Criterion (iii): The San people lived in the mountainous uKhahlamba/Drakensberg area for more than four 
millennia, leaving behind them a corpus of outstanding rock art which throws much light on their way of life 
and their beliefs.  
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Heritage site under the UNESCO World Heritage Convention ((Porter and Sandwith, 2005; 

see box 6.1). The Lesotho part of the Maloti-Drakensberg mountains does not fall under the 

World Heritage listing as Lesotho only ratified the Convention on 25 November 2003. 

However, it is hoped that through extension of the current uKhahlamba/Drakensberg World 

Heritage Site listing, Lesotho might acquire its first World Heritage listing before long, as the 

entire cross-border area comprises one basic ecosystem. 

 

On a landscape level, the most noticeable feature of the MDTP area is the massive mountain 

escarpment all along the 300 km border between South Africa and Lesotho. While the 

mountain range in Lesotho fairly gradually ascents in height from west to east, the border 

escarpment leaves the range suddenly dropping heights of over a 1,000 meters, for instance at 

the Amphitheatre in the Northern Drakensberg. Often, in South Africa, a distinction is made 

between the foothills or the ‘little berg’ and the ‘high berg’ (World Heritage Committee, 

2001b). The foothills are those parts of the eastern Drakensberg where “steep sided spurs, 

escarpments and valleys […] occur below 2,000m elevation” (idem: 153), while the high 

main escarpment can rise to over 3,400 meters. According to the World Heritage Committee, 

“there is a considerable variation in topography, including vast basalt and sandstone cliffs, 

deep valleys, intervening spurs and extensive plateau areas”, which “contributes to the 

outstanding scenic value of the DP [Drakensberg Park]” (idem: 153). The highest peak in the 

Maloti-Drakensberg Range is Thabane Ntlenyana in Lesotho at 3,484m, the highest point on 

the African continent south of mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania. 

 

The climate in the Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains is dominated by the influence of 

subtropical anticyclones, meaning distinct dry winters (May – September) due to atmospheric 

stability caused by subsistence of air and wet summers (November – March) due to a 

subsidence inversion which can lead humid air from the Indian Ocean to rise above the 

escarpment (idem). Precipitation mainly occurs in summer – 70 per cent of total annual 

rainfall – although winters also see regular precipitation in the form of rain or snow. The 

amount of precipitation, 1,000 mm annually, makes the Maloti-Drakensberg range one of the 

wettest areas in Southern Africa, further indicating its value in terms of water catchments for 

the major rivers originating in the area: the Mzimvubu, Mzimkulu, Mkomazi and Thukela on 

the South African side, and the Vaal and Senqu / Orange Rivers on the Lesotho side. 
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Regarding flora and fauna, the biological diversity in the Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains is 

equally impressive. Three floral zones can be distinguished: 1) the low altitude belt between 

1,280m and 1,830m, 2) the mid altitude belt between 1,830m and 2,865m and 3) the high 

altitude belt between 2,865m and 3,500m. These zones resemble the main topographical 

features of the Maloti-Drakensberg area: the river system, the spurs and the summit plateau 

with Podocarp forest, Fynbos and alpine tundra and heath as main vegetation respectively 

(idem). It is reckoned that there are over 2,153 plant species in the region, of which many are 

endemic to the region, including the famous spiral aloe (Aloe polyphylia), which occurs only 

above 2,000m (World Wildlife Fund, 2001). Considering Fauna, the MDTP area harbours 48 

mammal species, 296 bird species, 48 reptiles, 26 amphibians and 8 fish species, again with 

many species endemic to the area (World Heritage Committee, 2001b). 119 of these are 

considered (highly) threatened and are therefore on the IUCN Red Data List, including the 

Long-Toed Tree Frog, the Yellow-Breasted Pipit, the Natal Midlands Dwarf Chameleon, the 

Maloti minnow and several vulture species such as the Cape and Bearded vultures.  

 

The number of threatened species is directly related to other environmental problems of the 

project area such as degrading rangelands due to overgrazing, out of season burning, 

increased cultivation on mountain slopes, invasion of alien species, settlement encroachment, 

land claims and illegal activities (poaching, smuggling, stock theft, etc.) (Harrison, 1989; 

Government of Lesotho, 1992; Sechaba Consultants, 1995; Ezemvelo Kwazulu-Natal 

Wildlife, 2003). Some have recently argued, however, that the increasing threat of theft of 

livestock in Lesotho may have unintended positive consequences for grazing lands as 

stockowners will not let their livestock graze in the mountains as freely as they were used to 

(Kynoch and Ulicki, 1999). This could lower the pressure on the grazing lands and lead to 

better conservation of the mountain highlands. Research is still needed to assess the validity 

of this assumption. 

 

Related to the geography and environment of the MDTP area, one important issue still needs 

to be discussed: the many different types of land-uses and tenure systems. The most common 

tenure systems in the area are National Parks, Nature Reserves, Game Management areas, 

State Forest Areas, Range management areas, commercial farms, cattle post areas (Lesotho), 

Commonage areas / tribal land and villages and settlements. Currently, the MDTP area 

consists of six parks or reserves in South Africa –uKhahlamba/Drakensberg Park and World 
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Heritage Site (UDP)104, Royal Natal and Golden Gate National Parks and Qwa-Qwa, 

Sterkfontein and Ongeluksnek nature reserves - and three in Lesotho: Sehlabathebe National 

Park and Bokong and Ts’ehlanyane nature reserves. Range Management Areas are designated 

areas in Lesotho whereby grazing is (supposed to be) controlled by a local Grazing 

Association (see Turner, 2003b). As such, they are specific institutional and organisational 

models for common property resource management, designed to tackle the problem over 

overgrazing in Lesotho, where commonage connotes the overwhelming tenure structure. 

Range Management Areas are different from Cattle Post Areas, which predominantly lie 

alongside the SA border and where more of an open access regime applies. Cattle Post Areas 

are traditionally used for summer livestock grazing by herd boys. The South African part of 

the MDTP area also contains commonage or tribal land, for instance the Mnweni tribal area 

between the UDP and Royal Natal National Park. However, in South Africa, one also finds 

many commercial farmlands, which do not occur in Lesotho. The MDTP area in both 

countries harbours several towns, villages and smaller settlements. In the following chapters 

we will come back to the tenure issue in more detail. For now it suffices to say that the above 

account is purely a technical summation, while tenure and land use are deeply social and 

political and therefore play an important role in the politics of the MDTP. 

 

6.3.4 Legacies of previous interventions  

Besides functioning in particular political, socio-economic, cultural, geographic and 

environmental contexts, interventions such as the MDTP are also strongly influenced by 

legacies of other (previous) interventions in the same region. Interventions always involve 

social and political change (Olivier de Sardan, 2005) and as such influence actor’s mindsets 

and expectations with respect to other interventions. Over the past decades, the MDTP area 

has seen a plethora of different development and conservation interventions, especially in 

Lesotho105. Of specific importance is, for example, the USAID funded Land Conservation and 

Range Development Project which was active throughout Lesotho from 1981 to 1989. This 

project focused on range management and initiated the Range Management Area system that 

the MDTP inherited and tried to change to suit its objectives. Another project which had 

                                                 
104 The UDP in turn consists of several Game Management and State Forest areas and nature reserves. 
105 South Africa has had relatively little external development aid up until and during the 1980s due to 

restrictions related to apartheid. Rather it was the multiple negative development and environment impacts of 

apartheid policies and interventions that deeply impacted on people in South Africa. 
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effects on the MDTP was the UNDP funded ‘Conserving Mountain Biodiversity in Southern 

Lesotho’ project, which lasted from 1999 until 2005 and was generally regarded as a major 

failure (Ramakoae, interview 2005; Timberlake and Mateka, 2004). According to the final 

report of the project many things were wrong with the project – personnel problems, slow 

implementation, insufficient oversight, bad financial planning, etc. – but arguably the main 

point influencing the MDTP was that “there is a perceived legacy of "unfulfilled promises", 

with communities believing that the project has not delivered the developments they had 

come to expect” (Timberlake and Mateka, 2004: 4). Although the report and the responsible 

UNDP programme officer in an interview (Ramakoae, interview 2005) downplayed the 

impact of this legacy somewhat, later interaction with MDTP staff in Lesotho revealed that 

the MDTP could not really work in the area where this previous intervention had been active. 

In fact, staff of the range management unit mentioned informally that communities had even 

been throwing stones at their vehicles when they entered the area. 

 

While these two interventions clearly impacted on the MDTP, it was the Lesotho Highlands 

Water Project (LHWP) that truly set the scene for and threw a shadow over the MDTP. As 

narrated above, the circumstances which led to the LHWP treaty between South Africa and 

Lesotho were already dubious at best, but its actual implementation had far graver 

consequences for many Basotho (Schmitz, 1992; Horta, 1995; Thabane, 2000; Mwangi, 

2007). Of course, this is not what the funding agencies behind the LHWP draw attention to:  

"The Lesotho Highlands Water Project provides a major source of development for Lesotho," said Pamela 

Cox, the World Bank Country Director for Lesotho and South Africa. "It also represents the lowest-cost 

alternative for water supply to the Gauteng Province. This is an excellent example of regional 

collaboration for mutual benefit achieving truly win-win solutions to urgent issues facing both 

countries".106 

The evidence, however, points at the opposite direction. Although the project did bring 

Lesotho royalties and economic growth, study after study shows that the negative impacts of 

the dams and the associated flooding were massive. The majority of resettled communities 

were inadequately compensated (Mwangi, 2007), severe environmental degradation occurred 

(idem), loss of livelihoods and loss of land were considerable (Thabane, 2000) and the 

benefits of the project were highly unequally shared between the two countries, in South 

                                                 
106 World Bank press release, 1998: 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTPUBLICSECTORANDGOVERNANCE/EXTP

UBLICFINANCE/EXTTPA/0,,contentMDK:20015196~menuPK:64615830~pagePK:166745~piPK:459740~the

SitePK:390367,00.html. Last viewed: 26 April 2008. 
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Africa’s favour (Schmitz, 1992; Horta, 1995). Moreover, the money that did go to Lesotho 

was mostly absorbed by the elite, while the Lesotho Highlands Development Authority 

responsible for the LHWP in Lesotho started functioning as a ‘state within a state’ due to the 

project being of disproportionate size relative to the rest of the economy (Horta, 1995: 229). 

Adding that the MDTP was partially necessary to protect the water supplies to the LHWP, it 

is not illogical that the latter’s shadows will continue to appear in the discussions to follow. 

 

6.4 Features of the MDTP project 

This section rounds up the chapter by giving a short overview of the most important features 

of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier project: the actors involved, the timeline and the 

most important elements of the project. 

 

6.4.1 Actors involved 

With so many provinces, municipalities and districts involved and such a complex socio-

cultural structure as described above, the institutional set-up of the MDTP was bound to be 

complex also. From an international perspective, the project is guided by a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) between the Government of Lesotho (GOL) and the Republic of South 

Africa, signed on 11 June 2001. The MOU provides the basic institutional set-up of the 

project, which is depicted in figure 6.1. 

Figure 6.1: Agreement structure MDTP. Source: MDTP 
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According to the MOU (MDTP, 2001), the ‘competent authorities responsible for the 

coordination and implementation of the provisions of the MOU’ are the Ministry of 

Environment, Gender and Youth Affairs (MEGYA) of Lesotho and the Department of 

Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT) of South Africa. During the project however, 

due to internal reorganisation in Lesotho, the role of MEGYA has been taken over by the 

Ministry of Tourism, Environment and Culture (MTEC). The highest civil servants of these 

two ministries, the Principle Secretary of MTEC and the Director-General of DEAT, are the 

co-chairs of the highest body in the project: the Bilateral Steering Committee (BSC). 

Basically, the BSC coordinates, reviews, monitors and evaluates project implementation 

progress and functions as a strategic sounding board with respect to developing a 

conservation and development vision for the area. The MOU subsequently defines the project 

coordination and implementation structures per country: a Project Coordination Committee 

(PCC) and a Project Coordination Unit (PCU) for Lesotho and South Africa. Both the 

Lesotho and South Africa PCCs consist of relevant government organisations of which some 

are official implementing agencies of the MDTP. The two PCCs together make up the BSC. 

The PCUs, according to the memorandum of understanding, are independent facilitation units 

that assist the implementing agencies and the PCCs.  

 

In Lesotho the PCC 

consists of staff of 

various government 

departments and is 

headed by the lead 

implementing agency in 

Lesotho; the national 

Ministry of Tourism, 

Environment and 

Culture. MTEC also 

houses the Lesotho 

PCU. According to the 

MOU, the Lesotho PCC 

consists of representatives of MEGYA, the Ministry of Agriculture, Cooperatives and Land 

Reclamation, the Ministry of Development Planning, the Ministry of Tourism, Sport and 

Figure 6.2. MDTP agreement structure in Lesotho 
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Culture, the Ministry of local Government and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Besides these, 

“invitations to non-governmental and/or community-based organisations and the private 

sector may be extended to participate in the LPCC” (MDTP, 2001: 7). However, due to 

reorganisations, the composition has changed to include representatives from MTEC, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Finance and Development Planning, the Range 

Management Resources Division of the Ministry of Forestry and Land Reclamation, the 

Department of Livestock of the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security, the Lesotho 

Mounted Police, the Ministry of Local Government and the Lesotho PCU. Lesotho has not 

followed up the possibility of inviting non-governmental ‘stakeholders’, to the PCC, an issue 

to which we will come back in following chapters. 

 

In South Africa, the PCC also consists of several implementing agencies and other 

‘stakeholders’. The lead implementing agency in South Africa is not the national DEAT, but 

KwaZulu Natal’s Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, a parastatal working under KZN’s provincial 

department of Agriculture and Environment. The other implementing agencies are the Free 

State Department of Tourism, Environmental & Economic Affairs, the Eastern Cape 

Department of Economic Affairs, Environment and Tourism, South African National Parks 

(due to the (Greater) Golden Gate National Park being situated in the MDTP area) and DEAT 

in a supervisory and intermediary role and as the official receiver of the funding from the 

donor, the Global Environment Facility through the World Bank. These five implementing 

 

Lesotho South Africa 
Represented by DEAT as 
recipient of GEF funding 

Memorandum of 

Understanding 
11 June 2001 

   

World Bank 

Grant Agreement 
26 July 2002 

 Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife 
Lead Agent 

Project Agreement 
26 July 2002 

Subsidiary Agreement 
13 September 2002 

Inter-Agency Memorandum of Understanding 
3 December 2002 

DEAT EKZNW SANParks E. CAPE F.S. 
Figure 6.3: MDTP agreement structure in South Africa. Source: Adapted from MDTP, Howick. E. Cape = 
Eastern Cape province. F.S. = Free State province. 
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agencies, together with staff from other relevant agencies, make up the South Africa PCC. 

Graphically, the institutional structure in South Africa is represented in figure 6.3. 

 

Finally, it is important to provide some details about the Project Coordination Units. 

Originally, the MOU (MDTP, 2001: 8-9) foresaw both PCUs to merely consist of a project 

accountant, a counterpart accountant, a procurement officer, a counterpart procurement 

analyst and an administrative secretary, which were meant to facilitate the work of the 

implementing agencies. However, over time, the PCUs have expanded in scope and staff. The 

Lesotho PCU finally consisted of 12 full-time staff while the South Africa PCU expanded to 

18 full-time staff. Moreover, while the MOU intended the PCUs to focus solely on the 

financial, procurement and administrative issues, the PCUs ended developing into fully-

fledged implementation units, consisting of experienced professionals in all the various 

content issues, such as protected area planning and management, tourism, community 

involvement, GIS, biodiversity conservation and cultural heritage. 

 

Besides the state agencies, mention must be made of the agency funding the MDTP: the 

Global Environment Facility through the World Bank. Other funders like the Peace Parks 

Foundation, Vodafone and DEAT poverty relief have donated to the MDTP as well, but 

limited compared to the GEF. Especially the PPF has been eager to assist the MDTP, but has 

so far mostly been involved on the Lesotho side by providing a ‘TFCA facilitator’ and in 

other advisory or facilitating roles. In total, the GEF funds the MDTP with 15,5 Million US$, 

of which 7,32 Million US$ goes through Lesotho and 7,92 Million through South Africa. This 

makes the MDTP the second biggest project between Lesotho and South Africa after the 

Lesotho Highlands Water Development Project. 

 

Obviously, many actors that have no formal positions in the intervention play important roles 

in the MDTP. These include NGOs, private companies, commercial farmers, local 

communities, amongst others, and will be introduced when necessary in the following 

chapters. 

 

6.4.2 Timeframe and most important elements of the project 

According to its ‘founding documents’, the MDTP has two overarching objectives: 1) to 

conserve globally significant biodiversity and 2) to contribute to community development 
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through nature based tourism. This is being implemented through eight project components: 

a) project management and transfrontier cooperation, b) conservation planning, c) protected 

area planning, d) conservation management in protected areas, e) conservation management in 

community conservation areas, f) community involvement, g) sustainable livelihoods and h) 

institutional development. In reality of course, the implementation of the MDTP is not as 

clear-cut as these components suggest, especially not in the light of the institutional 

complexity described above.  

 

As stated above, the MDTP was approved by GEF on 1 February 2000, but started only at the 

beginning of 2003, due to several ‘conditions of effectiveness’ that still needed to be met by 

both countries, especially Lesotho (see next chapter). The current GEF-funded project will 

finish early 2008, although many in the project regard this project as the ‘first phase’ in a 

longer term effort to protect the Maloti-Drakensberg mountains (Zunckel, interview 2005a). 

According to the Project Implementation Plans for the project, the broad framework for the 

project should follow three stages. The initial stage was dominated by the recruitment of PCU 

personnel and the establishment of the professional support teams. According to the MDTP 

website (www.maloti.org107), “the priority appointments were to include: the administration 

team, including the project Coordinator, Procurement Manager, Project Accountant and 

Administrative Secretary; the Biodiversity Specialist/Ecologist; the Social 

Ecologist/Sociologist; the Conservation Planner and the GIS Specialist”. This first stage took 

approximately six months from February 2003 to July 2003. According to the MDTP, the 

second stage of the project was to be dominated by planning, information gathering and 

consultations with stakeholders and was to last about 1 to 2 years. The third stage was then to 

focus on ‘the implementation of major conservation management programmes and 

construction of facilities’ and was to start at the end of 2004. Again, in reality project 

implementation did not quite follow this schedule, as will be discussed extensively in the 

chapters to come. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has given a brief descriptive overview of the history and the geographical, 

environmental, institutional and socio-cultural features of the MDTP project area, as well as 

                                                 
107 Last viewed 26 April 2008. 



 

 166

the basic outline of the MDTP project itself. Although not much can be concluded at this 

stage, it is important to note that the forces and events leading up to the project have been 

long in the making, resulting in the various features of the project area and the project as 

subsequently described. This contradicts much current thinking as described in the previous 

chapter (five) that transfrontier conservation and development is something new and recent. 

Although transfrontier is certainly ‘trendy’ at the moment, it has to be realised that the trend 

has strong historical roots. 

 

The following chapters will examine the effects of neoliberal ideology on the Maloti-

Drakensberg Transfrontier Project, arguing that consensus, anti-politics and marketing as 

contemporary neoliberal modes of political conduct also hold true on the level of a single 

transfrontier conservation/development intervention. 
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7. The Consensus Struggle: Governing the intervention  

 

7.1 Introduction   

By the time the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project started early 2003, it had over 20 

years of preparation leading up to it. As such, one can imagine that a many actors had 

developed high hopes of the multi-million dollar project to finally bring the plethora of 

conservation, development and international cooperation benefits that had become associated 

with it. Moreover, timing and context around 2003 appeared to be just right: apartheid had 

been abolished ten years earlier, greatly improving relations between Lesotho and South 

Africa108; increasing desire for formalised cooperation on the Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains 

conjoined with the quickly rising transfrontier conservation movement in Southern Africa 

leading to increased donor attention and the area being designated a ‘Peace Park’; South 

Africa had just hosted the World Summit on Sustainable Development and was about to host 

the IUCN World Parks Congress and thus had established a reputation on environmental 

matters which needed to be maintained; the South African economy and especially tourism 

was booming, whereby the Maloti-Drakensberg area was quickly becoming a standard part of 

in many tourist itineraries; the Drakensberg mountains had three years prior been proclaimed 

a ‘World Heritage Site’; and finally, the project did not have to start from scratch: the 20 

years preparation were viewed as having laid much of the groundwork, after which the MDTP 

‘just’ had to provide the icing on the cake.  

 

Of course the planners foresaw challenges, too. The MDTP ‘Project Appraisal Document’ 

(PAD – World Bank, 2001: 34) identified four main ones: 1) legal and administrative process 

stalled; 2) disagreement on area designations; 3) community participation ineffective and; 4) 

lack of acceptance of effective grazing protection and anti-poaching measures. Other potential 

challenges related to strained bilateral relations or ineffective leadership were thought to be 

modest or negligible. All challenges, however, were deemed surmountable by putting in place 

‘risk minimizing measures’ (idem). In short, everything seemed lined up for a successful 

intervention. 
                                                 
108 Despite the ‘hiccup’ in 1998 of the invasion of Lesotho by South African and Botswanan forces under the 

flag of the SADC, supposedly to restore rule and order and prevent a coup d’état after contested elections that 

ended up with prolonged riots. 
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Towards the end of the project, it became clear that the MDTP had not lived up to the high 

expectations. The project worked out differently than what was planned for and the many 

benefits either did not transpire or did so in a different way and to a different extent than was 

hoped for. To those familiar with literature on conservation and development interventions 

and the more reflexive practitioners this comes as no surprise. In fact, many deem this the rule 

rather than the exception (Ferguson, 1994; Nustad, 2001; Mosse, 2005; Olivier de Sardan, 

2005; Li, 2007). In line with chapter five, the main purpose of this and the next chapters is 

therefore not to show that there is a difference between ‘policy and practice’ in the MDTP. 

Rather, the ensuing chapters are interested in what actors involved in the MDTP do to achieve 

certain (material or discursive) outcomes in the public sphere and how these relate to the 

images they produce of their actions. Central hereby is the interaction between the ways in 

which the MDTP tried to promote neoliberal devolved governance strategies and the political 

strategies they weaved around this for purposes of legitimation and mobilisation. 

 

This chapter focuses on the consensus struggle in two distinct phases of the MDTP: that of 

project formulation in the preparation phase (1982 – 2003) and that of project implementation 

in the actual intervention phase (2003 - 2008). The chapter revolves around the following 

questions: on what elements or ideas did the various actors during the preparation phase of the 

MDTP try to constitute or (re) direct the project? How was consensus over these elements 

achieved or constructed among the many actors involved in the preparation? How did this 

differ with what subsequently ensued during the implementation phase and why? The 

approach taken here to delve into these questions is to focus on anomalies and outstanding 

events and dynamics in the struggle of defining and implementing the intervention.  

 

7.2 The struggle of defining the MDTP 

The previous chapter already discussed the history of the MDTP, albeit not in great detail. 

Some of these details, however, influenced dynamics in the current project. The major issues 

in the struggle of defining the MDTP intervention therefore deserve to be discussed first. 

Arguably, two main ‘phases’ stand out in the preparation of the current MDTP project: the 

initial broad conceptualisation phase (1982 until the mid 1990s) and the actual direct MDTP 

preparation phase consisting of several donor funded projects with the explicit intention of 

coming to the structured intervention project that the MDTP became. As with transfrontier 



 

 

 

169

conservation in general, the sheer volume of the paper/policy trail left by the MDTP 

preparation phases makes it impossible to do justice to all the nuances. For example, the 

DMCCP studies were concluded with nine thick reports on all ecological, social, economic 

and other aspects of the MDTP and these were based on many more intermediary outputs, and 

collated into Bainbridge et al (1991). The EU project also produced a deluge of reports109, 

while the MDTP pre-project again hired many consultants and consultancy firms to provide 

the ‘baseline’ information that was needed to develop the final World Bank GEF ‘Project 

Appraisal Document’ or ‘Project Brief’ upon which the MDTP is based. Naturally, in terms of 

this study, some documents are more important than others and those are the ones focussed on 

in the below discussion. For instance, the several different projects provided overview and 

compilation reports that are mainly used as sources for discussion. Moreover, key role-players 

have also published and written documents that are useful for further detail and nuance. All of 

this is further contextualised by interviews and personal observations. 

 

7.2.1 Conceptualising the Maloti-Drakensberg cooperation framework 

As narrated in the previous chapter, Mr. William Bainbridge has for a long time been the 

driving force behind the idea of cooperation between Lesotho and South Africa on 

conservation of the Maloti-Drakensberg area. In an interview, Bainbridge says that he has 

always loved the mountains, and spent much time in the Drakensberg. In fact, he repeatedly 

relates back to the mountain ecosystem as being very special and different to other 

ecosystems, and that in working with mountains, one has to have a feel for or affinity with 

them (Bainbridge, interview 2005). According to Bainbridge, within the KwaZulu Natal 

provincial conservation agency – the then Natal Parks Board -, much of the interest in the 

mountains depended on whether there was a person responsible for the Drakensberg that 

understood and cared for the mountains. And this has not always been the case, as real 

wildlife conservation in (KwaZulu) Natal was often seen as having to deal with Rhino’s and 

other charismatic mega fauna, especially ‘the big five’. Bainbridge mentions that even the 

“big” Ian Player110, at a certain point in his career got transferred to Drakensberg and that he 

                                                 
109 Literally several meters of reports produced by this project can be found on several shelves at the National 

Environmental Secretariat in Maseru, Lesotho. 
110 Dr. Ian Player is a world-renowned conservationist and founder of the Wild Foundation (www.wild.org). He 

is known for his leading role in the Natal Parks Board’s ‘Operation Rhino’, which in the 1960s is said to have 

saved the white Rhino from extinction.  
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hated this. “Ian”, according to Bainbridge, “was just not a mountain man”, and this did not 

help in getting the care and attention that the mountains need (idem). 

 

On the other side of the mountains, in Lesotho, the oral accounts of the history of the MDTP 

are of another tone than that of Bainbridge. Mr. Bore Motsamai, now independent consultant 

but formerly at the ministry of agriculture and the first director of the Lesotho National 

Environmental Secretariat (NES) was Bainbridge’ main counterpart from 1982 until the latter 

retired in 1994. He relates mostly of the institutions formed, people involved and workshops 

held in the process towards the MDTP (Motsamai, interview 2005). Also, Motsamai 

frequently speaks about the vision of the South Africans, rather than his own vision for the 

MDTP. According to him, many South Africans had envisioned that the MDTP would lead to 

the Ukhahlamba/Drakensberg Park (UDP) being mirrored on the other side of the border. 

Motsamai was however quick to point out that the high alpine areas on the Lesotho side are 

summer grazing areas and home to many human settlements.  

 

This view is also held by Dr. Motebang Pomela, the Lesotho coordinator of the MDTP pre-

project funded by the Japanese government: “seeing threats to their parks, UDP and Royal 

Natal, coming from Lesotho, they [South Africans] wanted a buffer zone of 20 kilometres all 

along the border from Botha Bothe to Qacha’s Nek to protect their resources” (Pomela, 

interview 2005). Moreover, Pomela even mentions that the Natal Parks Board at the time 

wanted this to be an IUCN category I or II PA111 (idem). But, like Motsamai, Pomela also 

immediately remarks that on the Lesotho side there were ‘problems with people using the 

area’ (idem). Eventually, the final report of the Drakensberg/Maluti Conservation Programme 

recommends the higher Alpine zone of Lesotho, which according to the report means 

everything above 2,750 meters, to be declared a category VI ‘managed resource area’ 

(Bainbridge et al, 1991: 2-8). According to IUCN, this category entails an “area containing 

predominantly unmodified natural systems, managed to ensure long term protection and 

maintenance of biological diversity, while providing at the same time a sustainable flow of 

natural products and services to meet community needs” (IUCN, 1994: 23). 

 

What transpires from many interviews and various DMCCP reports, is that the interest in an 

overall collaborative arrangement on the Maloti-Drakensberg area derives mainly from South 

                                                 
111 Which are the strictest category parks in terms of preservation without human habitation. See IUCN, 1994. 
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African interests in water for consumption and industry and biodiversity conservation 

(Bainbridge et al, 1991; Quinlan, 1995; Bainbridge, interview 2005; Pomela, interview 2005; 

Motsamai, interview 2005; Dhlodhlo, interview 2005a). This emphasis on the protection of 

the mountains because of water and biodiversity, however, seems to have been dominant 

especially during the 1960s and 1970s. Conceptualisation of the cooperation in the 1980s 

changed in line with emerging sustainable development and community-based conservation 

discourses. Consider the following piece in a Drakensberg/Maluti Conservation Programme 

report, which in terms of balancing conservation and development reflects much of the 

writing done at the time: 

“The policies outlined in this document are directed at long term environmental conservation programmes 

integrated with human development and educational programmes. Specific attention is paid to 

conservation of the water resources (in view of the importance of this for the Lesotho Highlands Water 

Project) and serving the interests of the mountain people who require access to the area for livestock 

grazing. It is proposed that the area receive specialist management attention, because of the sensitive 

nature of the environment. It is also proposed that the area receive legal protection as a managed resource 

area (MRA). Establishment of a MRA would contribute to the conservation of the above resources as well 

as unique natural communities and other attributes such as scenic values. Application of the MRA concept 

would bring benefits to the people of Lesotho, as well as the international community” (Bainbridge et al, 

1991, all bold in original) 

 

This quote and other sections of the report112 are some of the stronger statements one can find 

in policy documents that connect the Lesotho Highlands Water Project and the MDTP. And 

the importance of water and the LHWP for the Southern African region, and particularly for 

South Africa’s Gauteng province, can hardly be overstated. It derives from the fact that “the 

spatial distribution of people in Southern Africa is generally at variance with the availability 

of water” (Turton, 2000: 138) and thus either ‘people must come to the water’, or ‘water must 

come to the people’. Obviously, the latter is the preferred solution and currently, there are at 

least seven projects under way or planned in the region whereby water is transported to high 

population areas via pipelines (idem). The LHWP is undoubtedly the most important of these 

as it entails the most complex, most expensive and most elaborate project, which evidently 

                                                 
112 For instance on page 9 (“It can be stated with confidence that the Study Area is a key water source area for 

the Lesotho Highlands Water Project. Unsympathetic land uses in the sensitive Alpine Zone could destabilise 

current stable stream flow patterns, reduce water quality, and increase siltation rates (resulting in depleted 

storage capacity of the dams) and water borne diseases”) and page 40 (“The long-term success of the entire 

LHWP is dependent on the conservation of the catchments” – bold in original), Bainbridge et al, 1991. 
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has to do with the fact that it concerns the supply of water to the economic powerhouse of 

South Africa. However, the water is also of major importance for Lesotho, as it was 

recognised early on that water is probably Lesotho’s main exportable natural resource and 

thus an important source of earnings (Schmitz, 1992)113. But for the LHWP to succeed in the 

long term, protection of the water catchment areas that ultimately supply the water is vital, 

and this is explicitly mentioned as such in the 1986 LHWP feasibility study (Bainbridge et al, 

1991). We can therefore safely conclude that the main initial reason for protection of the 

Maloti-Drakensberg area stems from the importance of water for South Africa’s but also 

Lesotho’s development and economy (De Jonge Schuermans et al, 2004). Subsequent 

investments made to obtain the water through the LHWP further emphasise this importance 

(Schmitz, 1992)114. 

 

While the above quote views conservation of the Maloti-Drakensberg area firstly as necessary 

for making the LHWP a success, it also constructs the intervention as a means for bringing 

benefits to the ‘people of Lesotho’ and the ‘international community’. The argument that ties 

these two issues together is soil erosion due to the overgrazing of Lesotho pastures. First, 

there is the concern of the “potential silting of the [LHWP] dams as a result of soil erosion in 

the water catchment valleys which are also the main grazing areas” (Quinlan, 1995: 495). 

Second, there is the construction of the grasslands as a vital resource for economic 

development of local people which is a turn-around from colonial intervention discourses in 

Lesotho that considered livestock as the critical resource upon which economic prosperity 

depended, not the grasslands (idem: 496). This last point is particularly important: the focus 

on grasslands conservation made the concerns about water and the LHWP politically 

acceptable within the emerging discourse of community conservation. Moreover, it reinforced 

the long held idea that soil and grassland degradation were due to overstocking – as a 

consequence of Lesotho’s common property tenure system - which imperilled the Basotho’s 

chances for development as well as threatening the biodiversity of the area (Showers, 1989; 

Turner, 2003; Rohde et al, 2006).  

 

                                                 
113 See also Lesotho Highlands Water Project website (www.lhwp.org.ls), project overview, the beginnings. Last 

viewed: 10 October 2006 
114 For an overview of investments and other figures, see the LHWP website: www.lhwp.org.ls).  
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This last assumption especially informed many interventions and government policies in 

Lesotho, and the DMCCP was no exception (Quinlan and Morris, 1994; Quinlan, 1995). In 

fact, the lead figure in the DMCCP, Bainbridge, is still convinced that previous interventions 

based on degradation, tragedy of the commons and market discourses were on the right track 

(Bainbridge, interview 2005). For instance, in an interview, Bainbridge noted that he believes 

that the USAID funded Land Conservation and Range Development Project in the 1980s was 

based on successful premises – the above mentioned -, but that in the end it was ruined by a 

‘sociologist’, writing about the ‘cultural value’ of livestock (idem). 

 

Summing up, the conceptualisation of the MDTP was based on several important premises 

and / or dynamics. Firstly, South Africa clearly took the upper hand in conceptualising the 

framework for cooperation on the Maloti-Drakensberg area and this was chiefly based on 

their concerns about water and conservation of biological diversity. According to Motsamai, a 

transfrontier project offered the South Africans some chance of “higher level institutional 

protection for the area” (Motsamai, interview 2005). Secondly, the cooperation was 

conceptualised according to the emerging dominant international discourses on sustainable 

development and CBC, and did so congruent with previous interventions based on rangeland 

degradation, tragedy of the commons and market discourses. Thirdly, the accounts of various 

involved actors shows that the (white) people from SA base their action mostly on a passion 

for the mountains, while the (black) Basotho seem to take a more practical stance. Obviously, 

this does not mean that either black people in general or Basotho do not have a passion for 

mountains or that white South Africans are not practical. The point is rather that in their 

responses, many Basotho seemed to display a reactive mode of dealing with certain (harsh) 

realities, whether these were passions of South Africans, pressures from donors or demands 

by local people. Throughout this and the following chapter, this point will be developed 

further and evidence brought to bear to solidify the argument. For now we move on to the 

following ‘preparation’ phase of the MDTP. 

 

7.2.2 Donor involvement and cultivating the MDTP intervention 

When the DMCCP ended in the early 1990s, several years of uncertainty ensued whereby key 

players were looking for funding to maintain the momentum and develop the 

conceptualisation into a more concrete cooperation framework. As we have seen in the 

previous chapter, it was not until the mid 1990s that the EU started showing interest and later 
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funded a conservation programme. Just after the EU, the World Bank also showed interest 

and financed the workshop in Giant Castle, South Africa on 12 and 13 September 1997, 

which laid the basis for the actual MDTP intervention. By this time, Bainbridge had left the 

Natal Parks Board and his role was taken over by Trevor Sandwith, who proved to be the new 

champion behind the work and conceptualising that led to the MDTP. In an interview, 

Sandwith mentions that like Bainbridge he is passionate about mountains and especially about 

the Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains and that from this passion he made his life (Sandwith, 

interview 2005b). He emphasised that this is important “because it says something about how 

these things start and the historical connections that get things going”115. 

 

After he replaced Bainbridge at the NPB in 1994, Sandwith had to steer the idea of Maloti-

Drakensberg transboundary cooperation through the dramatic political changes that South 

Africa was experiencing. Land restitution was one of the main items on the South African 

transformation agenda and re-allocation of protected area land one of the potential means. 

After all, the establishment of many protected areas in South Africa had been accompanied by 

forced removals of local people (Carruthers, 1995) and the resulting deluge of land claims on 

PAs after 1994 was therefore not unexpected. Against these tides, Sandwith kept defending 

the MDTP cooperation scheme: 

“There is a perception that protected areas are likely candidates for land re-allocation. In the case of the 

Drakensberg catchment area, there are significant disadvantages to this approach, notably the fragility of the 

mountain ecosystem and its importance for water production. The alternative approach is to ensure that the 

use of the land for water production, for nature conservation, sustainable tourism and resource use provides 

long-term benefits. The Drakensberg-Maloti transfrontier park provides a challenging example for the 

implementation of an integrated conservation and development programme in a unique and internationally 

significant region. The alternative is a downward spiral of degradation which would have adverse impacts 

on the whole sub-region” (Sandwith, 1997b: 123). 

 

In this paper, presented at one of the first major international ‘Peace parks’ conferences116, 

Sandwith displays an acute sense of how the Maloti-Drakensberg project functions in several 

                                                 
115 For instance, Sandwith mentions that his first permit to go into the Drakensbergen was signed by Bill 

Bainbridge (Sandwith, interview 2005b). 
116 The IUCN/WCPA Parks for Peace Conference, Somerset West, South Africa, September 16–18, 1997. 

http://www.unep-wcmc.org/protected_areas/transboundary/somersetwest/index.html. Last viewed: 29 April 

2008. 
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overlapping and complex political, economic, social and cultural contexts and how these need 

to be taken into account if a cooperation framework was to be acceptable. He outlines the 

conflictual history of the region, the difficulties in the Lesotho-South Africa political 

relationship and shows that he is keenly aware of how the ‘sustainable development’ 

movement conjoined with the ending of apartheid in South Africa to make attention to 

development, poverty and land necessary as political legitimation for conservation. Hence, 

Sandwith stresses familiar arguments around the economic importance of water and the 

LHWP, the need to involve communities in conservation planning, the historical importance 

of the San legacy (rock art paintings), the need for cooperative government between the 

various agencies within and between the two countries and the potential role of tourism in 

bringing these objectives together. Besides, the document also highlights many of the 

complexities impinging on the cooperation. The most important of these according to 

Sandwith (1997b: 129-130) were a lack of ‘instruments of international cooperation’, such as 

an MOU, between the countries; the amount of different agencies active in the area and what 

Sandwith believes is the “single most significant constraint”: the funding necessary for 

preparation and implementation of the cooperation framework, whereby “dealing with the 

different objectives and funding parameters of the major role-players has proven to be an 

enormous challenge” (idem: 130). 

 

With these role-players, Sandwith refers to various donors necessary to provide the funding 

for what had become a complex ‘multilateral development programme’ of a sizable 

magnitude (idem: 130). But as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Sandwith was 

also aided by several positive dynamics, one of which was – in his words - the “remarkable 

opportunity afforded by the Peace Parks model” (idem: 131). 1997 was the year of the 

establishment of the Peace Parks Foundation and it had become clear that transfrontier 

conservation was becoming a popular new trend in conservation and development. Many 

donors shifted financing strategies accordingly and were actively looking for potential ‘peace 

parks’ to support (Wolmer, 2003)117. Amongst these was the World Bank which decided to 

fund a workshop that sought to actively catalyse the Maloti-Drakensberg initiative in terms of 

funding and associated practical organisation (Sandwith, 1997a). This workshop, held in 

                                                 
117 Although it must be stated that several key players in the Maloti-Drakensberg scheme also actively tried to 

persuade the World Bank to become involved. Sandwith in this respect mentioned that “we teased the World 

Bank into the MDTP” (Sandwith, interview 2005a) and hence the interest to join hands was certainly mutual.  
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Giants Castle, South Africa on 12 and 13 September 1997, just days before the above 

mentioned IUCN/WCPA conference, brought together all key players in the preparation 

phases: staff from the NPB (including the CEO at the time, Dr. George Hughes and Trevor 

Sandwith as key organiser), various Lesotho ministries, such as tourism, economic planning, 

range management and the National Environmental Secretariat (Bore Motsamai), the Peace 

Parks Foundation, a South African NGO called Bergwatch, the LHDA, the Natal Museum, 

three staff from the World Bank and finally, Bill Bainbridge, who was extended a “special 

welcome” as the person being “responsible for a great deal of the planning which had defined 

the area as a critical one for the long term supply of water in the province” (idem: 1).  

 

The Giant Castle workshop really instigated the more focussed preparation phase that led to 

the MDTP. It identified various funding mechanisms and de facto decided that the Global 

Environment Facility would be most suitable for its purposes; it tried to identify components, 

scope and focus of the programme; developed visions and objectives for the various 

components of the programme and adopted the ‘Giant’s Castle Declaration’, which endorsed 

the concept of a ‘Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area (TFCDA)’; 

recommended that both Lesotho and South Africa pledged their support; and “called upon all 

interested parties and funding agencies to lend support to achieving the vision of a unique and 

sustainable TFCDA” (idem: 29). In terms of the programme, all the ‘common’ elements - 

biodiversity conservation, community development, tourism and cultural resources - were 

included. Regarding the scope, the emphasis in the discussion seemed to be more on the 

conservation side of the project with Dr. Hughes proposing the TFCA a biosphere reserve 

with a key protected area and a buffer zone and others, including the PPF representative and 

Bainbridge, stating that the main objective should be a transfrontier park (idem: 12-13). Again 

others, like Sandwith, felt that the project’s scope should be conceptualised much broader 

than only a TFP. Dr. MacKinnon from the World Bank, even stated that the scheme “should 

not be regarded as just a core protected area but a large area embracing numerous activities 

ranging from protected area management right down to mining” (idem: 14). 

 

Another World Bank staff member, Dr. Falloux, stressed that it was important that the 

“Lesotho and South African parties reached consensus on the project concept” (idem: 14). In 

the end this was found in that “the concept of a Peace Park consisting of the protected areas 

was an important immediate achievement, and that it would lead naturally to a transfrontier 

conservation and development area” (idem: 18, italics added). By 2007, four years into the 
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MDTP and ten years after the workshop, the ‘immediate achievement’ of an officially 

declared Peace Park had not been achieved yet and few of those involved then would have 

stated that the consensus and the “win-win situation” expected by Dr Falloux and another 

World Bank Staff member, Dr Böjö (idem: 14, 30) has materialised according to the 

optimistic tone of the workshop report (Bainbridge, interview 2005; Sandwith, interview 

2005b). Again, this is not surprising, and the MDTP should still be judged on its current 

merits. However, this point is at least indicative of the expectations that are raised and, as I 

shall argue, necessary, to get donor funding or more broadly speaking; to get political 

legitimacy and mobilisation for such a massive intervention. With hindsight, it is clear that the 

development of turning the massively ‘chaotic’ and complex reality of the Maloti-

Drakensberg area into the stabilised and coherent set of ‘systems of interpretation or policy 

models’ (Mosse, 2005: 17) that came to be the Maloti-Drakensberg project, really took off 

with the Giant Castle workshop. From there, the ensuing years were spent predominantly with 

further perfecting this model to fit the ‘GEF mould’. Let us briefly delve into this process. 

 

7.2.2.1 Involving GEF and developing the founding documents 

It is not surprising that it took key role-players over five years – from September 1997 to late 

2002 – to get the GEF funded MDTP approved and going. In general, getting a GEF project 

approved is a very time consuming and complex, if not an outright tedious process118. The 

root cause of this lies in the GEF institutional structure and its inbuilt political dynamics. 

Basically, the GEF is a financial allocation mechanism designed to help developing countries 

live up to their obligations under global environmental treaties. It was created in 1991 by 

northern donor countries (Western Europe, North American and Japan) but globally endorsed 

and officially launched after the 1992 Rio Earth Summit on Sustainable Development. Donor 

countries did not want to create a separate institution and asked the World Bank to manage 

the GEF, who after initial reluctance accepted as it saw chance to so ‘green’ its image and 

shake of some of the environmental criticism it had been receiving (Horta et al, 2002: 4). The 

World Bank subsequently invited the United Nations Development and Environment 

                                                 
118 This is based on interviews and conversations with MDTP roleplayers as well as personal experience in my 

capacity of project manager at the Centre for International Cooperation of the VU University Amsterdam where 

we have been involved in developing a medium-sized GEF project (up to US$ 1 Million) under UNEP. Medium 

Sized Projects were created to expedite the approval process, but the acquisition process has nonetheless already 

taken over six years and the project has still not been approved yet. 
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Programs (UNDP and UNEP) to join as ‘implementing agencies’, albeit as ‘junior partners’ 

(idem: 5). The three implementing agencies together prepare and implement projects. After 

restructuring in 1994, the GEF is formally governed by the GEF assembly and the GEF 

council. The GEF assembly is a gathering where its members – now 117 states, termed 

‘participants’ – three to four-yearly review progress. The GEF council overlooks the day to 

day GEF operations and is modelled on the World Bank power structure of permanent seats 

for the G7119 and 32 so called ‘constituencies’: shared seats for the remaining 110 

participants120. The Assembly and Council are supported by a GEF secretariat.  

 

After widespread dissatisfaction with the three implementing agencies and overall GEF 

project performance in 1999, GEF opened the door to other organisations also eager to tap 

into the GEF purse: the UN Agencies FAO, UNIDO and IFAD and four regional 

development banks121. These, however, are not implementing agencies but executing agencies, 

ultimately still answerable to the original three implementing agencies. Ultimately, it is the 

competition between the implementing agencies and their desire to control the biggest 

possible part of the GEF money that makes preparation for and implementation of GEF 

projects so complicated and tedious (Horta et al, 2002; Young, 2002). This is even 

acknowledged by the first independent review of the GEF in 1994: “The competition in the 

GEF has been about power, control, and money. The World Bank is accustomed to having an 

abundance of these, and with encouragement from the founding donors, designed the GEF in 

such a way that the World Bank would control the global initiative, receive the lion’s share of 

its resources, and in the process, help mitigate criticism alleging World Bank insensitivity to 

environmental concerns” (GEF, 1994: 137). Based on this, Horta et al (2002: 14) draw the 

conclusion that  

“The large, inflexible and competitive bureaucracies of the Implementing Agencies, dominated by the 

World Bank, have impeded the potential effectiveness of the GEF since its inception. Fierce competition 

for the small GEF pot between the three Implementing Agencies undermined efforts to create a simple 

project cycle and approvals process and resulted in project overlap and duplication, particularly in the 

GEF’s early years. By failing to establish procedures that first met the needs of the intended recipients and 

the conventions, the inherent complexities of the World Bank and the UNDP approvals processes and 

bureaucracies were built into the GEF” 

                                                 
119 United States, Germany, United Kingdom, France, Germany, Canada and Japan. 
120 See www.gefweb.org for an overview of participants and ‘constituencies’. 
121 UN Food and Agricultural Organisation, UN Industrial Development Organization, the International Fund for 

Agricultural Development and the Development Banks of Africa, Asia, Interamerica and Europe. 
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Although several attempts have been made to smoothen the GEF bureaucracy, this has failed 

so far, and in fact only become more difficult upon the adoption of a new ‘resource allocation 

framework’ during the GEF assembly in Cape Town, August 2006 (Büscher, 2006).  

 

The point of the foregoing is to highlight the political institutional pressures on the MDTP 

right from its preparation phases on to its implementation. According to Quarles van Ufford, 

intervention practices are often determined less by the formal goals of the project but rather 

revolve around ‘system goals’: following rules and maintaining administrative order and 

‘manageability’ (Quarles van Ufford, 1988; see also Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003). These 

system rules can apply to various kinds of organisations and institutional structures. The GEF 

and World Bank both have their contradictory system peculiarities vis-à-vis the projects or the 

cultures and countries they are involved with. Harrison, for instance, argues that the ‘Bank’s 

theory of African states politics’ differs radically from that of critical class-based or post 

structuralist interpretations (Harrison, 2005). He argues that the Bank’s theory rests on two 

pillars: “its basically harmonious view of political change, based in positive sums or at least a 

convergence of interests; and its desire to promote a complementary relationship between a 

(reinvigorated) state and an (emerging) market economy” (idem: 255)122. We have seen above 

that indeed during the Giant’s Castle workshop, it was the World Bank staff that kept 

promoting the forging of consensus and we will see further instances of this below.  

 

Besides the World Bank as implementing agency, the GEF itself also has some peculiar 

system goals that are crucial in understanding the MDTP. Two project requirements are of 

specific importance: the ‘incremental cost principle’ and the principle of ‘global benefits’. 

According to its architects, the GEF was created to fund activities that would have truly 

global environmental benefits, operationalised as benefits that go beyond national borders. 

                                                 
122 Class-based and post-structuralist theories on the African state contrast starkly with the World Bank view (cf. 

Gill, 1995; Tordoff, 2002). Class-based theories stress the African state as external colonial intervention and 

argue that no original bourgeoisie existed in African societies but that there now exists a ‘state-class’: those who 

occupy the state institutions and use it as a resource rather than an instrument to implement development 

programmes (Harrison: 251). Post-structuralists emphasise the indigenous and historical in relation to the state. 

They identify the ‘functionality’ of processes and see the state as a complex network of clientelism and social 

ethnic networks. The state and its occupants in this perspective are not ‘isolationist and utilitarian’, but part of 

“ethnically-defined networks of power and mutual support” from where they derive their subjectivities (idem: 

253). 
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GEF endeavours to adhere to this policy by funding only the incremental costs of that what 

makes national environmental benefits global. In other words, GEF tops up national funding 

for the environment – which can include donor funding - in order to achieve ‘global’ 

environmental benefits123. Both these concepts are conceptually and practically so vague that 

they have caused many conflicts over their interpretation and continue to do so (Horta et al, 

2002). These conflicts occur on different levels, not in the least on the level of the projects. 

 

For the GEF funded Maloti-Drakensberg Project it took as much time to get the project 

acquisition process completed as it did to implement. Key in the preparation years was to 

develop a document that incorporated the concerns, ambitions and ‘structure goals’ of the 

potential implementing agencies (see previous chapter), the South African and Lesotho 

governments and all the other ‘stakeholders, whilst remaining acceptable to the funders: 

World Bank / GEF. This document became the MDTP Project Appraisal Document (World 

Bank 2001a & 2001b). According to the PAD and consistent with GEF principles it 

introduces and phrases the first objective of the programme as follows: 

“The Maloti-Drakensberg transfrontier area encompasses distinct landscape and biological diversity. It is 

rich in species and high in endemism. However, excessive livestock grazing, crop cultivation on steep 

slopes, uncontrolled burning, alien invading species and human encroachment threatens this asset. Hence, 

the GEF objective is to conserve this globally significant biodiversity ” (World Bank, 2001a & 2001b: 

2, bold in original). 

The secondary objective flows logically from the first and is in line with general environment-

development thinking in TFCAs: 

“The secondary objective of the project is to contribute to community development through income 

generation from nature-based tourism, by capacity building for sustainable utilization of the natural 

and cultural heritage of the project area” (idem). 

 

After introducing both goals, the PAD stresses that the approach to achieve them is a 

‘regional’ one, with the emphasis on ‘transfrontier ecosystem’, ‘joint management’ and 

creating ‘economies of scale’. Simultaneously, the document also stresses that the project 

components are adjusted to the specific situation of each country. For example: “there will be 

further support to national level institution building for conservation in Lesotho, while this is 

unnecessary in South Africa” (idem). Moreover, the ‘receptive capacity’ of Lesotho is 

considered ‘limited’ and its needs greater and hence, “the transfrontier nature of the project 

                                                 
123 See the GEF website at www.gefweb.org for more information about these two principles. 
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will ensure that the analysis and resolution of conservation problems will be shared, and the 

resources and expertise in each country complemented” (idem). The incremental cost 

principle is also explicated: 

“The GEF incremental cost contribution of $15.25 million for the two countries together, of which $7.325 

goes to Lesotho and $7.925 million goes to RSA, should also be seen in the context of major ongoing 

support to biodiversity conservation in Lesotho (UNDP: $2.5 million), and support to natural resources 

and rural income enhancement in the highlands (AfDB: $8.4 million). Both are counted here as associated 

financing, in addition to the Lesotho government contribution ($1.1 million). In RSA, the counterpart 

contribution is estimated as $16.8m. Most of this represents expenditure for nature conservation by the 

Kwazulu-Natal Nature Conservation Board” (idem: 2-3). 

 

These few quotes already indicate that the PAD reflects Harrison’s (2005) outlining of the 

World Bank’s theory of African state and governance based on ‘positive sums’, 

‘complementarity’ and ‘convergence of interests’. One could find many more examples of 

these in the PAD but these do not need to be presented here. The real point of the preparation 

process is not the text. Able consultants could have written this in a fraction of the five years 

that it eventually took to get the MDTP accepted. Rather, the five years were – apparently - 

necessary to build the intervention into the complex social, political and institutional 

environments involved in the endeavour. Mosse (2005: 21) summarizes the process well: 

“most development projects begin as texts, (…) written by a team of project design 

consultants and aid agency administrators. These statements of policy involve a special kind 

of writing that, while preserving the appearance of technical planning, accomplish the social 

tasks of legitimation, persuasion and enrolment, becoming richly encoded with institutional 

and individual interests and ambitions and optimisms”. In the case of the MDTP, being a 

transfrontier intervention project between states with greatly differing capacity, institutions 

and political dynamics, this process was probably even more complex than ‘normal’ 

interventions. The following section tries to outline some of the main happenings directed at 

both the technical and the social consensus-making processes of MDTP project preparation. 

The focus, as in the rest of the chapter, will be on those actually pursuing the intervention: the 

implementing agencies, government civil servants and donor staff involved. 

 

7.2.2.2 The politics of technical consensus 

The technical process of ‘GEF-proving’ the Maloti-Drakensberg project was so complex that 

the World Bank actively sought funding for technical assistance. It found this in the Japanese 
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Policy and Human Resources Development (PHRD) Fund, which “provides grants primarily 

to assist the Bank’s member countries to prepare and implement Bank-supported 

operations”124. In April 1998, this ‘project about appraising a project’ started with the hiring 

of two consultants, one from Lesotho, Dr. Emmanuel Motebang Pomela, and one from South 

Africa, Mr. Greig Stewart. Their main tasks were to hire consultancy services with the aim of 

generating studies on the MDTP; collating this into a project proposal and together with 

consultants assisting the receiving countries in fulfilling some of the other requirements for 

project approval (Pomela, 1998). In general, appraisal phases for donor projects have a 

“tendency to turn into an ever-growing checklist of special issues for investigation” (Pottier, 

1993: 26) and the MDTP was no exception. In fact, the amount of technical details and 

operational requirements is partly why it took five years to get the project started. Below, 

these elements of ‘technical legitimation’ are outlined. 

 

First, environment-development project proposals need technical data to back them up. In the 

case of the MDTP, six consultancy teams were hired for 11 ‘tasks’ (Pomela, interview 2005). 

These included studies on various aspects of the Maloti-Drakensberg mountain biodiversity 

and ecology, the cultural riches in the area and social, economic and ‘road feasibility’ 

assessments. Other tasks were on ‘information management standards and guidance’, 

‘transition management and development planning’, ‘protected area management and 

development planning’ and overviews of the legal and institutional frameworks of the MDTP. 

The outputs of these tasks were 11 consultancy reports, which were used as input for the 

MDTP PAD. According to Pomela, the outputs of the tasks made clear “what needed to be 

done” and this ‘logically’ developed into the eight project components (Pomela, interview 

2005; see chapter six). In short, technical data pervade the message that all the different 

aspects of the project have been studied, understood and that they can be worked with. 

 

Second, project proposals create legitimacy by being participatory. By using participatory 

approaches, the priorities and choices of the project are not those of the planners but become 

those of ‘stakeholders’. This in turn gives further credence to the knowledge produced by the 

studies, as, according to the World Bank, these were generated by using “proven social 

science research tools”: “in the field (…) participatory rural appraisals, participatory 

stakeholder workshops, participatory land-use planning, and institutional surveys were carried 

                                                 
124 http://wbln0018.worldbank.org/apps/cfp/phrd.nsf. Last viewed: 25 October 2006. 
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out to elicit the relevant information as well as engage the stakeholders in the assessment of 

the issues” (World Bank 2001a&2001b: 74). Third, projects need extensive reference to 

international and country policies, regulations and conventions. On the international level, the 

Ramsar and World Heritage Conventions were important to ‘prove’ to GEF that the wetlands 

and biodiversity of the area were truly of global significance: if the MDTP area could get 

recognition as a formal Ramsar site and/or World Heritage site, it would not have to deal with 

the tricky issue of ‘global environmental benefits’; this would then be considered obvious. On 

the national level, the project shows it is aware of relevant South African and Lesotho laws 

and regulations and cites these generously. All of this is important as it embeds the project 

within generally accepted democratic processes, thereby further enhancing its legitimacy. 

 

Fourth, projects must make reference to other projects / intervention endeavours so as to show 

they are not stand-alone efforts but form part of an integrated and logical set of interventions. 

The MDTP was preceded by a host of other interventions, of which the PAD mentions seven 

supported by the World Bank and three by other agencies (EU, UNDP and the African 

Development Bank) (idem: 21). ‘Lessons learned’ from these other projects are explicated 

and it is indicated how these are to be taken into account in the MDTPs project design. Fifth, 

projects have to show that they are not infallible, as that would make the project seem 

unrealistic. Therefore, it must be indicated that the risks involved in the project are understood 

while also showing what can be done to mediate or solve them. For the MDTP, the PAD 

explicates the ‘critical risks’ in a table (see table 7.1; World Bank, 2001: 34). 

 

Finally, many projects have to adhere to ‘conditions of effectiveness’ before being approved. 

For the MDTP, several issues needed to be solved for the project to have a chance at 

‘becoming effective’ and before project negotiations could get started. The majority of these 

have to do with being able to adequately deal with financial administration (project account in 

place, opening of project bank account, etc.) and other operational procedures (project 

coordinators in place, project implementation plan accepted, etc.); all according to World 

Bank stipulations. Furthermore, a Memorandum of Understanding between the two countries 

had to be signed and become effective and in Lesotho, Sehlabathebe had to be proclaimed as a 

National Park in accordance with the 1975 National Parks Act and given notice through 

publication in the government Gazette. These latter two took a long time and were one of the 

reasons why from the GEF CEO endorsement on 24 April 2000 it took until late 2002 / early 

2003 to get the actual project started (Malephane, interview 2005). 
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Table 7.1. MDTP ‘Critical risks’ according to the World Bank 

Risk Risk Rating Risk Minimization Measure 
From Outputs to Objective   
1. Bilateral and domestic administrative 
dissonance 

M 1.  Recruitment of SC and PCCs with wide 
representation 

2.  Disagreement on conservation 
priorities among stakeholders 

M 2.  Thorough technical surveys as basis for 
priorities; and consultative process 

 3.  Legal and administrative process 
stalled 

H 3.  Continued efforts to enhance the 
environmental dialogue with DEA&T 
(Pretoria) 

4.  Disagreement on area designations S 4.  Consultative process with local stakeholders 
and planning authorities 

5.  Ineffective conservation management M 5.  Capacity building & local ownership 
6.  Community participation ineffective S 6.  Consultative process based on local 

experience 
7.  Main stakeholders disagree on 
benefits of project 

M 7.  Strong communication program 

8. Ineffective leadership for domestic and 
international coordination 

M 8.  Strict and consultative selection procedure 

9. Discontinued constructive bilateral 
relationships 

N 9. Steering Committee leadership 

From Components to Outputs   
1.  Disagreement on data storage, access 
to information, supply of data and 
surveys 

N 1.  Demonstration of joint benefits 

2.  Incompatible regional land-use plans M 2.  Consultation with relevant agencies 
3.  Skilled staff not available for 
employment 

N 3.  Adequate marketing 

4.  Alien control technically ineffective N 4.  Building on best practice from Cape 
Peninsula Project and Working for Water 

5.  Lack of acceptance of effective 
grazing protection and anti-poaching 
measures 

S 5.  Community dialogue and mobilization 

6.  Benefit transfer to community 
ineffective 

M 6.  Strict financial procedures 

7.  Non-acceptance of institutional 
models 

N 7.  Dialogue to achieve local ownership 

8.  Lack of interest in participating in 
training 

N 8. Adequate marketing 

Overall Risk Rating M  
Source: World Bank, 2001: 34. Risk Rating - H (High Risk), S (Substantial Risk), M (Modest Risk), N 
(Negligible or Low Risk). 
 

Although one could add others, these are probably the main elements creating technical 

legitimacy in any GEF project proposal. I refer to ‘technical legitimation’ because all the 

references throughout the documents are presented as facts and not multi-interpretable. When 

one looks closely at these six elements, however, they actually provide mere ‘superficial 

legitimacy’. In line with our definition of neoliberalism, the elements of technical legitimacy 

pervade an air of common sense. However, many of the assumptions made are shaky or even 

outright untrue. Let us briefly go by the six elements again from a more critical perspective. 
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First, social science research is always situational and subjective and much of the data does 

not have to be accurate or a good reflection of reality. The reports of the various ‘tasks’, 

however, does allow for the opinion that they are based on good quality research. However, 

there is a fundamental difference between some of the task studies and the MDTP PAD. The 

clearest difference is a completely different epistemological point of departure. Whereas some 

of the studies show hints of critical post-structural epistemology, the PAD takes these up in an 

overtly positivist or ‘positive sum’ manner, fitting with Harrisons view of the World Bank. 

Second, the proposal continuously talks about being ‘community-based’ and engaging all 

‘stakeholders’ and so believes it is ‘participatory’. For example: “the project will provide 

resources for meetings and activities led by domestic coordination committees within each 

country, ensuring wide stakeholder representation of all stakeholder groups within the project 

area on management decisions related to protected areas and community lands within the 

broader ecosystem” (World Bank 2001a&2001b: 9). Although the project proposal in one 

instance (p.41) acknowledges that there is quite a ‘large number’ of ‘stakeholders’, the whole 

document, and others like the Project Implementation Plan, pervades the feeling that all those 

in or related to the area want to and can be involved in the vision the project has for the area.  

 

Needless to say, this assumption is contentious and refuted by much academic writing on 

interventions. James Scott (1985), for instance showed how local communities re-appropriate, 

modify and transform interventions to suit their ideas about ‘development’, culture and what 

is socially acceptable. And even if all the local people in the area want to be involved from 

the perspective of the project, the sheer number could have been deemed to large to 

effectively say that the whole project is ‘community-based’. Indeed, this was even accepted at 

the start of the project, albeit only on the South African side. Elna de Beer, the ‘socio-

ecologist’ of the SA PCU mentions during an interview that she suspects that there is critique 

on the SA PCU for not doing enough to involve communities. In defence, she states that there 

are 1.5 million people living in the MDTP area on the South African side and that this is far 

too many to get all of them involved (De Beer, interview 2005a). 

 

Third, referring to international conventions and national policies for ‘democratic legitimacy’ 

again leads one into questionable territory. Whereas international conventions like Ramsar or 

the World Heritage convention are quite specific and could provide some credibility for the 



 

 186

MDTP area125, this certainly is not the case with other conventions such as the Convention on 

Biological Diversity (CBD) and national policies. For South Africa, links are made to very 

general policy goals, such as ‘conserve biodiversity’ and ‘build human capacity to manage 

biodiversity’, which of course do not say much and could legitimize anything. Also for 

Lesotho, mention is made of many international conventions and national policies. The point 

is that for most, if not all, of the regulations and laws referred to, it is questionable whether 

these are really developed by Basotho or by outsiders and consultants. The National 

(Environmental) Action Plans (NAP) for African countries that accrue from the CBD are 

often financed by donors whereby they and western consultants do much of the 

conceptualization and actual writing. This is particularly so with the Lesotho NAP and even 

many of its national policies. Hence, it is questionable whether this type of legitimation is 

actually democratic and/or bears testimony to ‘country ownership’.  

 

A similar logic applies to the fourth legitimating assumption in development projects: 

referring to other donor interventions. In the MDTP PAD, these references are very 

superficial and there seems to be no logic in what points are focused on and why. For 

example, it is stated about the Lesotho Highlands Water Project that “progress in terms of 

community involvement, area and initial construction of tourism infrastructure is quite 

impressive” (World Bank 2001a; 2001b: 22). If not already unconvincing due to what was 

most probably a short ‘in and out’ visit by World Bank staff, this statement runs contrary to 

the studies presented in the previous chapter that showed that there were very serious 

problems around community resettlements. Yet, this is completely neglected as the PAD 

merely talks of four small ‘community-based conservation schemes’ initiated by the LHWP 

which are “of most direct relevance to the current initiative” (idem). This ‘strategic 

selectivity’ thus creates superficial legitimacy by only focusing on the project aspects that 

support the endeavour at hand. Moreover, even with respect to the ‘lessons learned’ from 

other projects, it is not clear which ones are reflected in the MDTP project design and why.  

 

Fifth: the ‘critical risks’. Nowhere it is explicated how the PAD got to these risks, on what 

grounds they are rated ‘H’, ‘S’, ‘N’ or ‘M’ and why the proposed ‘risk minimization 

measures’ should be sufficient in solving them. It is also interesting to see what is not 

regarded as a risk. For instance, it is generally assumed in peace parks that cooperation leads 

                                                 
125 Even though these also remain inherently political. 
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to friendship and this was therefore not taken up as a risk. Research has shown this not 

automatically to be the case (Van Amerom, 2005; Büscher and Schoon, 2007) while later in 

the MDTP project it became apparent that the relations between the two PCUs were indeed 

very tense, competitive and sometimes even unfriendly and antagonistic (Zunckel, interview 

2005a; Mokuku, interview 2005a). Lastly: the conditions of effectiveness. It might be true 

that without the proper legal and administrative infrastructure, project implementation cannot 

be effective. However, the conditions are often presented as sufficient for project 

effectiveness, while it might be saver to assume that they are only necessary for effectiveness. 

Many other conditions not mentioned might also be necessary for project effectiveness (such 

as cooperative relations), but these are not mentioned. 

 

All of this builds a clear case for labelling the technical consensus presented in the MDTP 

PAD as superficial technical legitimacy. But – again - it would be wrong to judge a project or 

the institution responsible for documenting the project proposal only based on text. After all, 

as Mosse (2005: 26) puts it: “project models have the purpose of conveying precisely the 

impression of manageability, coherence and rationality that is absent in practice. And as such 

their orientation is more often upwards (or ‘outwards’) to validate higher policy goals or 

justify the allocation of resources than downwards to orientate action”. Hence, even though 

the text might be faulty and superficial and as such never be acceptable to a critical social 

scientist, it was effective: in the end the MDTP did take of. According to the standards set by 

the involved actors and within the set of social relations spun around the MDTP preparation, 

the PAD was sufficient to award the project over 15 Million US$ for five years.  

 

7.2.3 Consensus issues 

With hindsight, it was clear that from the start of the preparation process at Giant’s Castle, the 

MDTP was destined to materialise. Although it took long, the question seemed not so much 

if, but when the project would come off. With the World Bank badly wanting to join in the 

TFCA trend; Lesotho greatly dependent on donor funding; South Africa in need of water and 

interested in becoming a true part of the international community after apartheid; 

NPB/EKZNW interested in biodiversity conservation of the Drakensberg mountains and the 

Peace Parks Foundation to provide that extra push, there was enough critical mass of 

individuals and institutions central to the GEF / donor process to guarantee the outcome. The 

construction of consensus just seemed to take time; it could not fail. 
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I argue that, with hindsight, the consensus created during the preparation phase for the MDTP 

was distinctly neoliberal. This is not merely because its dominant proponents are some of the 

more active subscribers to this political ideology (Harvey, 2005); rather, the preparation 

process took place in the wake and in fact was an inherent part of a much broader global 

neoliberal ascendancy that – at least in conservation/development - had started to be 

characterised by the specific modes of political conduct outlined in chapter two. Of specific 

relevance here is the political strategy of consensus with its superficial emphasis on win-win 

solutions, persistent optimism and all-inclusiveness that frames (and in fact masks) the 

deeper-lying consensus formation on the advancement of neoliberal modes of devolved 

governance. Yet, while this makes for powerful and successful upward legitimation, it does 

not make for good orientation on practice (Mosse, 2004; 2005). The difficulties, differences 

and disjunctions concealed by the processes of technical and socio-political legitimation 

always resurface with implementation, often in unexpected ways (Mosse, 2005).  

 

But although all knew that the MDTP was going to be a complex project, these did not temper 

the worries of those involved with its implementation. To the contrary, as mentioned at the 

start of this chapter: the expectations for the project were incredibly high. Thus an interesting 

paradox emerges: if it takes five years to gain consensus on a document that lays the basis for 

a five-year implementation phase: what was the justification for the high expectations? Why 

was it not assumed that if it took five years to get consensus on a theoretical exercise, it will 

be infinitely harder to successfully execute an enormously complex practical exercise also in 

five years? For one, the orientation in conservation/development is always “future positive” 

(Edwards, 1999; Mosse, 2005). Under influence of neoliberalism, conservation and 

development have also become markets (Olivier de Sardan, 2005), and have been pervaded by 

an “a-historical morality” in the sense that “general criteria and rules for judging and steering 

interventions (…) arise irrespective of historical context” (Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003: 5). 

Secondly, the rise of neoliberalism (economic reductionism) was accompanied by faith in 

instrumental manageability (methodological reductionism) to ‘ensure’ results and 

‘effectiveness’ (Carolan, 2005b). The initial tide of fundamental critique on development 

(Ferguson, 1994; Escobar 1995) did not assuage this faith (Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003: 8). 

Instead, it triggered the ever-increasing sophistication of management tools to control and 

manage each and every aspect of an intervention. As argued in chapters four and five, this 

sophistication has arguably reached new heights with transfrontier conservation, as the 
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amount of different objectives to be linked together and ‘managed to success’ are more 

complex than ever before.  

 

In the case of the Maloti-Drakensberg project many issues were tabled by the preparation 

phase to be conjoined and managed to success. The first is the general transfrontier 

cooperation and overall strategic management of the MDTP, which I will focus on in the rest 

of this chapter. Hereby, I will centralise the directions taken by those at the steering wheel of 

the intervention (the two PCUs) and those directly associated to the PCUs, the World Bank 

and the Lesotho and South African governments. More specific conservation / development 

issues under the project will be discussed in chapters eight and nine. 

 

7.3 The struggle to govern the intervention 

The Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and Development Project officially 

started early 2003. Project Coordination Units (PCUs) had already been established some 

months earlier and were busy expanding and consolidating. Coordination between the various 

implementing agencies was being established and oversight institutions started functioning126. 

To guide implementation, a Project Implementation Plan (PIP) had been developed during the 

preparation phase, which together with all the other preparations aimed at providing the 

implementation teams with ‘a flying start’ (De Beer, interview 2005a). In line with the 

general assumption underlying TFCAs, cooperation and consensus between the two PCUs 

was assumed: according to Sandwith, the planners “instituted the project to lead to friendship” 

(Sandwith, interview 2005b). This is not to say that all in the project agreed with and relied on 

this assumption. For example, Chris Warner, the World Bank MDTP ‘task team leader’ at the 

time, did not (Warner, interview 2005a). He stated that “I have a more technical approach: 

you identify the issues where transfrontier cooperation is required and you work on those 

issues”. These are two different views on, and also expectations of, cross-border cooperation 

between South Africa and Lesotho within the framework of the MDTP.  

 

How this worked out in practice is the topic of the following sections.  The experience of the 

two PCUs will be central hereby. In contrast to the plans were they were seen as a mechanism 

for facilitation, the PCUs turned out to be the real driving forces behind the project in both 

                                                 
126 The Project Coordination Committee’s and Bilateral Steering Committee. See previous chapter, section 6.4.1. 
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countries: they contained full-time specialists who could spend all of their time and energy on 

the MDTP, while staff of implementing agencies had to divide their time and attention across 

many different projects and activities of which, according to one staff member of EKZNW, 

the MDTP is “only one” (Ndlovu, interview 2005). In both countries this led to discussions on 

whether the lead ‘implementing agencies’ are actually taking the lead in the project and what 

effects this might have on the project’s institutionalisation, a topic we will come back to in the 

following chapter. Importantly, one major effect has been that most of the international 

relations within the project have been between the two PCUs, and much less between staff 

from the implementing agencies. One staff member of an MDTP implementing agency in 

South Africa even stated that for him the MDTP is more a “transprovincial” project than a 

transboundary project (De Villiers, interview 2005). 

 

7.3.1 Taking up the planned intervention: divergent approaches 

Despite all the planning, immediately from the start of the MDTP, the two countries headed 

off in different directions. This was mainly due to the two PCUs who interpreted the planned 

intervention in completely different ways127. In South Africa, the PCU critically challenged 

the Project Implementation Plan and wanted certain elements changed as they did not deem 

these practical or necessary (Zunckel, interview 2005a). Moreover, they challenged the 

studies done during the preparation phases, which were intended to provide the baseline 

information upon which smooth implementation was assumed (Pomela, interview 2005). 

According to one PCU member, this data was ‘anecdotal’ and only accounted for roughly 10 

per cent of the information they thought was needed (Lechmere-Oertel, interview 2005). 

According to another PCU member, “the idea that the World Bank had, that we could make a 

flying start because we had all the information that we needed, as this was gathered during the 

prep phase, is a flaw” (De Beer, interview 2005a). This led South Africa to embark on 

extensive data collecting with the purpose of feeding this into an overall bioregional planning 

framework, which they had extended to encompass the whole mountain bioregion, not just the 

initial MDTP area as demarcated in figure two.  

 

In taking this stance, the SA PCU did not want to raise too many popular and institutional 

expectations of the project, but in the words of the PCU coordinator “quietly tries to come 
                                                 
127 The MDTP mid-term review ‘understated’ it as follows (MDTP, 2005a: 5): “Lesotho followed the logframe 

in implementation, but South Africa chose to use an adaptive management approach”. 
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besides stakeholders and support their work in line with the vision of the MDTP” (Zunckel, 

interview 2005a). Regarding activities aimed at outreach and development, the MDTP in 

South Africa primarily focused on several strategic pilot projects in the area, ranging from 

socio-economic and environmental assessment studies to more practical community 

conservation and tourism projects. Originally, 15 pilot projects were active or envisaged, but 

after the mid-term review in July and August 2005 this number was reduced due to some 

projects not running satisfactorily. All in all, project dynamics in South Africa immediately 

differed from what was foreseen in the project implementation plan and this was largely to a 

factor completely unexpected: the hired staff that were supposed to implement in fact 

critically engaged with the MDTP proposal and interpreted the project according to their own 

ideas and principles. 

 

Lesotho’s approach to project implementation contrasted starkly with that of South Africa. 

Most notably, the PCU did not challenge the planning documents but rather, in the words of 

the PCU coordinator, ‘had been hired to implement the project, not re-design’ (Mokuku, 

interview 2005a). In doing so the Lesotho PCU deemed outreach to be vital and they first 

wanted the ‘stakeholders’ to be informed of the MDTP and to ensure their participation in 

project activities. The MDTP in Lesotho erected a number of structures and forums to 

accommodate local ‘stakeholders’128. Examples of these structures were District Steering 

Committees in the Districts the MDTP is active in - Botha Bothe, Mokhotlong and Qacha’s 

Nek - and so-called ‘Resource Management Committees’. To further stress the importance of 

local project presence, the PCU set up satellite offices in the three districts. According to the 

three district coordinators, the district offices focused their initial attention mostly on 

awareness raising and the setting up of forums and committees to get buy-in from local 

communities. (Mohai, interview 2005; Lebesa, interview 2005; Nkofu, interview 2005).  

 

But neither in Lesotho was there a ‘flying start’. As the (central and district) PCU members 

went into the MDTP area, they “discovered” that there were no representative local 

government structures to accommodate the central objective of the project: biodiversity 

conservation (Mokuku, interview 2005a). Being primarily government oriented in its 

implementation, the Lesotho PCU decided to give support to the then ongoing planning for 

                                                 
128 Besides local people living in the area, these also included local staff of national ‘implementing ministries’ 

local chiefs, and so forth. 
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decentralisation and development of local government structures in Lesotho, both with human 

and financial resources129. Inter alia, the PCU assisted in creating awareness about local 

government structures, planning for the implementation of decentralisation and developing a 

local planning system for natural resource management, something they thought was not yet 

adequately taken up in the decentralisation planning process (idem). Besides outreach and 

local government development, important initial elements of the MDTP in Lesotho included 

socio-economic, cultural and ecological research in the area, assisting in the planning process 

for the bioregion and several more practical interventions, such as the training of mountain 

herd boys and upgrading of infrastructure (most notably in Sehlabathebe National Park). 

 

In the coming sections and chapters, different elements of the project will be discussed in 

more detail. The crucial point here is that the disparities in how the PCUs approached the 

project went deeper than different interpretations of the project implementation plan or when 

and how to approach stakeholders or do outreach. Rather, one could say that at the core of the 

different approaches taken by the two countries lay important constitutive differences about 

the nature of the intervention, what it should achieve and how consensus about this should be 

reached. One can distinguish between what I have called a ‘rational consensus’ (South Africa) 

vis-à-vis an ‘accommodating commonage’ (Lesotho) approach. The approach taken by the 

South African PCU, the rational consensus approach, hinges very closely to what John Gray 

(2000) argued is today’s dominant form of neoliberal ideology, that what he calls ‘universal 

rational consensus liberalism’. Though I will not go into Gray’s conceptualisation, it should 

be obvious from chapter two that this ‘face’ of neoliberalism is founded on the assumptions of 

the global advancement of a universal rationalism and associated ideas about a ‘global 

consensus’. But although it would go too far to state that the South African PCU aspired to 

the end of all differences, there was present a firm – latent and overt - commitment to 

technocratic processes based on rational planning (Zunckel, interview 2005a; Lechmere-

Oertel, interview 2005)130. This is turn was coupled with a belief in ‘cooperative governance’ 

                                                 
129 Despite that the current local government system in Lesotho originates from the Local Government Act of 

1997, it was not in place when the MDTP started in 2003. The next chapter will delve deeper into how the 

MDTP tried to plug itself into the emerging local government system in Lesotho. 
130 In many interviews with conservationists there was, I believe, an honest relief not to be embroiled too much 

in politics, which was seen as something not very positive. Lechmere-Oertel, the South African MDTP PCU 

ecologist for instance stated he was “glad to be a technocrat” (Lechmere-Oertel, interview 2005). 
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(Zunckel, interview 2005a), which hinges closely on, or could be translated as, consensus 

over the actions with which to achieve the MDTP planning goals and processes. 

 

The ‘rational consensus approach’ adopted by the South African PCU can be illustrated with 

some more detail on the bioregional planning they attributed great value to. In principle, the 

bioregional planning, as the South African PCU sees it, has two main components: data 

collection and the ‘translation’ of this data into a planning model that supports conservation at 

the scale of the bioregion. According to the PCU ecologist, the philosophy underpinning the 

data collection is systematic conservation planning, which is also the country norm set by the 

national DEAT (Lechmere-Oertel, interview 2005). In practical terms, the PCU is working on 

the extension and improvement of a C-plan (Conservation plan) developed earlier by 

Ezemvelo KwaZulu Natal Wildlife. This C-plan is basically a ‘grid map’ of the South African 

MDTP area in which the PCU tries to feed their data. The result is a spatial planning tool that 

for very small parts (the ‘grids’) of an area gives an overview of the most important 

conservation issues at hand. Lechmere-Oertel gives the example of the wattled crane, an 

endangered bird-species, on whose spatial distribution and conservation needs the PCU has 

collected data. These will be incorporated into the C-plan, which will then per grid give the 

user information on what is important in terms of wattled crane conservation when making 

decisions about spatial development. 

 

In turn, the data and the C-plan feed into the broader bioregional conservation planning. 

According to a publication given to the author by Brent Corcoran, the PCU bioregional 

conservation planner (Corcoran, interview 2005b) (Cowling and Pressey, 2003: 6):  

“… conservation planning deals with space, time (in ecological and evolutionary contexts), and the 

choices that humans make. Consequently, it is an integrative and transdisciplinary science that should 

draw on many long-established disciplines in the natural and social sciences. Most progress has been 

made in the former disciplines. For example, great strides have been made over the past 15 years in 

identifying spatial priorities and ever more sophisticated and elegant approaches and techniques are being 

hatched. Many studies are now incorporating as biodiversity features the processes that operate over 

ecological and evolutionary timescales. Consequently, conservation planning is making excellent progress 

in addressing two of its three dimensions, namely space and time.” 

The article subsequently states that “unfortunately, much less progress has been made with 

integrating the other dimension: human choice” (idem: 6). One of the reasons the authors give 

is “the inability thus far of conservation planners to comprehensively and appropriately 

integrate implementation—or human choice for specific conservation actions—into their 
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planning frameworks” (idem: 6-7). Interestingly, the PCU validated this argument by – from 

the perspective of the MDTP preparation phase – their unexpected approach to 

implementation, while half-way down the project they had effectively turned the project 

around from implementation to planning themselves. In an interview, De Beer, socio-

ecologist of the PCU, mentions that “I see us in this project as planning for implementation”, 

while Kevan Zunckel, PCU coordinator agrees ‘wholeheartedly with this’ (De Beer, interview 

2005a; Zunckel, interview 2005a). Zunckel furthermore mentioned that the overall project 

goal of the MDTP by then had actually changed from conservation of globally significant 

biodiversity to developing a bioregional planning strategy for the next 20+ years. 

Considering what was said above about the legitimation needed to ‘sell’ the project to GEF 

and the importance of ‘globally significant biodiversity’ hereby, this is quite a turn around 

and evidence to the fact that rational planning always works out differently in reality.  

 

Nevertheless, and despite continuously increasing criticism on the PCU for making this 

choice, the team remained committed to the planning process throughout their tenure. The 

next chapter will delve further into this issue. For now, it is important that the South African 

PCU approach leaned heavily on technocratic planning and that this was also the way they 

approached Lesotho in the project. The PCU latently assumed that with a commitment to ratio 

and ‘cooperative governance’, the Basotho131 would follow their lead and consensus about 

implementation priorities would accrue. This was, however, not the case. For a large part this 

was due to Lesotho taking a fundamentally different approach to implementing the MDTP. 

 

The ‘accommodating commonage’ approach adopted by the Lesotho PCU was based much 

less on rationality, technocratic processes and neoliberalism’s underlying rational 

universalism than South Africa’s approach. Rather, the forming of consensus in this approach 

seems to rely on constant negotiation and renegotiation whereby pluralism is accepted as a 

given and sought accommodative structures for. Importantly, these processes of negotiation 

and renegotiation seem almost more important than the actual reaching of consensus. In other 

words, the approach is inherently relational and as such might come close to the concept of 

Ubuntu with its emphasis on “unconditional African collective contribution, solidarity, 

acceptance, dignity, stewardship, compassion and care, hospitality and legitimacy” (Mbigi, 

                                                 
131 Citizens of Lesotho and others of Sotho origin are called Basotho (singular: Mosotho). The culture is 

described as Sesotho. 
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1997, in: Karsten and Illa, 2005: 612).132 In fact, when relations and ‘the community’ are 

deemed sovereign, consensus does not even have to be the end goal. As the main 

characteristic of commonage is non-exclusivity (at least within ‘the community’), acceptance 

of each other’s right to participate on once own terms might be favoured over the forcing of 

consensus, even if this leads to detrimental (environmental) consequences. Nevertheless, as 

with commonage (land) tenure more generally, there are some inherent tensions in the 

accommodating commonage approach that are undeniable, especially since Lesotho also 

needs to adhere - at least exteriorly - to commonly accepted neoliberal standards of doing 

things, both with regard to the state133 and the implementation of the Maloti-Drakensberg 

Project. Regarding the latter, an empirical example might illustrate these tensions.  

 

A central issue in Lesotho politics in general and for the MDTP in particular is the 

management of the commonage rangelands in the country, of which the majority of Basotho 

at least partly depend in order to assemble a livelihood (Turner, 2001; Turner, 2003). Debates 

about access to, control over and governance of rangelands and their resources have raged in 

Lesotho for decades134. The MDTP in Lesotho tried to influence this debate by widening its 

parameters from a strict focus on rangelands as supporting livestock and other productive uses 

to include the conservation of biodiversity of the rangeland ecosystem. For this to succeed, it 

was assumed by most previous interventions and many external agents that livestock numbers 

had to be brought down or managed better135. Underlying this assumption is the argument that 

commonage use of the rangelands for livestock leads to degradation and associated threats to 

biodiversity and mountain watersheds136. In a MDTP meeting in Maseru attended by the 

author this debate was also topic of concern. One Mosotho member of the Lesotho PCU 

remarked that as an ecologist he understood that it would make sense from a rational point of 

view that livestock should be brought down and that the government would more strictly 

                                                 
132 With thanks to Henk van den Heuvel for the literature reference. 
133 Summed up by Puchala (2003: 63) as adhering to the concepts of “constitution,” “parliament,” 

“representative government,” “popular sovereignty,” “individual liberty,” “rule of law,” “rights of man”, 

amongst others, which – at least on paper – are all present in Lesotho. 
134 See Turner (2003) for an overview of the debate on rangelands as common property in Lesotho. 
135 Obviously, this is not only so in Lesotho, see for example Venema, 1994 for an illustration of the 

complexities in this debate in Morocco. 
136 For instance in the MDTP PAD: “It is generally noted that areas under common property regimes are 

subjected to high levels of resource degradation” (World Bank 2001a; 2001b: 71). 
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regulate access and control with regards to the rangelands. However, he also stated that ‘as a 

Mosotho, I feel that all the resources belong to all the people’. Naturally, the debate was not 

solved in the meeting, but the comment does provide a typical illustration of the 

accommodative commonage approach and its inherent tensions in the Lesotho context. 

 

Another illustration of the Lesotho PCUs approach to project implementation is the 

aforementioned issue of community outreach activities. This started very early in the project 

and with high-level commitment. During late 2003, I was invited by the recently appointed 

Lesotho PCU coordinator to join him on a trip to Twhanyaku village, two hours into the 

Maloti Mountains from Mokhotlong, where minister for Tourism, Environment and Culture 

Nts’inyi went to thank the local communities for participating in a rangelands survey under 

the MDTP. The event itself did not appear particularly high profile and lasted only for about 

45 minutes, when it was interrupted by rain. The point is that the visit shows the high-level 

commitment to the MDTP, which was more regular in Lesotho than in South Africa. While 

the details of exactly how the PCU focussed on outreach within the project will be discussed 

later, it is clear that a major difference with the South African PCU was that the building up 

of accommodating structures for local awareness and involvement seemed just as important as 

most other project elements combined. 

 

7.3.2 Transfrontier cooperation: levels of engagement and tension 

How, then, did these two approaches interact in the framework of the transfrontier project? By 

the time I started with my fieldwork proper early 2005, the project was well under way and 

the bilateral relations had already taken on a distinct dynamic and character. Central hereby 

was that South Africa from the start tried to convince Lesotho of their approach to the MDTP, 

perhaps even tried to force their approach onto Lesotho (Zunckel interview 2005a; Mokuku 

interview 2005a; Porter interview 2005a). While this made for very strained relations, one 

could argue with hindsight that the South African PCUs rational consensus perspective, 

combined with the staff composition of the PCU, logically led to this tendency. One of the 

most notable things about the SA PCU is that the far majority of its members are white. Of 

the 18 staff members of the PCU, 11 are white, of which seven are men137. These 11 staff 

members also hold the most crucial functions within the team such as coordinator, senior 

                                                 
137 See www.maloti.org. Last viewed: 30 April 2008. 
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bioregional planner and the various thematic specialist positions, such as ecologist, social- 

ecologist, cultural and tourism specialist and protected area management planner. 

 

It is clear from long-term engagement with the SA PCU staff members that they are all highly 

trained, highly motivated and passionate for conservation. Again, this latter issue is often 

associated with whites in Southern Africa (Hughes, 2005), and this is acknowledged by 

Lechmere-Oertel. He believes that there are “very few black biodiversity specialists”, so most 

of the consultants that are hired to do data collecting for the MDTP are white (Lechmere-

Oertel, interview 2005). To try and change this, he promoted the joining of non-white 

implementing agency staff members in the MDTP research teams, but found this hard due to a 

different ‘passion for nature’. Lechmere-Oertel mentions that conservationists usually love 

the outdoors, like himself, but that many of the ‘upcoming conservationists in the government 

services’ – i.e.: non-whites - are less excited (idem). Moreover, like conservationists more 

generally (Brosius, 2006), the SA PCU found that they had to fight an uphill, urgent battle 

against the biodiversity threatening developments in the area. Corcoran, for instance, advised 

me to have a look at the provincial growth and development strategies from the three 

provinces involved in the MDTP and to look where environment is on the list of priorities. 

Indeed, when one does, environment either does not feature or is taken up as a cursory yet 

obligatory issue138. All in all, passion for conservation, a sense of urgency, coupled with a 

belief in technocratic planning gave the SA PCU a certain conviction and determinacy in 

promoting their approach as the ‘right way’ for the entire project. 

 

Whether the SA PCU was ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in their approach is not of concern here. Rather, 

the point is that the SA PCUs approach combined with the manner in which they engaged 

with Lesotho impacted strongly on the transfrontier relationship including the ‘planned 

consensus’ on what this relationship was supposed to achieve. Interviews and observations 

indicated that the two teams predominantly focused on their own country situations in the first 

year: setting up and expanding their teams through the hiring of specialists, planning and 

organising their respective work schedules, liaising with the implementing agencies, doing 

preliminary survey’s and stakeholder analyses, etc. Then, as the underlying approaches and 

emphases of the two teams diverged considerably, a very strained relation developed between 

the two PCUs in the second year of the project, culminating in several incidents whereby, 

                                                 
138 The websites are: www.fs.gov.za, www.kzn.gov.za and www.ec.gov.za.  
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according to one SA PCU member, “the gloves almost came off”. With hindsight, one can 

identify several elements or levels of strain in the transfrontier relation between the two 

PCUs: the general relationship South Africa – Lesotho; the institutional level; the race issue, 

the personal and the conceptual level. 

 

General relationship between South Africa and Lesotho 

The relations between South Africa and Lesotho have always been contentious. This derives 

from the history of the region (see chapter three) and its resultant regional power structure, 

under which the economic and political ‘viability’ of an independent Lesotho was seriously 

questioned. In fact, according to Ferguson (2006: 55): “it seems clear that Lesotho’s 

sovereign status was accepted by the international community more as a response to its status 

as a ex-British colony than as an endorsement of any internal capabilities to function 

economically or politically”. Naturally, this has implications for both sides of the border, 

something which was also stressed by informants. Mr. Roger Porter, director of scientific 

services of Ezemvelo KwaZulu Natal Wildlife and long involved in the Maloti-Drakensberg 

cooperation, showed a keen awareness of the main problem: “that South Africa can 

overshadow its neighbouring poor countries is perceived as a threat to their sovereignty, as 

they can not completely decide on their own future” (Porter, interview 2005)139.  

 

According to Porter, many South African involved in the MDTP do not fully appreciate this 

and should temper their approach. Porter gives two reasons for this lack of appreciation. First, 

there is a lack of experience in dealing with TFCAs and whereas “politicians can be more 

diplomatic, further down the line, people don’t know this” (idem). Second, the lack of 

appreciation is born out of frustration because people want things to happen quicker and think 

they know better. Porter continues: “you might know better, but people have to learn 

themselves!”. If this is not heeded, then people display what Porter calls a “first world 

mentality”, whereby “you endanger the project, because people in developing countries feel 

threatened” (idem). That this is indeed the case is acknowledged by several informants from 

Lesotho, who described the SA PCU as ‘bulldozing’ or ‘pushing’ others in Lesotho and in 

South Africa, while Lesotho had to ‘defend’ itself. In fact, the Lesotho PCU coordinator felt 

that his biggest task was to make sure that Lesotho’s approach to the project was accepted by 
                                                 
139 Similar arguments have been made with respect to other TFCAs. With respect to the Great Limpopo 

Transfrontier Park, see Van Amerom, 2005; Van Amerom and Büscher, 2005. 
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South Africa. And when this was the case, he mentioned that ‘the hardest battles are fought’ 

and his role had become less important (Mokuku, pers. comm.). 

 

The institutional level 

The institutional embedment and environment of the two PCUs were also sources of strain. 

Despite the MDTP in Lesotho being primarily focused on three out of ten districts, the PCU 

was housed nationally, within the ministry of Tourism, Environment and Culture. Physically, 

it was even located on the same floor as the offices of the minister and the principal secretary. 

Although officially this was denied, the Lesotho PCU was much closer to their national 

responsible ministry than was the South African PCU. Various staff members were for 

example involved in other work for the ministry; work that was not directly related to the 

MDTP140. In contrast, the South African PCU was located on the provincial level (KwaZulu 

Natal) and was formally contracted under EKZNW. They did not physically reside within 

EKZNW, but had their own offices near the regional EKZNW office for the Drakensberg 

area141. All of this gave them – seemingly – larger independence from the formal structures 

that in the end needed to take ownership of the project and carry its activities forward. 

 

Although in itself perhaps not necessarily problematic, the institutional differences further 

highlighted the different approaches of the PCUs. Besides being located nationally, the 

Lesotho PCU identified strongly with the national state and looked at the South African PCUs 

relative autonomy as problematic and undesirable, especially in the context of South Africa’s 

ongoing transformation after apartheid. According to the Lesotho PCU coordinator, “they [SA 

PCU] do things without necessarily consulting with Pretoria”, which he thought can create a 

difficult situation. Instead, Mokuku felt that “the project should support government policy” 

(Mokuku, interview 2005c). And indeed, there were a lot of tensions between the South 

African PCU and ‘Pretoria’ - detailed in the next chapter. For now it is sufficient to emphasise 

that the South African PCU had ended up in quite an uncomfortable situation with tensions 

between them and DEAT, as well as with EKZNW. This not only weakened their position 

internally, but also vis-à-vis Lesotho, as many actors there felt reinforced in their approach 

through its corroboration by important DEAT and EKZNW staff members. An example is 

                                                 
140 Chaba Mokuku, the project coordinator, was for instance assigned with re-editing Lesotho’s ‘state of the 

environment 2002’. 
141 in Midmar, Howick, South Africa. 
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Mr. Stanley Damane, director of Lesotho’s National Environment Secretariat and member of 

the Lesotho MDTP PCC, who related in an interview that Mr. Bheki Khoza, the responsible 

director for the MDTP within EKZNW, was not happy with the PCU in South Africa 

(Damane, interview 2005). The reason basically came down to the PCU being too self-willed 

and convinced of their approach (idem). This issue, however, cannot be seen separate from 

another issue greatly influencing transfrontier relations between the two PCUs: that of race.  

 

The race issue 

As stated above, the composition of the South African PCU was overwhelmingly white. That 

this was likely to draw criticism for not reflecting South Africa’s demographics or 

contributing to redressing the injustices of South Africa’s apartheid past, was already 

recognised by the PCU coordinator early 2004 (MDTP 2004). Important here is that the issue 

must be seen in the context of South Africa’s employment equity act, which strongly 

encourages, and in several instances (such as in government) even imposes, composition of 

staff of public and private organisations to better reflect the country’s demography. According 

to the position article, the PCU composition was justified as follows: “All appointments have 

been subject to the World Bank’s procurement procedures which clearly stipulate that where 

grant funding is concerned Bank procurement policies supersede country policies. In other 

words, preferential procurement is superseded by procurement of the best individual for the 

position through open competitive bidding” (MDTP 2004: 2, emphasis added). The article 

also outlined the extensive World Bank procedures followed during the filling of the 

positions, hoping that this will take away potential criticism. In a concluding remark it states 

that “the success of the project is absolutely dependant on employing people who currently 

have the required capacity to immediately fulfil the project requirements. The five year term 

of this implementation phase does not allow time for training team members and the extreme 

complexities inherent within the project requires people who are fully capable of working 

independently on their particular discipline from the moment they join the team”(MDTP 

2004: 2). Implicit here is that South Africa currently does not have enough people that are 

‘fully capable of working independently on their particular discipline’ of disadvantaged origin 

for the PCU to fill the specialist posts.  

 

To say that this was not accepted by the majority of other role-players in the MDTP is an 

understatement. Many key informants, both in South Africa and Lesotho, heavily criticised 
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the composition of the South African PCU, thereby accusing them of placing themselves ‘out 

of the South African context’. Both the arguments that World Bank procedures supersedes 

country policies as well as that there are not enough capable people with a disadvantaged 

background did not resonate well. Regarding the ‘legalistic’ superseding of country policies 

by World Bank regulations, many pointed out that the project, despite being funded by a 

multilateral institution, still operates in a South(ern) African context. In this context with its 

past of gross inequalities many believe one cannot bypass national legislation that has been 

put there for a purpose. In response to the argument that there are not enough previously 

disadvantaged people with the right capacity, many respondents refuted this outright. Several 

just stated that the capacity was there, with the additional remark that one perhaps then ‘has to 

look better’ or ‘search harder’. A more candid position from Lesotho stated that since the 

white staff members did not speak Zulu or Sotho, the dominant languages in the MDTP area, 

they, or some of them, were even less equipped for the job142. 

 

Issues such as these are common in contemporary South Africa and make for a national 

transformation process with many contradictory dynamics and struggles (see next chapter), 

and strongly influences international relations as well. Although it would go too far to suggest 

that within the MDTP international understanding and bonding occurred predominantly 

between the races, the race issue again did not help to further ‘institutionalise friendship’ 

between the two PCUs. According to a Lesotho PCU member, “in the end, we still see white 

people”143. 

 

The personal level 

Another level of transfrontier tension between the two PCUs deals with the different 

personalities involved. Of course, it can never be predicted whether the various influential 

personalities in a project get along or not. And although most would agree that personalities 

are tremendously important in the success of any project, this is hardly ever taken up as a 

‘variable’ in ‘logical frameworks’ or ‘baseline impact indicators’. In the case of the MDTP, 

staff members of both PCUs were ‘coupled’ according to expertise and it were these 

relationships that determined much of the international relations in the project. From many 

formal interviews and informal conservations with all PCU members from both sides, it 
                                                 
142 The informant, a member of the Lesotho PCC, wished to remain anonymous in the case of this quote. 
143 The informant, a member of the Lesotho PCC, wished to remain anonymous in the case of this quote. 
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surfaced that almost no ‘counterpart couple’ got along really well or had much ‘chemistry’. In 

South Africa, many PCU members complained that their counterparts were not meeting 

deadlines or even showed up at meetings. Moreover, it was felt by some SA PCU members 

that there were big differences in technical expertise between the two PCUs and that this was 

problematic (Lechmere-Oertel, interview 2005). In Lesotho the complaints were mostly about 

the pressure from South Africa to adopting their approach. Because of these tensions, a 

‘bilateral strategic planning workshop’ was organised that sought to improve the bilateral 

relations. In the report of the workshop it was noted that:  

“Interpersonal relations between key staff members on each side of the project are brittle and fragile. 

There is a readiness to allow relatively minor issues to fester coupled with a tendency to present a 

misleading façade. There is some mistrust and perceptions of self-promotion when one side initiates an 

action. Intentions are sometimes negatively interpreted and there is some confusion between what is real 

and what is expected to happen” (Matela and Fraser, 2004: 27). 

 

Like with other ‘couples’ it was crucial that the two coordinators also did not get along well. 

One of the most telling illustrations in this respect, one that also hinges closely on the race 

and general relationship between South Africa and Lesotho issues, concerned the 

‘downgrading’ of the Lesotho side of the MDTP late 2004, early 2005. As part of the 

monitoring and evaluation of its projects, the World Bank regularly conducts ‘supervision 

missions’, to review and rate progress. Basic rating is expressed in terms of ‘satisfactory’ or 

‘unsatisfactory’ or variations on these two variables.144 Like other projects, the MDTP 

received supervision missions every six months (both SA and Lesotho), after which the World 

Bank Task Team leader would assign a rating to Lesotho (as a whole) and South Africa (the 

PCU and implementing agencies separately). At the end of 2004 it became clear that Lesotho 

was lagging behind on the original Project Implementation Plan and subsequent 

implementation agreements with South Africa. As a result, the SA PCU was experiencing 

constraints on and frustration over their ability to do their work.  

 

In an attempt to remedy this, SA PCU coordinator Zunckel phoned with World Bank Task 

Team Leader Chris Warner (Zunckel, interview 2005a). According to Zunckel, Warner told 

him that he had also noticed these problems and that he had decided that the only way to help 

Lesotho deal with them was to downgrade the project approval rate. His reason for doing so 

was that as a result, possibilities would open up for extra (technical) support in order to 

                                                 
144 Such as highly satisfactory, problematic, highly unsatisfactory, etc. 
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overcome the problems. Zunckel then send an email around to his staff saying that there 

might be a solution to the problems: the one Warner had told him about. Warner had however 

not communicated this to the Lesotho PCU. Instead, they learned of the downgrading through 

a meeting between the two PCU bioregional planners whereby the Lesotho staff member read 

the email which the SA PCU member had printed out and taken with him. The Lesotho 

bioregional planner subsequently informed the Lesotho PCU coordinator, whom was still very 

angry when I spoke to him on 27 April 2005, the day after Warner had finished his 

supervision mission that aimed to repair the damage. 

 

According to Mokuku, all in Lesotho, especially MTEC and the Ministry of Finance and 

Development Planning, were “unpleasantly surprised” (Mokuku, interview 2005a). Moreover, 

they and many other stakeholders “defended” the project and some even wanted the World 

Bank Task Team Leader of the project changed, preferably to somebody with a ‘more neutral 

nationality’145. According to Mokuku, he was personally also ‘unpleasantly surprised’ when 

he heard of the news, since he and Warner “were friends” and the way he heard it was not 

direct, but via others (idem). In the interview, Mokuku mentioned that he suspected that the 

reason behind the unilateral decision by Warner to change the project status was that the SA 

PCU had preconceived ideas about how the project should run and Lesotho wasn’t following 

suit (idem). Mokuku believed they complained about this to Warner, who then decided to 

“unilaterally downgrade the project” (idem). By doing so, Mokuku felt that Warner “abused 

his position”; that Warner “had not been neutral” and that he was “gossiping with the South 

Africans over Lesotho, badmouthing the Lesotho PCU” (idem). Interestingly, Zunckel, 

independently of Mokuku, had an accurate sense for how the Lesotho team would react. He 

reckoned that the Lesotho PCU said that “Kevan and Chris had together decided on 

downgrading the project in Lesotho”, and that – because Warner is a white South African – 

South Africa does not take Lesotho seriously, wants to play big brother and that even racial 

issues come into play (Zunckel, interview 2005a). 

 

In response to Mokuku, Warner indicated he would come to Lesotho to help get the project 

back to satisfactory by developing an ‘action plan’. Mokuku found this odd, as there were 

action and implementation plans in the original project document. Besides, Mokuku stated 

                                                 
145 Chris Warner, the First MDTP Task Team Leader, is a white South African male. 
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that he was puzzled by the fact that Warner in his draft ‘aide memoire’146 on the mission had 

already upgraded the project back to satisfactory, when any implementation of the ‘action 

plan’ had not even started yet (Mokuku, interview 2005a). Both Mokuku and Zunckel advised 

me to talk to Warner but when I did, there was little response. Warner did not want to talk 

about the issue other than that it was an “unfortunate incident” and “an unintended 

misunderstanding between the Lesotho government and the Bank” (Warner, interview 2005a). 

He assured me that “it has been discussed extensively, and we have restored confidence in the 

project and can move on now”. Although this reply in itself is interesting, what is important 

here is that the whole downgrading incident greatly intensified the strained PCU relations, 

especially between the coordinators, from late 2004 until mid 2005. Although major upsurges 

like this one remained limited and relations did improve again, it could never be said that 

there was real chemistry or a good working relationship between the two PCUs. Even from 

the outside, people could see that the relationship was not working out as hoped for. 

According to Trevor Sandwith (interview 2005), for instance, “the real output of such a 

project is building relationships, and they are not doing that!”. 

 

Conceptual level 

Linked to the different approaches towards project implementation, one can also identify 

different conceptual ideas about conservation and development between the South Africa and 

Lesotho teams. I argue that one can distinguish between a conceptual approach leaning 

towards Community Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) for the Lesotho PCU 

and Bioregional Conservation Planning (BCP) for the South African PCU. Although both of 

these are based on similar premises related to community based conservation, there are 

distinct differences between them. CBNRM as practiced and conceptualised by the Lesotho 

PCU hinges closely to accepted forms of CBNRM in the region, influenced – inter alia - by 

scholars and practitioners around organisations such as the Centre for Applied Social Sciences 

(CASS) of the University of Zimbabwe and the Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies 

(PLAAS) of the University of the Western Cape147, the Southern Africa regional IUCN office, 

                                                 
146 The name for a World Bank report after a supervision mission.  
147 Together these organisations have implemented two consecutive CBNRM regional research programmes (see 

www.cassplaas.org), while some of the most well known CBNRM researchers in the region, such as prof. 

Marshall Murphree, Dr. Vupenyu Dzingirai, Prof. Ben Cousins, Dr. James Murombedzi and others, are 

associated to them. Moreover, CASS and PLAAS researchers have been very close to the development and 



 

 

 

205

Rhodes University in Grahamstown, and others. Although not doing justice to the nuances, I 

argue that distinctive about the Southern African CBNRM literature is that it derives mostly 

from the social sciences, seems to have a tendency towards anthropocentric arguments and 

espouses an open political agenda aimed at the emancipation of poor rural communities148. In 

interviews with Lesotho PCU members, this resonated quite clearly. When asked about her 

view on the operationalisation of the conservation-development nexus, the socio-ecologist of 

the PCU, Thato Parrow, for instance mentioned that “we put the primacy on the people, they 

are involved in all we do” and “I think we are conserving to derive benefits from it, which 

could promote our well-being” (Parrow, interview 2005). Phallang Lebesa (interview 2005), 

MDTP District Conservation Officer in Mokhotlong, mentioned that the purpose of extension 

is that communities see the benefits of conservation. Similar statements were noted, which go 

to show that the significance of resource conservation for the Lesotho PCU lays firstly in the 

direct economic or use value it brings to (local) people. 

 

The Bioregional Conservation Planning approach to the conservation-development nexus as 

adopted by the South African PCU links in mostly with individuals associated with the South 

Africa National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), the Botanical Society of South Africa, 

Botany departments of the Universities of Cape Town and Port Elizabeth and the CAPE149 

project, including – poignantly - Trevor Sandwith, who after leaving EKZNW became its 

coordinator. Above, some conceptual basics of the BCP approach were already given, but to 

sum up, BCP derives mostly from the natural sciences, has a tendency towards biocentric 

arguments and a political agenda that lays emphasis on technocratic protection of biological 

diversity. Above, some of the SA PCU members’ attachment to this thinking was already 

given, but several illustrations can further testify to this. Arguably the main outcome of the 

                                                                                                                                                         
analysis of one of the most famous regional CBNRM programmes, the Zimbabwean CAMPFIRE (Communal 

Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources) programme. Interestingly, I first became interested in 

using the MDTP as the case for my PhD after Chaba Mokuku, the Lesotho PCU coordinator, convinced me to do 

so after meeting him at the inaugural workshop of Phase II of the CASS/PLAAS regional programme of analysis 

and communication on CBNRM in Southern Africa, Benoni, South Africa on 24-25 November 2003. 
148 See for instance Hulme and Murphree, 2001; Fabricius et al, 2004; Shackleton and Shackleton, 2004.  
149 According its website, “Cape Action for People and the Environment (C.A.P.E.) is a programme of the South 

African Government, with support from international donors, to protect the rich biological heritage of the Cape 

Floristic Region (CFR). C.A.P.E seeks to unleash the economic potential of land and marine resources through 

focused investment in development of key resources, while conserving nature and ensuring that all people 

benefit” (www.capeaction.org.za – last viewed 1 May 2008).  
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MDTP on the South African side is the Conservation Plan for the MDTP bioregion. 

According to dr. Roger Uys, the PCU grassland ecologist (PhD from the botany department of 

the University of Cape Town) this basically entails a map of the biodiversity of the region 

indicating what “has already been lost, what is most important and what is the most 

threatened – i.e. where are the most irreplaceable areas requiring immediate conservation 

action” (Uys, interview 2005). Similarly, Lechmere-Oertel (interview 2005), the PCU 

ecologist, mentioned that he specifically focuses on the major threats to biodiversity and their 

spatial dynamics. According to him, these should together form a good underpinning for 

prioritisation of conservation efforts. Although these are the two ecologists, their focus on 

biodiversity conservation is shared by most within the PCU. The use value for people does 

not have to be direct. Rather, the underpinning anthropology of the SA PCU lies in the long-

term ecological benefits that humans should derive from a constructive balance between 

human needs and conservation of nature (see also Büscher and Dressler, 2007). 

 

What makes the conceptual differences between the two PCUs even more pronounced is that 

they were reinforced by partially overlapping but at the same time quite distinctive networks. 

Members of the Lesotho PCU seemed much inclined to, even entrenched in Southern African 

CBNRM networks revolving around the above named organisations and several others150. The 

majority of members of the SA PCU were much more inclined to and entrenched in BCP 

networks, also mentioned above. During fieldwork, this point became clear to me when the 

SA PCUs bioregional planner invited me to participate in a workshop on ‘mainstreaming 

biodiversity in municipalities’, organised by SANBI on four and five October 2005 in 

Pretoria. There, several bioregional programmes and South African provinces explained how 

they were engaging “with local government through various projects aimed at integrating 

biodiversity priorities in land-use planning and decision-making” (SANBI, 2005: 2). Of the 

South African bioregional programmes, only one was transfrontier and this was the MDTP. In 

fact, the MDTP was not even really regarded as a TFCA or ‘peace park’, but indeed as a 

bioregional planning initiative, just like the others presented at the workshop. 

 

An illustration of how the two networks further reinforced conceptual differences and 

tensions between the two PCUs was the issue of the appointment of a regional planner for the 

MDTP late 2005, early 2006. At the MDTP mid-term evaluation around June-July 2005, it 

                                                 
150 As stated before, I met the PCU coordinator for the first time during a CASS/PLAAS CBNRM workshop.  
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was noted that the two PCUs were not cooperating well and that they had drifted apart in their 

implementation strategies. According to the evaluators, “the best way to revitalise 

transfrontier collaboration is by appointing one person to drive the process” (MDTP, 2005a: 

9). This person, so it was decided later, should be a ‘bioregional planner’, drawing together 

data collected by the PCUs into an overall planning framework for the bioregion. A call was 

put out for bids and in the end, the joint PCU evaluation led to two candidates scoring nearly 

equally high: a black Zimbabwean and a white South African. These two candidates were 

very neatly aligned to the respective networks of the two PCUs. The Zimbabwean had long 

been involved in regional CBNRM, and was well known to the Lesotho PCU. The South 

African had had a long history with bioregional conservation planning, amongst others by 

being closely involved with CAPE and was well-known to the SA PCU. In fact, before the 

issue of a joint bioregional planner had come up within the MDTP, Brent Corcoran, the SA 

PCU bioregional planner had referred me to her as someone who could make useful 

comparisons between MDTP and CAPE (Corcoran, interview 2005a).  

 

In the assessment, the Zimbabwean scored a tiny fraction higher than the South African, but 

no more than 1 or 2 tenths of a point. The SA PCU subsequently objected to the amount of 

detail in the assessment scores and claimed that both had scored equally high. Even though 

the Lesotho PCU did not agree and remained convinced that the Zimbabwean was clearly the 

right candidate, they seceded to the pressure. A compromise was found by asking the two 

candidates to write a position paper, after which the best one would be chosen. Meanwhile, 

the Lesotho PCU coordinator had already made up his mind that he would hire ‘their 

candidate’ no matter the outcome; if not for the overall bioregional planning, then as a 

consultant for Lesotho. In the end this is exactly what happened. The South African won the 

bid and started her contract as overall bioregional planning facilitator in March 2006 after a 

seven-month procurement period, while the Lesotho PCU hired the Zimbabwean somewhat 

earlier. This fight over the bioregional planner position again reveals many of the fault lines 

between the PCUs: the Lesotho PCU favoured a black person with a CBNRM background 

while the SA PCU opted for a white person with a BCP background. Moreover, even though 

technically Lesotho was right that the Zimbabwean topped the short-list, South Africa again 

challenged with the aim of turning it into their favour. Perhaps those involved saw this as one 

of many stand-alone issues or battles to be fought within the project, but the incident does 

seem to echo the already familiar issues related to race, approach and personalities. 
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7.4 Conclusion: constructing and governing the MDTP 

This chapter sought to make explicit the fragility but also the appeal of the idea of consensus 

in the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project. Both in the preparation and the 

implementation phase of the project, consensus was far from present. Yet, at least during the 

preparation phase, the appearance of consensus succeeded to a significant extent: a project 

proposal for the MDTP was not only developed but also accepted both as the basis for 

funding as well as implementing the intervention. The fact that the consensus in the project 

proposal was fragile and superficial did not hinder it being funded. Implementation, however, 

did become problematic. The above showed that consensus and cooperation between the 

PCUs was far from optimal and even farther from what the MDTP preparation planners had 

expected. However, after the major fall-out in 2005, the relationship between the PCUs 

improved again, which for a great deal had to do with South Africa accepting that it is 

‘beautiful’ that both countries could come to the same goal through different approaches 

(Zunckel, interview 2005b). Nonetheless, the practical day to day cooperation continued to be 

difficult, which was one reason why the two countries focused more on their own country 

situations rather than the transfrontier nature of the project (amongst others: Heard, interview 

2005; Parrow, interview 2005). 

 

This does not mean that the PCUs did not try to make the project work. To the contrary: they 

undertook many initiatives to this effect. In doing so and communicating this to the outside 

world, differences between the PCUs were often downgraded in importance or even 

concealed. To the outside world of ‘stakeholders’ and target populations, the idea of 

consensus often had to be upheld151. Yet, if the struggle for consensus seemed already 

difficult between the two PCUs, the complexity increased dramatically when taking into 

account the wider political and governance structures of the region. This is where we will turn 

to next. By focusing more in-depth on some of the MDTP activities, the following chapters 

delve deeper into the ‘plugging-in’ of the MDTP into the wider Southern African polity and 

governance structures (chapter eight) as well as how project ‘stakeholders’ themselves tried to 

make sense of the MDTP and appropriated the intervention for their own agendas (chapter 

nine). Importantly, the consensus struggle continues in these chapters. As we shall see, 

underlying rhetorical consensus to the outside and the lack of consensus in reality, one can 

again find undercurrents that are distinctly neoliberal. 

                                                 
151 As visible from MDTP newsletters, the MDTP website (www.maloti-org), and so forth. 
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8. The anti-politics struggle: plugging-in the intervention 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Despite little consensus on the implementation strategy, the Maloti-Drakensberg intervention 

was put into practice and therefore had effects on the regional polity. Of the many activities 

employed, most of the project funding was spent on consultancies, research and planning. 

Although perhaps more indirect, these did have important effects, especially on the higher 

levels of scale (national and international). Money was also spent on practical interventions 

with more direct effects on local or regional dynamics. The aim of this chapter is to analyse 

how the MDTP intervention interacted with and affected regional conservation/development 

politics and governance within the Maloti-Drakensberg area. Important hereby is to stress that 

the potential effects of a large intervention like the MDTP (mainly so for Lesotho) on existing 

power balances and politics are considerable. After all, an intervention aims to become part of 

a regional polity, thereby influencing and changing dynamics and behaviour of and between 

actors. Any conservation/development intervention is therefore inherently political and this 

chapter aims to describe and analyse the political strategies used by the MDTP and the 

subsequent political reactions this aroused from other actors. 

 

The argumentation in this chapter builds on and extends that of the previous chapter, in that 

the struggle for consensus is brought to a larger playing field. In this struggle, the political 

strategies used by the intervening actors need to be anti-political: framing issues in such a 

way that they appear non-debatable; indeed that consensus is preset. In doing so, the strategies 

will be categorised according to the framework developed by Schedler (1997), explained in 

chapter two: instrumental, amoral, moral and aesthetic anti-politics. Now, political strategies 

to stimulate consensus obviously need to revolve around what is put into practice. The 

approach is in this chapter is therefore to take the most important project activities and 

describe how their implementation evolved. Crucial hereby is that despite the transfrontier 

nature of the project, most of the MDTP activities were focused on or implemented in the two 

respective countries. In fact, exactly what was ‘national’ and/or ‘transfrontier’ became a 

major issue in the project.  
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According to the SA PCU bioregional planner: “at the beginning we thought everything was 

transfrontier” (Corcoran, interview 2006). As narrated in the last chapter, this especially 

related to the South African PCU. They wanted Lesotho to embrace their approach to the 

project, while the Lesotho PCU, from the start, was more focused on the national situation. 

While the relationship between the PCUs improved again after the ‘fall-out’ of late 2004 / 

early 2005, the different approaches on how to operationalise and implement the MDTP 

meant that the teams kept their implementation focus as much or even more on their own 

countries rather than the transfrontier aspects of the project (amongst others: Heard, interview 

2005; Parrow, interview 2005). For the World Bank task team leader, this was not a major 

problem. He believed that in a TFCA one should “only discuss the things that are 

international in character, you should not discuss things that are national in character” 

((Warner, interview 2005). The PCUs in the end settled on a more flexible and contextual 

approach. In August 2006, the two PCUs had a meeting in Oxbow, Lesotho where according 

to Corcoran (interview 2006) they got ‘more of a feel’ for what is transfrontier and what is 

national. After asking Corcoran to elaborate on the issues, he came to the following overview: 

Transfrontier National 
1. Tourism (branding, development) 1. Tourism (capacity development, especially in relation to 

communities) 
2. Fire management 2. Range management (except for fire) 
3. Upper uThukela project  3. Protected Areas and PA management 
4. Concept of Payment for Ecological 
Services, especially related to water 

4. Stewardship collaboration with and general conservation 
support to private and / or community landowners 

5. Bearded vulture conservation 5. Mainstreaming / institutionalising conservation and cultural 
heritage into land-use planning and decision-making 

6. Institutional linkages such as the Bilateral 
Steering Committee 

6. Strengthening conservation institutions and capacity 
building 

7. the Transfrontier Protected Area between 
uKhahlamba-Drakensberg Park World 
Heritage site and Sehlabathebe NP 

 

8. MDTP Exit strategy  
9. (Bioregional) land-use and infrastructure 
planning 

 

10. Cultural heritage  
11. Security  
12. Species and extractive resources use  

Table 8.1 Overview of transfrontier and national activities in the MDTP. Source: Corcoran, interview 2006. 

 

This is not an exhaustive list of all the activities. Several, such as the South African pilot 

projects, have been left out, while some of those mentioned, such as bearded vulture 

conservation, are not part of the project but fall into the MDTPs thematic interest, whereby 

the project supports ongoing action. For now, this list serves to structure the ensuing analysis 

by assisting in the selection of those project activities that best illustrate the plugging in of the 
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MDTP on various levels of the MDTP polity. Three levels of analysis are distinguished: 

national, international and local. Although the separation between levels is not strict in reality 

as actors constantly traverse them, they are important in emphasising the many interdependent 

scales that transfrontier conservation initiatives intervene in. On the national level (section 

8.2), the ‘institutionalisation’ of the MDTPs objectives into the projects implementing 

agencies will be discussed. From the start of the project this aspect was emphasised as crucial 

were the MDTP to have effects beyond the life of the project. On the international level 

(section 8.3), bioregional conservation planning is highlighted, simply because this turned out 

to be the biggest activity. Finally, section 8.4 will examine several activities that the MDTP 

undertook in order to link conservation and development locally. One case per country is 

analysed. In Lesotho, the ‘Moteng Managed Resources Area is taken as an example. For 

South Africa, the analysis will be on the MDTP funded ‘Supporting community-led initiatives 

in natural and cultural resource management in the Upper uThukela Region’ project. 

 

8.2 The national level 

As shown in chapter seven, conservation/developments interventions have to follow many 

conventions and procedures in order to be seen as legitimate. One of the most important is 

that they are (or appear) democratic: owned by ‘the people’ who have to undergo or carry out 

the intervention. Hence, in both Lesotho and South Africa, the MDTP was set up such that it 

was agreed to by and supposed to become part of democratically chosen institutions: the 

thematically relevant government organisations. But this process of ‘institutionalisation’ or 

‘plugging in’ an intervention is never straightforward. It is a constant struggle whereby 

different actors within institutions appropriate, interpret or embrace the intervention 

differently. This process is the focus of the next sections. Emphasis will be on what, contrary 

to the planning, became major issues in the plugging in process. In South Africa this was the 

transformation process from white dominated apartheid structures to institutions that reflect 

contemporary South African demography, while in Lesotho the on-going decentralisation 

process appeared a major factor in the plugging in of the Maloti-Drakensberg intervention. 

 

8.2.1 The MDTP in the South African polity 

In South Africa, the main objects for institutionalisation of the Maloti-Drakensberg project 

were the five official implementing agencies: Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife as the lead 
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implementing agency, the national Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, the 

Free State Department of Tourism, Environmental & Economic Affairs, the Eastern Cape 

Department of Economic Affairs, Environment and Tourism and South African National 

Parks. The main strategies with which the SA PCU tried to get the MDTP objectives to 

become part and parcel of the five organisations were interprovincial MOUs between and 

interdepartmental MOUs within provinces and getting the MDTP into job descriptions and 

organisational funding cycles (De Beer, interview 2005a; Zunckel, interview 2005a). The 

view of the PCU regarding success or failure of the institutionalisation effort differed strongly 

per implementing agency. Let us briefly discuss the different agencies to see how their 

institutionalisation efforts were perceived.  

 

The Eastern Cape Province was generally seen to be performing well within the MDTP and 

doing its best to institutionalise the project objectives. Towards the end of 2005, the SA PCU 

coordinator reported that the Eastern Cape had established an implementation committee to 

facilitate implementation of bioregional planning initiatives in the province, of which the 

MDTP was considered one (Zunckel, interview 2005b). One of the directors and MDTP lead 

person within Eastern Cape DEAET, Mr. Albert Mfenyana, noted that the project enjoyed 

high political support within the province and that even local government structures, such as 

the Alfred Nzo municipality, were getting involved in MDTP activities and even co-financing 

them (Mfenyana, interview 2005). The main problem with respect to project implementation 

and institutionalisation was a lack of capacity, chiefly due to reorganisation that had taken 

place before and during 2005 (idem). Another problem according to Mfenyana was the 

marriage within DEAET between environmental and economic affairs, which he thought did 

not always lead to the ‘hard decisions’ necessary for environmental affairs (idem). 

 

Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife was also regarded as doing a good job within the MDTP. Compared 

to the other provincial implementing agencies, EKZNW is generally seen as having a lot of 

capacity, boasting many field staff and a big cadre of different environmental and 

administrative experts. Because of this, it was able to perform well on the scientific and 

planning sides of the transfrontier project. The main issues in terms of MDTP implementation 

and institutionalisation proved to less tangible: lack of political support, lack of 

interdepartmental coordination and, most importantly, a lack of strategic leadership through 

which EKZNW was not able to live up to its role as the lead implementing agency (Zunckel, 

interview 2005a; Ndlovu, interview 2005; Khoza, interview 2005). EKZNW, as a parastatal, 
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forms a separate entity within a complex institutional and historical arrangement. It falls 

under the Department of Agriculture and Environment Affairs, but has a self-standing 

mandate for conservation throughout the province in both protected and non protected areas. 

Historically, however, the Natal province used to have two conservation entities: the Natal 

Parks Board (now KZN Wildlife) for the main protected and ‘white’ settlement areas and the 

‘Bureau of Natural Resources’ for other protected areas and the black settlement areas (now 

mainly the department of Environmental Affairs). These components, as well as agriculture, 

for long did not talk to each other or coordinate their actions. Some of the main reasons being 

that higher political cadres were more interested in an ‘agragrian revolution’152 rather than 

conservation and that EKZNWs transformation process for long moved too slow to the liking 

of the political elite and the rest of the department. This latter point will be further elaborated 

below. For now, it is important to note that these remained concerns throughout the project, 

although the SA PCU coordinator noted in 2005 that the Head of the Department of 

Agriculture and Environment Affairs had established a forum of coordination within the 

department, which he saw as a step in the right direction (Zunckel, interview 2005b). 

 

The third and last provincial implementing body, the Free State Department of Tourism, 

Economic Affairs and Environment, was generally considered the poorest of the 

implementing agencies in performance. They often missed meetings without apologies, did 

not take part in most activities and showed a lack of interest in the project in general, at least 

on higher political levels. According to Dr. Daan Müller, the director of scientific services in 

the department, “real involvement is difficult because we are understaffed and have budget 

constraints” (Müller, interview 2005). Dr Müller further emphasised the lack of higher 

political support and noted that some managers in the department felt that the Free State 

would not be able to really benefit from the MDTP, and that only KwaZulu Natal would 

benefit. These issues led the SA PCU coordinator in late 2005 to state that the FS may be “a 

bit of a lost cause” in the project (Zunckel, interview 2005b), although he later qualified this 

by stating that despite continued disinterest from higher political levels the on the ground 

cooperation is fine (Zunckel, interview 2007). These conclusions were echoed in March 2007 

by Mr. Thabang Selemela, the then newly appointed director of conservation and ecotourism 

                                                 
152 This is especially so for the KwaZulu Natal Premier, Mr. Sibusiso Ndebele, and can be seen from his 

speeches on the subject (see http://www.kwazulunatal.gov.za/). 
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in the department. He noted that in terms of institutionalisation of the MDTP in the Free State, 

“I haven’t seen much yet” and that there is “very little, if any” (Selemela, interview 2007). 

 

Of the national agencies, South African National Parks was generally regarded as performing 

well within the MDTP (Zunckel, interview 2005b, 2007). Although in the overall picture 

SANParks manages a small portion of the MDTP area - the Golden Gates Highlands National 

Parks - the organisation is, according to Mr. Piet Theron, coordinator of the TFCA section, 

“very serious in the MDTP” (Theron, interview 2005). According to Golden Gate park 

manager Mr. Johan Taljaard (interview 2007), one issue that the provinces and even the PCU 

had to get used to, however, is that although SANParks is formally only responsible for what 

happens inside its parks, it has been under increasing pressure to deal with the wider (social, 

political, economic) environments also. This has led to increased activities outside of 

protected areas and therefore more need to coordinate with other institutions. 

 

The fifth official implementing agency is the Department of Environmental Affairs and 

Tourism, although its role is more that of supervision than actual implementation. As 

explained in chapter six, DEAT, on behalf of the South African government, receives the 

funding for the MDTP from the World Bank, after which it transfers the funds to EKZNW, 

the lead implementing agency. The institutionalisation of the MDTP within DEAT in terms of 

budget, staff and work plans was regarded as very good. As shown in chapters four and five, 

TFCAs in general enjoy high political support within DEAT, and there is a separate 

directorate dealing with TFCAs, including the MDTP. Mr. Ernest Mokganedi, head of this 

directorate, also mentioned that in the Joint Bilateral Committee between South Africa and 

Lesotho (between the two departments of Foreign Affairs) the MDTP is considered a priority 

activity, again emphasising political support for the project (Mokganedi, interview 2005; 

2007). The degree of political support, however, has been contentious. Some disgruntlement 

arose from the PCU with respect to the non-MDTP related work the specially appointed 

MDTP officer within DEAT was doing. Although Mr. Rabson Dhlodhlo mentioned on 

several occasions that he was indeed involved in a lot of other work, he and his boss, Mr 

Mokganedi, denied this impacted on political support (Mokganedi, interview 2005). 

 

The above is of course a mere snapshot of the issues at hand in terms of the ‘plugging in’ of 

the MDTP in the South African implementing agencies. The rest of the section will discuss 

some more generic issues at play that seemed to have affected institutionalisation of the 
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MDTP. Based on interviews and participatory observation from 2005 to 2007, three main 

issues stand out: capacity, interdepartmental and interprovincial cooperation and 

leadership/authority. However, they are all three closely connected and influenced by what is 

by far the most important underlying issue: that of South Africa’s ongoing transformation 

process from a racially biased apartheid to a democratic post-apartheid state. But discussing 

transformation is delicate. It touches on the sensitive issues of race and racism, whereby – 

paradoxically – few things are either black or white. Let me therefore start the discussion with 

an example that had significant impact on the MDTPs institutionalisation process. 

 

A key aim of transformation in South Africa is to redress racial imbalances in both public and 

private institutions throughout the country. During apartheid many positions, and certainly all 

those of power, were reserved for whites. Transformation then entails ‘positive 

discrimination’ to ensure that previously disadvantaged racial groups - blacks, colours and 

Asians - are given preference in appointments. Obviously, this has been an enormously 

dynamic and difficult process characterised by resistance, personal hardships, legal battles, 

etc. A common problem throughout South Africa was that organisations were transformed for 

the public eye, but that whites still held power by occupying strategic positions. This also 

characterised the EKZNW transformation process (Porter, interview 2005a). In 2001, a black 

CEO was appointed, but of the eight executive directors below him, six were white and de 

facto still held most power (idem). This led to many internal struggles, eventually culminating 

in the retrenchment of all eight directors in October 2004 ‘as part of a restructuring process’ 

(idem). In their place came three new executive directors (for biodiversity conservation, 

commercial operations and support services). These needed to be black and so it happened 

that the then regional manager for the Ukhahlamba region, Mr. Bheki Khoza, got promoted 

quite quickly to the new post of executive director biodiversity conservation. 

 

In an interview, one of the previous executive directors - Mr. Derek Potter, responsible for 

hiring the SA PCU coordinator - mentioned that the MDTP was having a hard time with 

implementation, that they were behind schedule and would not finish the project in time. He 

attributes this mostly to a lack of leadership and capacity in the project from the side of 

EKZNW and to the PCU being too far away from reality and too much focused on planning. 

With respect to KZN Wildlife, the following was noted in the interview: 

Mr. Potter argues that a lot has changed that was not foreseen when the MDTP was conceptualized in the 

1980s and beginning of the 1990s. According to him, KZN Wildlife used to be a very efficient and highly 
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capacitated organization, were institutionalization and rolling out of a project such as the MDTP would 

have been very smooth. That has changed now, says Mr. Potter, and he points for example to the current 

lack of top level leadership experience in for instance people like Mr. Bheki Khoza. Related to the remark 

by a PCU member that Mr. Khoza has made progress in his career too fast for him and the organization, 

Mr. Potter completely agrees with this. He also thinks Mr. Khoza is a motivated and competent man, but 

needed more time to grow into his previous position, let alone taking up his present position as director, 

replacing two or three previous directors. Thus, says Mr. Potter, falls all the leadership responsibility in 

the MDTP on the SA PCU coordinator, and although Mr. Potter believes the coordinator is doing an 

‘excellent job’, he also needs someone to strategically support him from time to time, and this is not what 

he gets now. Mr. Potter also relates the lack of implementation to the current lack of capacity in KZN 

Wildlife. He agrees that this has to do with the whole transformation process, and also that it is a curve 

and that the capacity level of the organization will go up again, but it will take a long time, and in the 

meantime, the MDTP is suffering. When I tell Mr. Potter that various people within KZN Wildlife in fact 

told me that they were either not up to the job of taking the lead in the project or lacking behind because 

the level of capacity of KZN Wildlife has gone down, Mr. Potter says he is not surprised. He believes that 

KZN Wildlife has lost a lot of its former capacity and that the timing for the MDTP is very unfortunate in 

that respect (Potter, interview 2005). 

 

Mr. Potter was not the only one to lament the loss of leadership experience and general 

capacity in KZN Wildlife as an effect of transformation. The SA PCU coordinator, Mr. Kevan 

Zunckel, repeatedly mentioned in interviews that he felt that he received little leadership 

support from KZN Wildlife (Zunckel, interview 2005a; 2005b; 2006). Like Mr Potter, he 

attributed this to “the institutional changes in KZN Wildlife and not to the abilities of the 

individuals concerned” (Zunckel, interview 2005b). There were, however, initial tensions 

between Zunckel and Khoza after Potter had left. This was noted by several informants in 

both South Africa and Lesotho and also implicitly recognised by the individuals concerned. In 

an interview with Mr. Khoza, he stated that “as the lead, we can’t make available what is 

expected” (Khoza, interview 2005) and about his relation with Mr. Zunckel that one knows 

how things can go in the beginnings of marriages but that they “now understand each other” 

(idem). Interestingly, while Mr. Khoza and other KZN Wildlife staff involved in the MDTP 

agreed that the organisation does not have the capacity to absorb a project of the MDTPs 

magnitude, they do not attribute their lack of leadership and involvement to transformation 

induced reorganisations. Rather, they noted that they just do not have the time to be involved 

more because they are ‘generalists’ for whom the MDTP is one of their many tasks, whereas 

the PCU staff are full-time ‘specialists’ (Ndlovu, interview 2005; Khoza, interview 2007).  
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On purpose, I presented the case of EKZNW, which within and especially outside of South 

Africa is regarded as an organisation with tremendous budget and capacity. One can therefore 

imagine the turmoil that can and often does accompany the transformation process in other 

organisations. And although it is probably true that transformation can impact on the capacity 

of institutions153, the reactions to this in my research were markedly different per race group. 

While Marxist academics note that the ANC should have in fact instigated a much deeper 

transformation process in South Africa in order to redress the inequalities of the past (Bond, 

2000; Alexander, 2002)154, many whites involved in the MDTP already seem to look at the 

current ‘soft transformation’ process in a negative and often personal way. During my talks 

with white, usually male, conservation professionals, I repeatedly noted statements of 

personal worry, especially in terms of job security, and not feeling appreciated in the ‘new 

South Africa’. One even noted that “there is a strong anti-white feeling in government, which 

can not be denied”155. Again especially white men also noted being worried about what 

transformation was doing to the capacity of government institutions. One white male, during 

an MDTP stakeholder workshop in March 2007 remarked cynically that the “erosion of the 

human resource base goes faster than the biodiversity base”. 

 

Not surprisingly, many blacks view the transformation process as positive and necessary. A 

typical example hereof was given by Mr. Thabang Selemela, the in March 2007 newly 

appointed director for conservation and ecotourism in the Free State. He stated that he is a 

member of the ANC and that South Africa needs Black Economic Empowerment and 

transformation. Moreover, he notes that whites feel that they are loosing out, so some see the 

transformation as turmoil, but Mr. Selemela thinks it is good to see more and more mixed 

faces in the department. He adds that “us in these jobs” are still a small minority; the far 

majority of black people are very poor and feel they have been sold out after apartheid 

(Selemela, interview 2007). 

 

The fact that the South African PCU was overwhelmingly white, as discussed in the last 

chapter, did not just affect the relations between the two PCUs, but also the 

                                                 
153 I have myself seen this repeatedly through observations at DEAT in Pretoria, where for example many black 

staff that do not perform in their functions do often get promoted or hired when they apply for higher posts. 
154 Simply stated, they argue that political apartheid has made way for economic apartheid and that the current 

neoliberal path chosen by the ANC will not be able to truly address the continuing inequalities in South Africa. 
155 Informant wished to remain anonymous regarding this statement. 
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institutionalisation of the project. One black SA PCU member in fact stated that “the basis of 

the project’s problem is that we are not in the transformation process” (Mkhulisi, interview 

2005). Most likely, this also – at least partly - explains why political support for the MDTP in 

the Free State was lacking. According to Dr. Daan Müller, the whole scientific services 

division of the Free State DTEAE is white, basically because the last person was appointed in 

1993 (Müller, interview 2005); no others were allowed to be appointed since. But despite the 

problems at the department, some of his team were still participating in the MDTP, mostly on 

the technical level - for instance in a mammal-study. The technical, scientific level is also 

where the PCU felt most comfortable, and the wedge between the technical cooperation 

between whites in DTEAE and the MDTP, and the lack of (black) political support must then 

be partly explained by the race issue. However, Müller also noted that he felt the lack of 

political support had to with provincialism, and, like in the Eastern Cape, the fact that 

environmental affairs is in the same department as economic affairs. 

 

In the Eastern Cape the situation was quite different as the province seemed to have avoided 

the major political turmoil that characterised other provinces such as the Free State. 

According to Mr. Div De Villiers, next to Mr. Mfenyana the most active staff member 

involved in the MDTP, “we have been fortunate in the Eastern Cape because transformation 

was a smooth process. There were no mass retrenchments of white males as happened in other 

provinces. Even the appointment of new personnel has been largely a fair process where 

competent people have been appointed” (De Villiers, interview 2005). De Villiers’ biggest 

practical constraint is the lack of personnel and to get personnel involved in the MDTP. 

According to him, the Eastern Cape has trained and educated people that then leave to make 

more money in other sectors of government. De Villiers stresses that he is talking of a 

“phenomenal amount” of people lost because the province just can not pay more in terms of 

salaries (idem). In short and also backed up through observations at the South African PCU, 

the Eastern Cape’s involvement in the MDTP was hampered more by practical human 

resource constraints rather than issues of race or political support.  

 

SANParks seemed to have even less ‘transformation issues’ within the MDTP than the 

Eastern Cape. This is not to say that SANParks had a smooth transformation; it did not really 

affect the MDTP due to its limited role in the project. The opposite is true for DEAT, albeit 

this was not so much due to internal transformation issues. Rather, of all implementing 

agencies, DEAT took most offence to the South African PCU being overwhelmingly white. 
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Related to the issues discussed in the last chapter, Mr. Mokganedi, director of TFCAs in 

DEAT, also wondered whether the SA PCU coordinator lacks understanding of the SA 

context or whether he did not search good enough (Mokganedi, interview 2005). He stated: 

“if I were in that position I would have gone for diversity” and although he said he knows 

about the argument that there are few qualified blacks, Mr. Mokganedi maintained that the 

project coordinator should then have gone out and find them. He adds that “they didn’t go that 

extra step”, and actually suspected that maybe they thus didn’t want to find (black people) 

(idem). Although these issues are not often spoken off openly, it is clear from observations in 

DEAT that Mokganedi’s views were supported by prominent staff officers. But besides the 

race issue DEAT was also not very contend with the PCUs emphasis on planning and the 

resultant little amount of works ‘on the ground’ (Dhlodhlo, interview 2005c; 2005d; 2007). 

All in all, this resulted in a fickle and sometimes antagonistic relationship between the SA 

PCU and DEAT. Empirical illustrations of this will surface in later sections and the next 

chapter. For now it suffices to conclude that, due to many different circumstances and 

dynamics, the plugging in of the MDTP in South Africa was complex and all but smooth. 

 

8.2.2 The MDTP in the Lesotho polity 

Lesotho’s picture in terms of the institutionalisation of the MDTP is completely different 

from South Africa’s. First, this stems from the fact that Lesotho is smaller in size and 

population than any of South Africa’s three ‘MDTP provinces’. Thus, the MDTP in Lesotho, 

despite also having strong presence in the districts, had more of a national character. The core 

PCU was housed within the national ministry of Tourism, Environment and Culture and the 

project’s implementing agencies were all national ministries. Moreover, due to the country’s 

much smaller size, the intervention had a much bigger relative impact. Second, Lesotho’s 

capacity to absorb projects like the MDTP is much less than South Africa’s, giving even more 

weight to major interventions. Like many African countries, Lesotho is heavily dependent on 

donor funding to finance and capacitate government services (Matlosa, 1999). As I shall also 

illustrate below, instead of being and ‘add-on’ to the on-going programmes and policies in the 

polity it intervenes – like in South Africa - donor projects like the MDTP often provide 

services or enable actors to provide services that could otherwise not have been possible due 

to lack of funding or capacity. This gives the plugging-in of the MDTP in Lesotho completely 

different character and dynamics, some of which I will touch upon in this section. 
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As stated in chapter six, the main implementing agencies within which the MDTP was to be 

institutionalised were the MTEC as lead agency, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry 

of Finance and Development Planning, the Range Management Resources Division of the 

Ministry of Forestry and Land Reclamation, the Department of Livestock of the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food Security, the Lesotho Mounted Police and the Ministry of Local 

Government. Representatives from these agencies came together in the Lesotho Project 

Coordination Committee, which guided the implementation and decision-making by the PCU. 

Due to Lesotho’s emphasis in the project on Managed Resource Areas and local buy-in, the 

most important of these were MTEC, the Range Management Resources Division and the 

Ministry of Local government (Mokuku, interview 2005c). 

 

In general, MTEC was seen to be quite active in the MDTP, but this was partly due to the 

PCU being embedded within that ministry and because the project enjoyed high political 

support within the ministry. Already early on in the project, in November 2003, this was clear 

when the minister thanked remote local communities for participating in an MDTP study on 

the conditions of the rangelands. The minister’s support never wavered and with backing from 

the Prime Minister, she even successfully took on the World Bank early 2005, after they had 

downgraded the the project from satisfactory to unsatisfactory (discussed in the previous 

chapter). This notwithstanding, the plugging-in of the MDTP into the MTEC was rather 

fragile and at least partly for other reasons then meeting the objectives of the project. It was 

fragile exactly because the far majority of the work on the project was done by the PCU who 

even took over regular government functions.  

 

An example hereof related to alien and invasive species clearing in Sehlabathebe National 

Park was given by Mr. Tsepo Lepono, the Lesotho MDTP ecologist (Lepono, interview 

2007). He mentioned that in the ‘olden days’ local communities would form matsema156 

whereby a village chief would call a meeting and all the villagers would go out and eradicate 

all known invasive alien plants. According to Lepono, this practice has over the years been 

replaced by an incentive-based practice157 where villagers would demand payment from the 

Government, in this case the Department of Parks, which falls under MTEC. In turn, the 

                                                 
156 Plural of letsema, translated as a ‘communal work party’. 
157 Itself an interesting shift indicating increased dependency by local people on the state and, vice versa, 

increased opportunities for state control. 
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Department requested funds from MDTP for transport, lodging as well as for meals. Lepono 

remarks that “what should happen is that the MDTP should support the department of parks 

with expertise and payments for communities and not for Department of Parks personnel” 

(idem). Despite knowing that this creates further donor dependency, the MDTP often gave in 

to such requests, in turn further entrenching the way the MDTP was looked at. In Lepono’s 

words: “it is a challenge to bring all the ministries on board and make them see the success of 

the project as their success and not see it as a separate entity” (idem). 

 

This point of fragile institutionalisation will further be illustrated below. With respect to 

MTEC it is also crucial to point out that the plugging-in of the MDTP was at least partly done 

for reasons other than achieving the project’s objectives. This is best captured in an interview 

with Mr. Stanley Damane, Director of the National Environment Secretariat with the MTEC. 

He stated that “it is good for us to do our best, because it will open new doors for us as 

MTEC” (Damane, interview 2005). He later on in the interview repeated that ‘if we do well, 

we will get benefits” (idem). Implicit hereby, Mr. Damane stated that this success is mostly 

achieved by the PCU, by saying the team is doing really well and working very hard and 

stating that “the MDTP is our flagship” (idem). Naturally, one can not be criticised for trying 

one’s best and hoping for spin-offs. Rather, what makes remarks like these interesting is that 

they are often stated without an analysis or knowledge of whether the project is achieving its 

objectives. It thus confirms Mosse’s (2005) finding that images of project success or failure 

often function at least party to guarantee the flow of resources on which ministries like MTEC 

largely depend. The next chapter deals with this issue in more depth. 

 

Another important implementing agency was the Range Management Resources Division 

(‘Range Management Division’) of the Ministry of Forestry and Land Reclamation. When 

asked about the performance of the implementing agencies, the PCU coordinator, Mr. Chaba 

Mokuku, stated in 2005 that the Range Management division is very active (Mokuku, 

interview 2005c). This was not further qualified and it appeared in my own research that the 

Range Management Division is a prime example of Lesotho’s donor dependency and 

subsequent challenges for the type of institutionalisation wanted by the MDTP. From its 

inception in 1979, The Range Management Division was strongly influenced by donor 

projects. Its very existence, according to Mrs. Leonia Thulo, director of the division, was 

motivated by the early stages of the USAID funded Land Conservation and Range 

Development project that also initiated the predecessors of the Managed Resource Areas, 
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namely the Resource Management Areas (Thulo, interview 2005; see chapter six). Thereafter, 

different projects by the same and other donors kept the activities of the division – managing 

Lesotho’s range areas – afloat, especially by providing transport.  

 

Donor projects had always provided vehicles with which range managers could go to the 

various districts in order to liaise with local and traditional authorities about the management 

of important grazing areas. According to Mr. Sello Rasello, (then) Range Management 

Officer at the division, in 1996, due to various projects, the Range Management Division had 

17 vehicles, including several in the districts (Rasello, interview 2005). After the mid-1990s 

donor projects at the division decreased in number and for the last several years, there have 

been none (idem). The consequence of this has been that the number of vehicles at the Range 

Management Division went down to two, one for in Maseru and one with which to service the 

districts (idem; Thulo, interview 2005). As a result, range management staff in the district 

were “stuck” (Thulo, interview 2005), while those in Maseru started relying on lifts from 

projects outside of the division. For instance, in 1999 came the UNDP funded Conserving 

Mountain Biodiversity in Southern Lesotho project, which focused on the three southern-most 

districts of Qacha’s Nek, Quthing and Mohale’s Hoek. According to Sello, they then “put a 

lot of emphasis on the south because of the project”. This project was ‘relieved’ by a World 

Bank project in the same districts, after which came the MDTP.  

 

According to Sello, the MDTP “is talking our language”, so the Range Management Division 

jumped on this next bandwagon (Sello, interview 2005). Sello stated that “the MDTP have 

provided a lot of support for our staff”, for instance, in Mokhotlong district none of the RMAs 

were functioning and now there is a boost through the MDTP (idem). And although Sello 

made it clear that his work is to manage range management in the whole of Lesotho, he now 

focused on the three eastern-most districts because the MDTP is active there. This was 

acknowledged by and in fact a major worry of the director of the Range Management 

Division, who stated “I am worried about the one-sided attention for the MDTP area. Other 

areas are not getting serviced” (Thulo, interview 2005). Yet, she added: “it is better than 

sitting in the office” (idem). After my question what happens after the project is gone, both 

Thulo and Sello answered similarly. According to Thulo: “we can’t do much with two 

vehicles, so we have to intensely train the communities so they can do it” (Thulo, interview 

2005). Sello states that “possibly we need to decentralise more” to local government and that 

after the project, there should be a shift in responsibility to local government, “so it is not us 
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anymore” (Sello, interview 2005). These remarks about a shift in responsibility from national 

to local government occurred with some frequency throughout my research in 2005 and 2007. 

And perhaps logically so, because Lesotho had since 1997 been working on establishing a 

viable local government system, which received a major boost when after much delay, local 

community councillors were finally elected on 30 April 2005 and sword in on 17 June 2005.  

 

Lesotho’s current local government system is based on the Local Government Act of 1997, 

which provides for 128 Community Councils as the lowest government level, District 

Councils for each of the 10 Districts and one Municipal Council for Maseru. Community 

Councils (CCs) usually comprise nine to 15 electoral divisions (villages), which can each 

elect one councillor. The CCs are sector wide government bodies, mandated by the local 

population through elections. As such, they function next to, and sometimes compete with 

traditional authorities. The chances of this happening is realistic in several thematic domains, 

but perhaps especially so in the area of range management and natural resources, as this used 

to be the exclusive domain of chiefs. Although established some years ago already, the local 

government structures are still fledgling and experience a serious lack of human and financial 

resources as well as confusion over their exact mandate. As stated in the previous chapter, the 

Lesotho PCU had as one of its major objectives to institutionalise the MDTP locally. 

However, as they went into the MDTP districts, communities and electoral divisions, they 

‘discovered’ that although the establishment of the local government system itself was 

progressing, it was only focussed on service delivery in a very ad hoc and unstructured 

manner, and natural resource management was not part of this (Mokuku, interview 2005a). In 

response to this ‘discovery’, one of the main activities of the MDTP in Lesotho became to 

assist in establishing the natural resources management part of the local government system.   

 

According to the Lesotho PCU coordinator, there was a concept note on natural resources 

management in the new local government setting, albeit very brief. The PCU subsequently 

helped the ministry of local governance to develop this concept note into a ‘proper framework 

document’, that by April 2005 was almost ready to be submitted to cabinet for approval 

(Mokuku, interview 2005a; MDTP 2005c). The document suggested was that under each 

CCs, there would be a standing committee on natural resource management which in turn 

would oversee and guide the then yet to be established Managed Resource Committees 

(MRCs). These would be responsible for managing the newly established Managed Resource 

Areas, which were basically the old Resource Management Areas, but with their mandates 
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increased from grazing issues to include biodiversity conservation and natural resource 

management as well. The PCU then saw their role to assist in the capacity building of the 

CCs, the MRCs and the local communities around the Managed Resource Areas so that they 

could take up the MDTP objective of ‘securing the globally important biodiversity in the area’ 

(Mokuku, interview 2005a; Parrow, interview 2005). Again this is evidence that the MDPT in 

Lesotho did not merely add to government functions but also performed government 

functions themselves, or even helped in establishing government where they found none. 

 

Obviously, setting up local institutions and making them work are two different things. 

Besides the lack of financial and human resources, several issues in 2005 appeared to be 

major obstacles for functioning institutions. Amongst these were the finalisation of the MRC 

terms of references, the role of CCs and MRCs vis-à-vis traditional authorities and the issue 

of boundaries: several Managed Resource Areas do not fit neatly into one CC and thus had to 

clarify their relations with several (Turner, 2005). Later, in 2007, these issues still appeared as 

strong as before, although the terms of references had now been finalised and the MDTP was 

busy turning these into local bylaws, to be signed by the minister of local government, giving 

MRCs a legal mandate. Mr. Tsepo Lepono, the PCU ecologist, stated that he believed that 

with this legal framework in place, offences to grazing plans could now be enforced (Lepono, 

interview 2007). Related to the other issues, and especially that of financial and human 

resources, the PCU coordinator maintained that the local government structures will not be 

fully functional by the time the MDTP finishes (Mokuku, interview 2005c; 2007). In 2005 he 

recommended that the project should be extended for another five years and that the central 

government has to continue giving support to local government (Mokuku, interview 2005c). 

Later, he again acknowledged that institutionalisation is a problem, specifically mentioning 

that the implementing ministries have little resources, such as cars (Mokuku, interview 

2007a). As such, he wanted to do an institutional analysis of the implementing ministries to 

see if they could sustain their part of the project, adding that “this is also why we target the 

local level; to build capacity so that they can continue with minimal resources” (idem). 

 

8.2.3 Intervention as political strategies 

What transpires is that the dynamics in the two countries in trying to ‘plug in’ the MDTP 

were totally different. One of the main differences was that in South Africa the MDTP was 

just a (relatively) small ‘extra’ for the various implementing agencies, while in Lesotho the 
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MDTP provided vital support to some implementing agencies, to the extend that functions 

would otherwise not have been possible. One could argue that to a degree this is also true for 

South Africa. For example, the South African PCU provided that extra manpower needed to 

update management plans for some protected areas. Nonetheless, one has to conclude that the 

dependency on interventions in South Africa is minor, if not almost negligible, compared with 

Lesotho. Another important difference relates to political acceptance within the two polities. 

Due to the historic differentiation of territories and their subsequent different administrative, 

political, social and economic trajectories, transfrontier interventions that try to bridge these 

are inherently split between many different (national, provincial, local) polities. It means 

having to simultaneously take into account a variety of different (historical, political, 

economic, social) sensitivities that grant the intervention political legitimacy in that specific 

polity. In South Africa this was chiefly the transformation process. In Lesotho this was the 

ongoing expansion of state power through decentralisation. We saw that in both South Africa 

and in Lesotho the MDTP implementers continuously struggled to find a balance between 

their own objectives and the sensitivities that granted the intervention legitimacy. 

 

Thinking in this way reinforces the need to change the way interventions are habitually 

conceptualised. ‘Plugging in’ and ‘institutionalisation’ both connote with images of formal 

alignment and rational order; images actively promoted by the World Bank as implementing 

agency and later taken up by the PCUs. In the current and preparation phases of the MDTP, it 

was assumed that if MOUs between and with implementing agencies were in place; if the 

MDTP objectives were taken up in job descriptions and organisational processes; and if the 

implementing agencies would understand those objectives, the intervention would become an 

integral part of the regular public institutions and so continue into the future (Zunckel, 

interview 2005b; Lepono, interview 2007). The reality of the actual intervention, however, 

confirmed that the picture is much more complex. The above showed the MDTP as a set of 

complex formal and informal activities, assumptions, desires and ambitions (loaded with 

donor money) which entered an even more complex set of social, political, economic and 

institutional settings, triggering all kinds of reactions by actors while assuming158 a variety of 

specific outcomes. Hence, rather than formal alignment and rational order, an intervention 

should be conceptualised as one set of political strategies entering a pool of ever changing 

                                                 
158 On purpose I am not using the word ‘hoping’ as hope in contemporary conservation/development 

interventions seems to have been strangled by technocratic assumptions in logical frameworks, etc. 
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social, economic and political dynamics, in turn eliciting a variety of counter political 

strategies. To be exact, this ‘entering’ is not to be taken too literally: to varying degrees most 

interventions already have certain roots - in terms of expectations, vested interests and 

relationships with those behind the intervention – in the polity, in turn further putting 

pressures on and framing strategies and counter strategies. 

 

What, then, are these political strategies? One can answer this question on two levels. On the 

empirical level, they entail the actions of actors and the subsequent counter actions they elicit. 

An example was the action by the Lesotho PCU to cooperate with the Range Management 

Division to ‘institutionalise’ the MDTP objectives and the counter action by the division to 

accept this and use the project vehicles to also further their own objectives. Another example 

is the action of the South African PCU to try and entice the Free State to join in MDTP 

activities and the most common counter action of the Free State to not accept this and take 

little notice of the MDTP. Important hereby is that in both examples the counter action was a 

political decision. Both the Range Management Division and the Free State suffered from 

financial and human resource constraints, yet one embraced the MDPT and used it for its own 

purposes while the other ignored the MDTP. The latter might perhaps be looked at as not 

making a decision at all, but a non-decision is also a decision and this act, especially when 

obligations under an intervention are formalised, is definitely a political statement. 

 

On the more abstract, actual level, so I argue, these political strategies entail contemplations 

by actors which lead them to a certain type of behaviour. Whether conscious, unconscious, 

rational or irrational, when confronted with certain actions, actors counteract in return, 

whereby no action again also constitutes counteraction. After all, expectations of counter 

action that are not met have implications for the actor that started the original action. It is on 

this level that the effects of neoliberalism become clear. An analysis of political behaviour on 

this level illustrates neoliberalism’s universalistic tendencies as described in chapter two. 

Following the assumption that contemporary neoliberalism is blatantly focused on ‘universal 

rational consensus’ (Gray, 2000), the contemplations of actors should become more focused 

on dissolving or downplaying differences and diversity of ideas. In other words, actors are 

increasingly under pressure to think in terms of consensus, which in turn means that the 

political strategies of actors increasingly have to be anti-political. Based on the above 

empirical account, I argue that the political strategies of both PCUs were indeed anti-political. 

In order to rouse wider consensus on their respective interpretations of the MDTP, as laid out 
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in the previous chapter, the two PCUs employed anti-political strategies to make it seem as 

though their interpretation was ‘obviously’ the right one. In doing so, they employed different 

anti-political tactics: the South African PCU resorted to instrumental anti-politics, while the 

Lesotho PCU relied on moral anti-politics. 

 

As narrated in the previous chapter, the South African PCU interpreted the MDTP in a 

technical sense focusing especially on rational planning, supported by ‘hard’ scientific data. 

The assumption underlying their strategy was that if decision-makers would be presented with 

up-to-date information about where, what biodiversity is to be conserved in what manner, 

they would rationally make the logical and ‘right’ decision. Not making the logical decision 

would be irrational and thus consensus had to ensue: the core of the SA PCUs anti-politics. 

The Lesotho PCU interpreted the MDTP primarily in a moral way, focusing on creating local 

buy-in for the project through extensive local participation. The assumption underlying the 

Lesotho strategy was that if communities would understand and be convinced about the 

importance of biodiversity conservation, they would take it in their own hands and take better 

care of their natural environment. The Lesotho PCU thus chose the moral high ground, 

whereby the ‘right’ behaviour would ensue after ‘sensitisation’ and incentives. Consensus 

would then ‘naturally’ develop bottom-up: the core of the Lesotho PCUs anti-politics. 

 

What was frustrating for me during the initial stages of my field research was that the very 

different interpretations of the MDTP by the PCUs both made a lot of sense. When talking to 

a South African PCU member, I could see the merits in their approach. Despite being very 

different, I had the same feelings when conversing with a Lesotho PCU member trying to 

convince me of their interpretation of the project. Only later I increasingly realised that this is 

inherent in anti-politics: it makes you feel like the thing you are being told is the logical right 

way to go and to think otherwise would be unreasonable or mistaken. Such is the power of a 

logical and coherent discourse, based on a certain ‘high ground’. However, there are different 

‘high grounds’ that make one feel as though alternatives are of lesser value. This is the main 

reason why we saw in the previous chapter that the two PCUs clashed so hard and so 

frequent. Moreover, this is a reason why institutionalising the MDTP objectives with the 

implementing agencies took on the specific characteristics described above and below. 

Finally, this is also why the project ultimately ended up being a hybrid of the ‘instrumental’ 

and the ‘moral’ on both sides. As stated before, after about three years into the MDTP, both 

PCUs had more or less accepted that the project objectives could be reached by employing 
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two different strategies: ‘rational consensus’ bioregional conservation planning and 

‘accommodating commonage’ community based conservation. Moreover, the PCUs had to 

work together and because there were advocates of the two approaches in both South Africa 

and Lesotho, the two PCUs had to – at least on the surface - combine elements of both 

approaches. The following sections will further delve into the struggle of trying to couple the 

different approaches with national frameworks, institutions and dynamics, while trying to 

maintain legitimacy within the various polities. Furthermore, they show the continuous 

struggle between the need for coherency and consensus on the rhetorical planning level (next 

section) and the incoherent and chaotic dynamics on the practical, local level (section 8.4).  

 

8.3 The International level: the bioregional planning process 

Bioregional planning, coupled with associated research, turned out to become by far the most 

important activity within the MDTP. Although initially not foreseen, this became so dominant 

under the pressure from the South African PCU that slowly a shift in thinking occurred from 

the MDTP as an implementation project to that of a planning and data-gathering project. 

Various PCU members, especially from South Africa, but also from Lesotho, increasingly 

emphasised that the MDTP should be seen as a ‘longer-term programme’ whereby the current 

phase was basically a ‘planning phase’. Accordingly, as noted before, the official goal of the 

project changed from the “conservation of globally significant biodiversity to developing a 

bioregional planning strategy for the next 20-plus years”. Moreover, during the last two years 

of the project (2006-2007), The MDTP was reconceptualised as ‘MDTP phase I’, to further 

emphasise the ‘longer-term nature’ of the intervention. 

 

In short, the bioregional planning as understood within the MDTP is an overall planning 

framework for the Maloti-Drakensberg bioregion that, according to an unpublished MDTP 

memo, is supposed to guide “all action, whether country-specific or joint, collectively 

contributing to the achievement of the project purpose (impact) and vision / overall goal” 

(emphasis in original). Below we will analyse the discussions on the project ‘purpose’ and 

vision / overall goal for the planning framework that were taking place towards the end of the 

project. Important now is to understand the scale of the planning process and why it was 

deemed so important. Underpinning the planning process was the collecting of ‘baseline 

data’. Most important was the “baseline data about where biodiversity is located and what 

needs what kind of protection” (Uys, interview 2005). As noted in the previous chapter, the 
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main product of this ‘systematic conservation planning’ was to be the conservation plan that 

would indicate the areas requiring immediate conservation action. According to Uys, this 

should enable decision makers to make informed choices about land-use planning, taking 

important biodiversity into account (idem), but also data about cultural heritage (especially 

rock-art) and socio-economic indicators. Overall, the bioregional planning strategy 

culminated into a 20-year governance framework for the MDTP area with a five year action 

plan for ‘MDTP phase II’ which is supposed to run from 2008-2012. 

 

Due to reasons explained in the previous chapter, the data gathering in South Africa was done 

far more extensively than in Lesotho and the Lesotho PCU buy-in into the overall planning 

process remained somewhat half-hearted throughout the project. Nevertheless, the bioregional 

planning process had become a reality and hence needed to be plugged into and accepted 

within the wider MDTP polity. Although initially subscribing to the strategy set out by the SA 

PCU, several important actors, most notably the main Lesotho implementing agencies (such 

as MTEC) and the South African DEAT, started doubting the extensive planning and data 

gathering and pressed for more implementation “on the ground” (Dhlodhlo, interview 2005b; 

2007; Damane, interview 2005). In line with accepted CBNRM discourses, these actors 

emphasised that local communities, especially in South Africa, should be benefiting more 

than they were doing so far. As such, it is significant that staff members of DEAT and other 

South African actors increasingly commended the Lesotho PCU approach of doing extensive 

community participation and collaboration as an example of how it should be in South Africa 

also. Ernest Mokganedi, director of the DEAT TFCA directorate, for example, stated in an 

interview that “the beauty of Lesotho is that they have community conservation and that they 

are very good at that” (Mokganedi, interview 2005).  

 

What this ‘being good at community conservation’ entails in terms of conservation or 

development accomplishments, usually remained unclear. In fact, it seemed more important to 

share the same discourse than whether the discourse actually works or makes a difference in 

practice. In November 2005, Rabson Dhlodhlo, the DEAT staff officer responsible for the 

MDTP, did not believe that the project had delivered any tangible benefits yet, neither in 

Lesotho nor in South Africa. But, he remarked, “more local people in Lesotho know about the 

project, so Lesotho is doing better” (Dhlodhlo, interview 2005d). This line of thinking by 

South African DEAT officials was warmly welcomed by staff from Lesotho’s implementing 

agencies, several of whom by then had gotten increasingly frustrated with the SA PCUs 
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emphasis on planning (Damane, interview 2005; Malephane, interview 2005). Thus, although 

the practical effects of a preference for community-based conservation remained unclear 

throughout the project, the fact that South African and Lesotho government officials found 

each other in a shared discourse, partly triggered by a joint frustration with the emphasis on 

bioregional planning, led to an “extremely warm relationship” between the two countries by 

the end of the project (Mokganedi, interview 2007). 

 

In sum, the reaction to the emphasis on bioregional planning by several important government 

institutions in both countries was lukewarm at best. Nonetheless, some actors noted that, if the 

end product (the bioregional strategy) is good, they will buy into it (Mokganedi, interview 

2007; Dhlodhlo, interview 2007; Khoza, interview 2007). According to Dhlodhlo, the plan is 

that of a transfrontier project, so if the governments are committed to that specific TFCA, it 

will be used. Indications of this commitment in important government agencies, however, 

seemed brittle. Within South African DEAT, for instance, many staff hold scepticism towards 

the MDTP, referring to it as ‘that planning project’159. Dhlodhlo also indicated that he is “not 

too confident” that the bioregional planning is appropriate (Dhlodhlo, interview 2007). In 

Lesotho, some actors from involved government agencies appeared notably hostile towards 

planning (Damane, interview 2005), while others merely noted that no matter how good the 

planning, “in Lesotho it will always get compromised” (Ahal, pers. comm. 2005).  

 

But this point goes further than the commitment or confidence of individuals within 

government agencies. The history of racial inequality and local black people loosing out vis-

à-vis (white) conservation (Hughes, 2005) together with neoliberal tendencies towards win-

win conceptualisations makes that CBNRM/CBC is the only truly politically legitimate 

conservation discourse in Southern Africa (Dressler and Büscher, 2008). This puts enormous 

pressure on governments and donors, to be seen to be ‘community based’ and making sure 

that ‘poor communities’ (are believed to) benefit from conservation. Planning and data 

gathering do not immediately benefit poor people and since governments and donors also 

know that any implementation is rive with difficulties and complications, postponing it is a 

political risk, especially as it increases expectations. With these pressures in mind it seemed 

                                                 
159 This became increasingly clear from many observations and informal talks in DEAT during 2005 and 2007 

and applies to officers on all levels from the biodiversity conservation branch of DEAT. 
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more logical that South African and Lesotho government agencies, and later on also the 

World Bank, started demanding more ‘community based’ implementation from the MDTP.  

 

Evidently, it was especially the SA PCU that felt the pressure. During 2005, it was suggested 

that they had to cut their bioregional planning process short and start implementing (Duncan, 

interview 2005). The PCU coordinator’s reaction to this was that “there is no choice but to 

continue with the planning” adding that “we will be hard-nosed; we are not going to 

compromise on our planning” (Zunckel, interview 2005b). The goal of the planning, indicated 

Zunckel, is institutionalization, while showing the value of the planning process to the funders 

(idem). Another staff member indicated why the PCU felt they could not compromise on their 

strategy: “basically, an expectation was created that our phase could just walk in and begin 

implementation, while the bitter truth is that the ground work has not been done. We are now 

faced with producing the basic information that was supposed to be there, while delivering on 

implementation expectations” (Uys, interview 2005). But the PCU could not entirely ignore 

the pressure. Increasingly, they had to ‘repackage’ their approach to make it politically 

justifiable. The way they choose to do so was to better spell out the economic and social 

relevance of biodiversity conservation and the proper planning hereof. More precisely, the SA 

PCU decided to take the neoliberal path and start marketing the ‘services’ that biodiversity 

provides to society160. The next chapter will further examine how the PCU tried to market 

ecosystem services. Here, the apparent pressure they felt to do so is most important. 

 

The SA PCU had chosen a strategy difficult to get politically accepted or ‘plugged-in’ but as 

they remained convinced of their decision, they needed to create political legitimacy by 

changing the packaging of the same message. And they were highly aware of this. According 

to the project planner, “in conservation you feel you are playing catch-up all the time” and 

with respect to the planning process, he feels that they have to “tip-toe through the socio-

economic agendas” (Corcoran, interview 2005b). Moreover, the SA PCU had to do this 

repackaging together with the Lesotho PCU members, who were sceptical of the bioregional 

planning. To overcome this problem and coordinate the work of the PCUs better, it was 

suggested to hire a bilateral bioregional planning facilitator. The last chapter already narrated 

                                                 
160 It is the SA PCU that insisted on exploring the ‘payments for environmental services’ (PES) concept within 

the MDTP. The Lesotho PCU did not engage with the concept, although its coordinator indicated that in future 

phases Lesotho would also explore PES further. The reason for this being very straightforward: “it is a capitalist 

world with constant costs-benefit analyses, so if it is going to work it is good” (Mokuku, interview 2005c). 
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the struggle to come to an acceptable person, but in the end, a white consultant with a 

bioregional conservation planning background won the bid and started in March 2006.  

 

The consultant did not stay long with the project. A first joint PCU strategic planning 

workshop organised by her (with Corcoran) in July 2006 ended in disaster. According to 

Corcoran (interview 2006), the idea was that the specialists would provide baseline input for 

the bioregional planning after which this could be presented and discussed in the workshop. 

However, input from the PCU members remained forthcoming161 and the objectives of the 

workshop therefore had to be changed just days before it took place. The consultant and 

Corcoran decided to embark on a methodological exercise of identifying root causes of 

conservation/development problems in the MDTP region and to identify ‘causal chains’ that 

would make the targeting of interventions easier. This approach met with fierce resistance 

during the workshop, both from other PCU members and from implementing agencies, as 

most of them felt that they were going back to square one, while already 3,5 years into the 

project. Although seemingly paradoxical, this incident later helped to bring the two PCUs 

closer together, as they now had a ‘common adversary’ in the bioregional facilitator. As a 

consequence, the situation became untenable for her and she resigned in October 2006. The 

PCUs, then decided that they would work closer together and through regular workshops 

develop the bioregional planning strategy to be offered to the ‘outside world’.  

 

Although at the time of writing it can not be said what the reactions to this latest phase of the 

bioregional planning process are, the reception of the wider polity and the need for political 

plug-in can be deducted from the way in which the two PCUs jointly shaped the bioregional 

strategy. During one of the bilateral planning workshops attended by the author on 17 and 18 

January 2007 in Botha Bothe, Lesotho, it became clear that the necessary ‘future plugging in’ 

had a big impact on the way in which the PCUs developed the strategy. While not being able 

to go into detail, several important observations from the workshop are worth presenting. 

First, there was a constant pressure for the incorporating and balancing of all thematic 

priorities. Although it was clear that several SA PCU members wanted the strategy to mainly 

focus on conservation, there were constant reminders from others to include social, economic, 

cultural and political issues and these were almost always accommodated in the end.  

 

                                                 
161 Most PCU members indicated that they did not understand what kind of data was needed and in what format. 



 

 

 

233

One of many possible illustrations hereof deals with the reactions to the bioregional planning 

framework presented in figure 8.1 below. Developed by Corcoran, it immediately became 

apparent in the workshop that the focus was too much on conservation. Various workshop 

attendants (notably from EKZNW and the Lesotho PCU) asked to include ‘and development’ 

after ‘conservation’ in strategic outcome six, while also stressing development to be 

incorporated in strategic outcome one. Another illustration also provides evidence for the 

continued attempts to repackage and market the planning strategy. In a ‘cooperative 

governance working group’ discussion during a ‘break away session’, the SA PCU 

coordinator remarked that ‘systematic conservation planning is a building block in the overall 

bioregional planning, which is iterative and captures all priorities: social, economic, cultural, 

etc.’ The reaction of the SA PCU bioregional planner (who was also workshop facilitator) 

was to state that ‘all are saying the same things but in different wordings: they are all layers of 

the strategic planning’. From participating at the workshop, however, it became very clear 

that not everybody was ‘saying the same things’. The two ecologists of the SA PCU, for 

instance, clearly did not agree with the diluting of the conservation focus of the planning 

framework. They were, however, repeatedly and very explicitly sidelined in this stance, so as 

not to jeopardise the thematic all-inclusiveness of the framework.  

 

Second, the workshop pervaded a clear drive towards consensus and all-inclusiveness in 

relation to actors. Not only did the framework need to cover all thematic issue areas, it also 

had to be able to incorporate all interests, ambitions and actions of all ‘stakeholders’. This 

follows from the focus of the framework and action-plan, which was to be on ‘all action’ 

within the MDTP area having possible effects on conservation and development. Hence, the 

framework speaks of ‘institutionalising’ the strategy into government agencies on all levels; 

‘mainstreaming conservation-development into private production sectors’; involving the 

entire MDTP area (and thus all the actors involved in the area) in appropriate conservation-

development ‘land-use planning’; enhancing ‘sustainable tourism’ to bring local ‘livelihoods’ 

into an appropriate conservation-development format, etc.  

 

Third, the means with which to balance all issue areas among all actors could also be any 

means. In the planning framework (figure 8.1), regulation is proposed to ensure conservation 

of priority biodiversity. This regulation, in the words of the facilitator, could be laws but 

could also be payments for environmental services (PES) and ‘mainstreaming into 

commercially based production sectors’. The SA PCU coordinator reacted that this regulation 
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should not only apply to private tenure but also to commonage, to which the facilitator replied 

that with ‘private investment in a commonage structure you still have to live up to 

commercial laws’. This issue is further illustrated by an article on ‘systematic conservation 

planning’ in one of the South African MDTP newsletters162: “flagged areas need not become 

fenced nature reserves, as there are a range of ‘tools’ in the conservation tool box: protected 

areas, conservancies, stewardship agreements, incentives and education programmes can all 

help in achieving the targets”. Hence, all top-down or self-regulatory means are considered, as 

long as the conservation/development targets are met. In fact, although among the SA PCU 

members there is a clear preference for protected areas, extra emphasis was laid on a wide-

range of self-regulatory principles (tourism, conservancies, ‘commercial laws’) in order not to 

exclude any means that any of the actors in the area may be willing to employ.  

                                                 
162 MDTP News, vol.1, number 4: 6. From its third year onwards, The MDTP published regular newsletters. 

However, due to their different opinions about the project, the two PCUs each published their own newsletter for 

their own country, occasionally complemented by a ‘joint newsletter’. 

Vision/goal….

the globally significant natural and cultural heritage of the Maloti-Drakensberg TFCA is conserved and contributes to its 

sustainable development…

Purpose…. 

Effective cooperation between capacitated partners Secures Priority BD, CH and Ecosystem services& 

Supports Sustainable Livelihoods through Tourism, PES and Agricultural initiatives…

…Strat Outcome 6 

Effective conservation action is enabled through appropriate cooperative governance systems, capacitated institutions & 

people, a safe & secure environment, and informed stakeholders.

establish 

protected 

areas…

…Strat Outcome 1

All identified BD 

priorities (FW & 

Terr) – that are 
proposed for formal 

protection– are 

secured and 

effectively managed.

…Strat
Outcome 5

Cultural  

heritage

conserved..

everywhere

… Strat Outcome 4
Sustainable tourism

improves 

livelihoods….in 

specific areas

… Strat Outcome 3..
Integrated and 

appropriate 

managementof 

natural resources 

improves ecosystem 

health / functionality 

and land productivity 

(livelihoods)…

…everywhere

…alien species, 

fire, etc.

….Land use 
planning

….tourism

….rangeland 

management

…PES

…species and extractive 

resource use

…mainstr in 

production 

sectors

…Strat Outcome 2

Effective (wise, sustainable) 

regulationof the 

development and use of 
natural resources 

safeguards priority BD and 

ecosystem services (outside 

formal protected areas –

mainstreaming)

Figure 8.1: Suggested framework for the 20 year strategy for the MDTP. Source: MDTP 
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All in all, the workshop was set on developing a bioregional planning framework that would 

be politically acceptable by being as inclusive as possible with respect to all actors and their 

interests, ambitions, preferred issue areas and methods of action. As such, the workshop – and 

the wider bioregional planning process – reinforces Mosse’s (2004) conclusion that 

development (and conservation) policy models serve ‘upward legitimation’, ensure ‘coalitions 

of support’ and justify ‘the flow of resources’. The workshop’s conceptually vague and multi-

interpretable policy discourse was “required to conceal ideological differences, to allow 

compromise and the enrolment of different interests, to build coalitions, to distribute agency 

and to multiply criteria of success within project systems” (idem: 663, emphasis in original). 

In personal conversations, many workshop participants would immediately agree to or 

complain about this, and they would add that they would much rather see the plan taking a 

hard-line conservationist or developmental approach. 

 

Moreover, the PCU members, being all highly educated and experienced, are aware of 

inevitable differences between policy and practice, so why still put so much emphasis on 

bioregional planning and developing this strategy in such an all-inclusive manner? After all, 

with respect to the MDTP project proposal outlined in the previous chapter, they themselves 

paid tribute to another conclusion by Mosse that “during the ‘implementation phase’ all the 

diverse and contradictory interests that were enrolled in the framing of an ambiguous policy 

model and project design, all the contests and contradictions that are embedded in policy 

texts, are brought to life and replayed” (idem: 664). So why did the PCUs try to repeat this 

process if they are well aware and were themselves tribute to the ambiguous ways in which 

policy gets ‘implemented’? In other words, if the main achievement after five years MDTP is 

a document driven by the PCUs and ‘workshopped’ with ‘all stakeholders’ on both sides that 

in the next phase now needs to be ‘implemented’, are we not back at square one (as described 

in the previous chapter)? 

 

It is here that we have to move beyond the conclusions drawn by Mosse (2004; 2005) and 

seek a less actor oriented and more structural explanation. Not only were all the PCU 

members highly aware of the differences between policy and practice and the need to conceal 

differences, they nevertheless consciously choose to continue the process, in the conviction 

that in the end, the ‘right’ outcome will be understood, acknowledged and acted upon by the 

‘outside’ (whether the SA PCUs focus on bioregional conservation or the Lesotho PCUs 
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focus on community based conservation). Moreover and crucially, most PCU members were 

not only concerned with justifying ‘the flow of resources’, although this was important. Many 

were indeed honestly concerned and even passionate about either biodiversity conservation or 

community development and wanted to see the project succeed as they interpreted it. But 

while trying to implement the MDTP, so I argue, the amount and intensity of the politics163 

the PCUs encountered and expected required them to employ an anti-political strategy. We 

already saw that in dealing with the politics in their respective polities, the Lesotho and South 

African PCUs chose to employ moral and instrumental anti-politics respectively. It is 

therefore no surprise that when having to deal with the politics between them, the combined 

bioregional planning effort is a combination of both types of anti-politics.  

 

My argument here thus comes down to ‘the more intense the politics, the more intense the 

anti-politics’. If governance processes are characterised by an increasing amount of skilled 

actors involved (Rosenau, 1990; 1997)164 and if these are all ‘stakeholders’ whose priorities, 

ambitions and ‘buy-in’ needs to be catered for, then the outcome logically hinges around the 

lowest common denominator. In policy terms this means the need for ‘mobilising metaphors’ 

(Mosse, 2005) or buzzwords (Büscher and Mutimukuru, 2007). In political terms, this means 

the need for anti-politics (Schedler, 1997). Within the MDTP, it was clear that the real and 

perceived political intensity around the two PCUs made a lot of professional and personal 

impact on them. Many PCU members expressed feelings of immense personal and 

professional strain; some stated that had they known this before applying they might not have 

taken the job and a few even said they could not wait for their contracts to be finished. Much 

of the political intensity comes from the fact that the MDTP is an enormously complex 

project in which every possible implementation move faces criticism or resistance. Added to 

this in South Africa is the fact that the majority of the PCU consists of whites, which is 

considered politically inappropriate in post apartheid South Africa. In Lesotho, an added 

strain is the co-opting of the project by numerous other actors including ministerial 

departments, NGOs, local communities, chiefs and companies that all want a ‘piece of the 

pie’.  

 

                                                 
163 As in the struggle to negotiate with and align other actors in the ‘public sphere that influence outcomes in 

terms of the biodiversity conservation and community development objectives as set by the MDTP. 
164 Itself an effect of a world in which the overall population has literally exploded over the last five centuries as 

compared to any time before. 
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All of this makes any choice within the project extremely difficult, and it therefore seems 

safest to resort to anti-politics. Yet, the act of anti-politics is inherently political, and we have 

noted that different actors connote different values to what they regard as immutable and ‘the 

right thing’. Hence, where the South African PCU put primacy on instrumental rationale, it 

appeared that many actors in Lesotho and South Africa did not see this as the all-overarching 

value the project should strive for. For them, the moral value, operationalised as community 

based conservation, was important. In this shared value, the Lesotho PCU and MTEC and 

South African implementing agencies such as DEAT and EKZNW, found each other and 

strengthened their ties, in its course marginalising the South African PCU politically165. 

 

But this did not render the SA PCU or their political strategy powerless. Despite not given the 

highest value by many South African and Lesotho actors, instrumental rationalism remained 

prominent in the MDTP. After all, the MDTP is a donor project, which like most donor 

projects comes with western oriented conditions and instrumentalities based on rationalism. 

Furthermore, despite not seeing rational planning and scientific research as their ultimate 

priority, the South African PCC almost always approved of the MDTP workload as suggested 

by the PCU. Thus, they bought into and were partly receptive to the logic of methodological 

reductionism, which is no surprise for those studying bureaucratic institutions (Quarles van 

Ufford, 1988). This uncertain and paradoxical buy-in had two major results. First, the MDTP, 

despite threats of ‘cutting it short’, could continue the bioregional planning process it had 

already invested in so much. Second, the uncertain but crucial future buy-in made the political 

acceptance of the bioregional plan even more of an imperative, thus further increasing it being 

susceptible to anti-political dynamics, both of the instrumental and moral kinds. Nevertheless, 

the developments around the bioregional planning as described above clearly shifted the 

momentum of the project in favour of ‘community based’ ‘on the ground’ implementation. 

More importantly, the success of the MDTP was increasingly judged by whether it could 

make ‘an impact on the ground’ and provide opportunities for ‘communities’.  

 

8.4 The local level 

With all the planning and research activities going on at the national and international level, 

how did the MDTP try to plug-in its objectives at the local level and what were the effects? 

                                                 
165 Which was something that several PCU members noted they increasingly felt during the course of the project. 
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Given the size of the area and the amount of resident people, it is impossible to cover all the 

local dynamics in the MDTP here. The below therefore presents a mere snapshot of 

‘community-based conservation’ in the projects’ commonage areas, focusing on one high 

profile case in each country. In Lesotho this could be any of the Managed Resource Areas in 

Botha Bothe, Mokhotlong or Qacha’s Nek districts, but here the ‘Moteng MRA in Botha 

Bothe, Northern Lesotho is discussed166. In South Africa, the case of ‘Amagugu Esizwe’ is 

presented, a MDTP pilot project in the Amazizi and AmaGwane tribal areas of northern 

KwaZulu Natal. In each of these areas, I will further zoom in on one village where fieldwork 

was conducted, both by myself and by students from my university. I will argue that the 

inhabitants of both villages employed a similar anti-political strategy towards the MDTP, 

namely the disguising of their political agenda in favour of the ability to utilize the MDTP to 

expand livelihood options. This type of anti-politics does not fit neatly within the typology 

developed by Schedler as it seems to be directed more to the discursive (policy) level rather 

than the level of practice. I therefore call it ‘pragmatic anti-politics’: the forfeiting of one’s 

own political agenda for opportunist reasons of practical gain. 

 

8.4.1 Lesotho: the ‘Moteng Managed Resource Area 

Contrary to South Africa, Lesotho does not have a tradition of protected areas and wildlife 

management. Instead, the country’s main environmental focus has for long centred on land 

degradation and soil erosion (Showers, 1989). One particular concern deals with overgrazing 

and the associated degrading of the rangelands (Turner, 2003). We already saw that in order 

to tackle this issue, Resource Management Areas (RMAs) were set up in the 1980s, which the 

MDTP transformed into Managed Resource Areas (MRAs), governed by Managed Resource 

Committees (MRCs) and redesigned to take care of all biodiversity instead of just grasslands. 

Four out of Lesotho’s 12 RMAs were chosen for conversion with help of the MDTP: ‘Moteng 

RMA in Botha Bothe, the Mokhotlong/Sanqebethu RMA in Mokhotlong and the 

Sehlabathebe and Ramatšeliso RMAs in Qacha’s Nek. Important to note is that MRAs were 

not conceptualised to resemble protected areas. In Lesotho, the commonage culture runs deep 

and exclusion from or the seeming privatisation of land in official policies remains a 

hazardous issue (Turner, 2006). Accordingly, the MRA concept as developed by the Lesotho 

PCU was “founded on the principles of Community Based Natural Resource Management 
                                                 
166 Although I have been to and made efforts to keep updated on the Mokhotlong and Qacha’s Nek MRAs, the 

one in Botha Bothe was easiest to reach by car and I had opportunities to stay in a village in the ‘Moteng area. 
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(CBNRM) which aims at empowering the local community to manage all natural resources 

within their jurisdiction in a sustainable manner” (MDTP, 2005b: 27). In practice, as we saw 

in section 8.2.2, this was mainly operationalised by developing the new institutions and their 

management plans, linking them with the new local government structure and ensuring their 

legal backing through by-laws (Lepono, interview 2007). Slowly then, responsibilities for 

biodiversity conservation were deferred to the local level and ‘local communities’. The 

ensuing analyses this move from the perspective of villagers living in the ‘Moteng MRA. 

 

The ‘Moteng MRA (see figure 8.2) is located in the northern part of the Botha Bothe district 

of Lesotho, alongside the Caledon river which forms the international border with South 

Africa. The MRA consists of 7 grazing areas, totalling about 6385 Ha (see table 8.1). The area 

harbours about 17 villages, one of which is the village of Nyakoaneng (also known as Ha 

Machefo – see Wittmayer, 2007), which has been the focus of my research in the MRA. 

Nyakoaneng has approximately 150 households, which according to local respondents usually 

consist of about 6 to 10 individuals. Like in many other African cultures, households in 

Lesotho are flexible and ever-changing. Social, economic and political dynamics are changing 

fast in the village and pressures on livelihoods in Nyakoaneng are acute. 

 

Figure 8.2: the Moteng MRA in Lesotho and enlarged. Nyakoaneng is west of Muela. Source: MDTP. 
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In line with a general Lesotho livelihoods survey 

done by Turner (2001), several issues seem to be 

especially pressing: HIV/AIDS, increasing crime, 

especially livestock theft and increasing pressure 

on the land167. Concerning the pressure on the land, 

villagers in Nyakoaneng indicate many reasons, 

among them drought caused by climate change, 

population pressure and the retrenchments of men from South African mines. Of these, the 

retrenchment issue is the one most directly visible in Nyakoaneng. The majority of 

households visited by me and Wittmayer (2007) indeed showed that men have come back to 

the village in substantial numbers, often after many years and even decades in the mines. One 

villager estimates that where 90 per cent of the men used to work in the mines a decade ago, 

this figure is now no more than 10 to 20 per cent. Obviously, this has caused adjustment 

problems for both the men and the households that had stayed behind (see also Turner, 2001: 

25). Several also cited this dynamic as a reason that crime has gone up in recent years, while 

retrenchments have impacted on the pressure on the land as well.  

 

An example is Ntate Phutang Lefaso168. When asked about his main occupation, Ntate Lefaso 

mentions that he is a farmer. Literally, he says that he “uses the soil to make ends meet”, 

meaning that he practices only agriculture and livestock raising, “nothing else”. He has 

worked in the mines in Johannesburg, South Africa from 1977 to 2005. Ntate Lefaso said he 

knows a little of the MDTP because he attended Pitso’s (public gatherings). He knows that 

the MDTP has been trying to set up new grazing plans for the ‘Moteng area and that the 

project has tried to do various capacity building exercises to reduce the pressure on the land 

and stimulate development, such as training of herd boys on range management and training 

in handicraft production. On the question whether he has benefited from the MDTP, Ntate 

Lefaso answers that there are environmental benefits because the pastures are well conserved 

now. He knows this because his animals are ‘right up the mountains where conservation is 

taking place’. 

                                                 
167 Note that both this survey, as well as that of Sechaba Consultants (2000) indicates that poverty is worst in the 

high mountains of Lesotho, whereas Nyakoaneng lies in the so-called ‘foothills’. 
168 Interviewed on 23 January 2007, Nyakoaneng, Lesotho. 

Grazing Area Area (ha) 
Solane 1172 
Lekhoakhoeng 450 
Masapong/Letlapeng 402.5 
Ha Moloi 970 
Ha Mapulutsoana 852.5 
Moteng 1330 
Molikaliko 1207.5 
Table 8.2: grazing areas in ‘Moteng MRA. 
Source: MDTP 2007a. 
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Interestingly, many people that I asked about the impact of the MDTP on the land in January 

gave a similar answer: now that the MDTP is here, the grasslands are well conserved. Selepe 

Thakabanna169, a 20 year old herd boy, has had training for herd boys with the objective of 

improving the grazing lands. According to Thakabanna “we were taken to grazing fields and 

taught how to protect wild animals and plants”. He considered the training to bring a huge 

change: “before, some lands were bad, but now they are better”. After the training he tried to 

tell others, but “not all others understand and changed”. For the future, Thakabanna believes 

they need more training and seeds for trees for wood. ‘M’e Mahlatsi170 is one of the richer 

villagers. She has a big homestead consisting of two rectangular houses and one rondavel and 

owns fields and livestock with which she makes a living. ‘M’e Mahlatsi says she knows the 

MDTP through Pitso’s. When asked about the MDTP, she says that they sensitize people 

about the grazing lands and how to take care of them. Upon asking whether this has effects on 

villager’s behaviour, she answers, “the damage is going down, so they must understand”. 

‘M’e Mahlatsi said believes that less animals have been killed, which she knows because she 

knows the people who hunt and they say they have reduced their killing. 

 

Only after several days of interviews and participatory observation in the village did I notice 

we were only visiting people that had actually been involved in the MDTP. Our guide, one of 

the sons of the family running the local Mamohase Bed and Breakfast (B&B), thought that 

this was what we wanted. As a result, I and my student decided to interact more with villagers 

that had not been active in the MDTP so as to minimize bias. While she continued her 

research throughout February and March, I returned to Nyakoaneng in May 2007 and this 

time conducted random interviews. In almost a week, I asked up to 30 villagers about the 

MRA and the MDTP and although some had heard of it, none could say what it was about. 

Many said they had ‘forgotten’. With respect to ‘Moteng area, where most people graze their 

cattle in summer, they did not seem to know about the newly instituted MRA and its new 

rules for grazing and range use. For most people, it was still the rotational transhumance 

system that applies. When I later shared these findings with Mr. Moruti Ramanotsi, our guide 

in January/February, he said that people know about the MDTP plans, but that they wait to get 

money out of it, and if that does not happen, they tend to forget. We then set out to walk 

                                                 
169 Interviewed on 24 January 2007, Nyakoaneng, Lesotho. 
170 Interviewed on 23 January 2007, Nyakoaneng, Lesotho. 
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through the village together, explicitly not looking for people to interview but to have mere 

casual chats in order to corroborate his view. Again on this occasion, villagers stated they 

either do not know about the new rules or made it clear that these were not to be taken very 

seriously. The son of the headman - who knew the MDTP and the MRA – stated that although 

people now chase away and kill less wildlife many still do not adhere to the new rules and 

regulations and continue grazing as they have done before. Later shorter visits to Nyakoaneng 

by the author, in July 2007 and March 2008, again led to similar observations. 

 

These testimonies seemed to be more in accordance with an interview I had in January 2007 

with the area chief, ‘M’e Ntoetsi171. She stated that the project thus far had been very good, 

and that the MDTP held Pitso’s over natural resources to create more environmental 

awareness. She maintained, however, that the attitudes of the people are not changing: “it is 

very difficult to change the mindsets”, adding to it that “there is a grazing system, but at night 

they go grazing wherever they want”. These contradictory views on the impact of the MDTP 

on the environmental quality of the ‘Moteng Managed Resource Area seems to beg two 

questions: has the condition of the range indeed improved during the MDTP intervention and 

why there are such local differences of opinion?  

 

The answer to the first question is inconclusive. First, it is incredibly hard, if not impossible to 

measure the impact of the main activities of the MDTP, which have revolved around 

‘capacity building’, or even establish a causal link between them. Second, opinions on 

improvement or degradation differ and are (partly) socially constructed (see also Quinlan, 

1995). The MDTP developed a grazing plan for ‘Moteng, for which it measured the condition 

of the vegetation in the MRA (MDTP 2007a). The document concludes that of the seven 

above mentioned grazing areas, three experience “insignificant grade of deterioration”, one 

experiences “minimal grade of soil erosion”, two are “subjected to moderate grade of soil 

erosion” or “slight grade of deterioration” and one is “generally degraded” (MDTP, 2007a: 6-

7). Although this does not mean that things have become worse, it can also not be said that the 

range in the ‘Moteng MRA is getting better. Out of seven, at least four areas experience 

erosion to one degree or another. Ardent biologists might argue that cattle and livestock 

grazing should therefore be regulated more strictly in order to curb this trend. For stock 

owners, however, this result might not be that bad: only one area is generally degraded, while 

                                                 
171 Interviewed on 22 January 2007, Ha Malopo, Lesotho. 
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the others still have fairly good grass cover. They could therefore maintain the area’s 

suitability for livestock172.  

 

The environmental condition of the ‘Moteng MRA is thus at least partly socially constructed 

and ‘in the eye of the beholder’ (e.g. Croll and Parkin, 1992; Fairhead and Leach, 1996; West 

and Brockington, 2006). Coming to the second question, this conclusion also seems to hold 

for villagers. I suggest that the difference in how people view the impact of the MDTP on the 

land comes down to the argument that those that profited from the project do not ‘bite the 

hand that feed them’. Many involved in the MDTP also hoped that the project would come 

back or stay longer. Those not involved mostly did not have a real opinion about a return or 

prolonging of the MDTP, although some did hope for an extension, possibly with an eye at 

their own inclusion and benefit. Meanwhile, it seemed that life goes on as normal and that 

villagers in Nyakoaneng follow the same cycles with respect to land, agriculture and grazing 

they have done for long (Wittmayer, 2007). An intervention like the MDTP, despite its fair 

overall size, remains a mere superficial intrusion into the lives of ‘ordinary’ people and seems 

to be an ‘add-on’ to villagers’ pallet of livelihood options rather than fundamentally changing 

their way of life (Wittmayer and Büscher, forthcoming)173. 

 

8.4.2 South Africa: The ‘Amagugu Esizwe’ project 

The South African PCU operationalised community development in the project very different 

from Lesotho. In the current and previous chapter we have seen that this led to frictions 

between the PCU and its Lesotho counterparts and some South African implementing 

agencies. In my first interview with the SA PCU socio-ecologist in May 2005, she mentioned 

that she suspected critique from the Lesotho PCU that they were not doing enough to involve 

communities (De Beer, interview 2005a). She defended their strategy by stating that there are 

1.5 million people living in the South African MDTP area, which is far too many to get all of 

them involved (idem). Thus, rather than extensive participation processes and setting up local 

involvement structures like in Lesotho, the SA PCU instigated a little over a dozen ‘pilot 

                                                 
172 This echoes what Quinlan already concluded in 1995, namely that: “Although the RMA programme 

addresses the bio-physical problems of live-stock rearing, it ignores the rationale and political implications of 

stock-owners’ consideration of these problems” (Quinlan, 1995: 505). 
173 At least for the far majority of the village. This finding was also corroborated by combining my own data 

with that of my student, which has been laid down in Wittmayer and Büscher, forthcoming . 
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projects’ that aimed to plug the MDTPs objectives into local settings in the South African 

MDTP area. Not all of these engaged ‘local communities’. They ranged from ecological, 

socio-economic and land-use assessments to tourism and community conservation projects.  

 

One of the pilot projects aimed at community development was the ‘Supporting community-

led initiatives in natural and cultural resource management in the Upper uThukela Region’ 

project; later baptised ‘Amagugu Esizwe’, Zulu for ‘treasure of the nation’. Amagugu Esizwe 

was active in two tribal areas in the western parts of the uThukela District Municipality in 

Northern KwaZulu Natal: the Amazizi and AmaGwane Tribal Areas. In both tribal areas, 

three villages were selected to participate in the project: Manzana, Mabhuleseni and 

Isandlwana in AmaGwane174 and Ebusingatha, Obonjaneni and Okhombe in Amazizi (see 

figure 8.3). My research is mostly based on interviews and participatory observation in 

Obonjaneni village, while Ebusingatha and Okhombe were also visited for comparative 

voices. The project was implemented by two NGOs, the Farmer Support Group and 

Bergwatch, and the Grassland Sciences department of the University of KwaZulu Natal. All 

three had been working together for long and for them, Amagugu Esizwe was in fact a 

‘follow-up’ of several other interventions they had undertaken in AmaGwane and Amazizi 

(Sithole, interview 2005). The project lasted a little over two years, from September 2004 to 

December 2006. According to the MDTP socio-ecologist and project implementers, this short 

time period was unfortunate and due to a difficult and elongated procurement process of 

almost two years: one year ‘conceptualising’ and 11 months for the World Bank to give their 

mandatory ‘no objection’ (De Beer, interview 2005a; Salomon, interview 2007). 

 

A FSG ‘project brief’ to the participating communities in 2004 stated that, “the MDTP vision 

is that by the end of 2007 all major stakeholders (local community structures, municipalities, 

conservation agencies and government departments – environment, agriculture, conservation, 

and tourism) will be actively involved in coordinated efforts to ensure the long term 

sustainability of conservation, and land use practices in the region”175. Amagugu Esizwe was 

supposed to fulfil this vision for the AmaGwane and Amazizi areas. Eight formal outcomes176 

                                                 
174 These three communities are often together referred to as ‘Mnweni’. 
175 Again this illustrates the pressure on the MDTP to institutionalise its objectives into the Maloti-Drakensberg 

polity, including ‘local community structures’. 
176 Sound project management; ‘communities have vision on land use management’; ‘Information is generated to 

develop data maps’; ‘Interest groups are formed’; ‘Community members are trained and competent’; 
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were planned, but the core activities within the project were the establishment of various 

committees and capacity building exercises. In total, 20 committees (2-4 per community and 

5 joint) were ‘established or strengthened’ (MDTP, 2007b: 24). These dealt with issues such 

as land care, rock art monitoring, ‘wilderness’, guiding, livestock, dongas177, handicrafts, 

tourism, fire and grazing. Capacity building also centred on these issues, but included 

‘committee skills’, computer literacy, English skills and financial management as well (idem: 

21). In Obonjaneni, four committees were established or strengthened: the Siyaphambili 

committee on land care and tourism, a donga and a livestock committee and the Thandanani 

Mazizi craft group. 

 

Obonjaneni lies on the border with the Royal Natal National Park and harbours approximately 

3,000 inhabitants. In livelihoods terms, Obonjaneni shares many features with Nyakoaneng in 

Lesotho. Households are ever flexible, people depend largely on agriculture, livestock and 

remittances or jobs elsewhere and social pathologies in terms of HIV-AIDS and crime are real 
                                                                                                                                                         
‘Community groups with structured leadership’; ‘Communities’ land use management plans are integrated’; and 

‘At least two micro-enterprises are established’ (MDTP, 2007b) 
177 Erosion gulleys. 

Figure 8.3 Map of uThukela District Municipality. Far left are Royal Natal National Park (green) and  the 
Amazizi Tribal Area (pink). Source: uThukela District Municipality, with thanks to Clive van Niekerk. 
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problems. There are clear differences as well. Besides cultural differences - Obonjaneni is 

Zulu while Nyakoaneng is Sotho - villagers get more income from tourism and being part of 

South Africa opens up more opportunities in terms of government support and welfare and 

social security grants. In general, although this is relative in the face of social pathologies, 

people in Obonjaneni seem to be somewhat better off than people in Nyakoaneng. Houses are 

larger and often better furnished, transport is more regular and services, such as schooling, 

medical facilities, supermarkets and post office are better and closer by, although not in reach 

for everybody. Besides, Obonjaneni is quite strategically positioned next to Royal Natal 

National Park, which brings opportunities in tourism, while people also make use of the 

park’s resources, both legally (jobs, grass for weaving, selling handicrafts, etc) and illegally 

(livestock grazing, grass for weaving outside of the permitted season, etc)178. Lastly, it seems 

that the political struggles in Obonjaneni are fiercer, which is related to the intense and 

historically violent rivalry between the Zulu Inkhata Freedom Party and the African National 

Congress in KwaZulu Natal in general (see also Sisitka, 2007: 18).  

 

In Obonjaneni in March 2007, as in Nyakoaneng, I asked a local guide (one trained by 

Amagugu Esizwe) if he could accompany me through the village so that I could speak with 

people about Amagugu Esizwe and he could translate. Interestingly, the same happened as in 

Nyakoaneng. The guide, Mr. Elijah Sqwayi, first brought me to people actually involved in 

the project. One villager, Mr. Sipho Maduna179, a 31 year old builder and bricklayer, thought 

the project went ‘alright’. He was in charge of donga rehabilitation in the project and thought 

that the trainings, especially the one related to donga rehabilitation, were good. What worried 

him was that there was only one training in conservation management, whereby the project 

promised the community certificates, which never came. According to Mr. Maduna, the main 

problem in the project was that “in the beginning they always ask what we want, but during 

the course of the project, they always push their own things and then it is no longer what we 

want”. Despite this, he believed that the project should have stayed longer and he hopes that it 

will come back in the future. A similar story comes from Mr. Herbert Khumalo180, who is 45 

and was also part of the donga rehabilitation project. Although initially he stated that the 

project was not a success, he later qualified this by saying that in terms of tourism the project 

                                                 
178 Although it must be said that villagers sometimes also experience hardship from proximity to the park, 

especially regarding baboons raiding their crops. 
179 Interviewed on 8 March 2007, Obonjaneni, South Africa. 
180 Interviewed on 8 March 2007, Obonjaneni, South Africa. 
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made a big difference. He points at the training of tourism guides, who can now ‘put bread on 

the table’. Mr. Khumalo himself got English literacy training and he feels his English has 

improved. On the question why despite this the project was not a success, he replies that “they 

were only giving the highlights and then they left”. He also hopes the project will come back.  

 

Later, in May 2007, I (together with Inge Droog) interviewed the local Induna (headman) of 

Obonjaneni, Mr. Goliath Shabalala181, who believed that Amagugu Eziswe was ‘doing well’ 

and that it was the first time he thought this of a project. He specifically mentioned heritage 

day on 24 September and that the project helped with the celebrations and bought a cow so 

that the people did not have to pay. He added that donga rehabilitation also helped a lot 

because the water from the mountains does not get to the village anymore. Mr. Shabalala said 

that people still continued with the donga work because they hoped the project will come 

back and that they will then be appointed leaders of the new project. I ask him whether he 

thinks that the project will come back and he replies that he is more than hoping. He adds that 

Siyaphambili, the tourism and land committee, keeps saying to people that they must hope the 

project will come back. 

 

Similar accounts were noted, but other people seemed to be more negative. In neighbouring 

Ebusingatha, several people appeared outright critical. Mrs. Elizabeth Mashini182 for instance 

said that she learned a lot from the project in terms of donga rehabilitation and that she got 

paid for working on dongas. Still, she felt that nothing came of the project ‘except for a t-shirt 

and a signpost’. Related to the Donga project, she mentioned that at first they received 30 

Rand per second day for their work, then 10 Rand and then it stopped. She stated that they are 

continuing the work, hoping that the project comes back and will again pay them. Mrs. 

Mashini’s other grief is around certificates for the trainings, which had been promised but 

remain outstanding. According to her, an FSG staff member had said that the project is over 

and that they can stop working on the donga’s, but they are still continuing, hoping for the 

certificates and return of payment. Mrs. Agnes Miua, who joined in the discussion, agreed 

with Mrs. Mashini and stated that they got no money and no certificates to help them look for 

a job, so “they have been wasting our time”. These specific issues around the certificates and 

not being paid anymore for work on donga rehabilitation seemed to bother more people.  

                                                 
181 Interviewed on 22 May 2007, Obonjaneni, South Africa. 
182 Interviewed on 8 March 2007, Ebusingatha, South Africa 
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Mrs. Nomalanga Mthombeni183 is a 49 year old woman from Obonjaneni and around May 

2007 still works ‘voluntarily’ on the dongas. She said she is one of the persons somewhat 

crossed with the project and hoping that they will come back. According to Mrs. Mthombeni, 

during the project, they worked for money: out of every 15 days, they would get 10 days paid, 

30 Rand per day. She added that they were promised to be qualified and get certificates with 

which they could go to the hotels to get a job. Mrs. Mthombeni said that she lived on child 

grants, those of her three ‘available’ children (at home). She said that the child grant is where 

her hopes are, and that due to the end of the project she lost income which made life worse as 

a consequence. Mrs. Agnes Mlaba is Mrs. Mthombeni’s neighbour and 54 year old. She also 

works on the dongas and is also hoping for certificates still. However, she did not work on the 

donga project under Amagugu Esizwe, but joined the donga workers in February 2007, 

hoping for a certificate and for the project to come back. Before, she worked in a hotel, the 

Monthusi Mountain lodge, as a cleaning lady, but then got sick and had to stop.  

 

More examples like this have been noted, both by me and by Droog (2008), who did research 

in Obonjaneni from May-July 2007. However, the overall sentiment stayed the same. Many 

community members involved in the project were disgruntled about the short period of the 

project and that they lost income after it stopped, while not receiving certificates for their 

work or training. As a consequence they kept on working on the dongas, hoping the project 

would return, hand out certificates and resume payments. These issues were acknowledged in 

the final project report (MDTP, 2007b: 10-11):  

“Other setbacks involved delays in payments from the World Bank to the MDTP and therefore to the 

project, and the implementation by Rand Water [a private company] of an 18 month poverty relief project in 

Mnweni involving community members in rehabilitation work, similar to that being carried out by the 

project, but on the basis of payment rather than as volunteers. Exacerbating the situation was the fact that 

Rand Water did not appear keen to consult or collaborate with the project team about their activities and 

their potential impact on the project’s work. Additionally Rand Water did not call on the Okhombe 

Monitoring Group to train community members in rehabilitation techniques, but brought in their own trainer 

from Gauteng. There remained some tension, as many community members involved in the Amagugu 

Esizwe project, including the whole of the donga committee were employed by Rand Water, and had little 

time for their project work, or even to attend meetings.  People employed in the poverty relief project were 

not allowed to take time off to attend training or other activities under Amagugu Esizwe. Rand Water has 

been described as ‘harsh’ by community members.  As the Rand Water intervention was taking place only in 

                                                 
183 Interviewed on 22 May 2007, Obonjaneni, South Africa. 
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the AmaGwane tribal area, community members in the Amazizi area did not have access to this work and 

were concerned that they were ‘losing out’.  The project then decided to offer some small ‘compensation’ 

payments to the Amazizi rehabilitation volunteers of R30 for each second day worked.  Although this was 

accepted by the communities there is a strong feeling among many that this was not nearly enough, 

particularly as people were only active for relatively short periods of time (3 months)”. 

 

One can see here that another intervention, that of Rand Water, a private company, changed 

the dynamics in the Amagugu Esizwe intervention completely. While payments were not an 

issue beforehand – the project was about capacity building (MDTP, 2007b) – they became an 

issue due to Rand Water paying local people in their intervention in Mnweni; something 

which people preferred. Consequently, local people, both in Mnweni and Amazizi, started 

looking at Amagugu Esizwe differently (more negatively) and became less enthusiastic about 

participating. In Amazizi, however, they could not get involved in the Rand Water project and 

thus demanded payments from Amagugu Esizwe, to which the project implementers 

eventually agreed. Ironically, when people in Mnweni learned that people in Amazizi were 

now getting paid for donga work, they wanted Amagugu Esizwe to also pay them, despite that 

most of them already got paid by the Rand Water project (Sisitka, 2007: 16). 

 

The emphasis on training and capacity building in the project made it hard to establish the 

projects impact on the land. This was acknowledged by the final report: “Overall, the training 

programme […] has been very well received, and is almost universally considered the greatest 

benefit of the project. In particular the training in committee skills and financial management 

were singled out for particular praise, although these were less directly concerned with land-

use management!” (MDTP, 2007b: 15). This is then qualified as follows: “There is no doubt 

that there is, however, a much heightened sense of ‘environment’ and ‘conservation’, 

certainly among those who have received training in these areas, and also among others in the 

communities. The idea of ‘wilderness’ has also been internalised very strongly, with quite 

poetic descriptions of how people feel about this and its effect on people’s lives” (idem). 

Further on, the report rightly notes that “in terms of the short lifespan of this project by itself, 

therefore, it is unrealistic to expect much sign of change” (idem: 28). Yet, the project 

implementers still felt compelled to convince the reader of the value of the intervention within 

the framework of the MDTP, as noted on page 29:  

“The most important feature of these activities, however, may not be in their actual, direct impact on the 

land (which in the case of the donga rehabilitation is inevitably on a small scale within the vastness of this 

landscape), but in illustrating the possibilities for change and improvement in land management, and in 
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demonstrating people’s own agency in effecting such change. This is a very potent impact, which can be 

seen in the pride people take in showing visitors the work they have done, and their enthusiasm to continue 

to do such work, even on a voluntary basis” (idem: 29). 

 

From my interviews and observations, as well as that of Droog (2008), however, it is clear 

that the continuation of the work on a voluntary basis is not solely out of enthusiasm, but 

rather in the hope that the project comes back, resumes payments and hands out certificates. 

The certificates were especially sought after, which was later explained to me by a hostel 

owner close to Amazizi. She mentioned that she receives people from Amazizi and 

AmanGwane on a daily basis, asking for jobs and using their certificates to prove that they are 

worthy of employment. According to her, the ‘certificate fetishism’ had taken on grand 

proportions with people believing this increased their chances for employment at one of the 

near-by hotels. This dynamic had been stimulated by hotels, who could receive subsidies from 

the government if they hire local people, ‘capacitate’ them and give them a certificate. The 

effect was that hotels were keen to take on local people, but only for the minimum shortest 

time necessary, while for local people certificates became synonymous with jobs. Looking at 

the trainings provided by Amagugu Esizwe from this perspective, I argue that villagers did 

not just see their value in terms of their ‘demonstrated agency’ in effecting change, but as a 

practical ‘stepping stone’ to get employment with the hotels in the area. 

 

8.4.3 Intervention as political strategies II 

The two local cases are quite different. What surfaces from the Lesotho discussion is the 

significant different views of local people involved and those not involved in the MDTP. 

Many villagers involved in the intervention seem to use it to further compliment their 

livelihoods. Especially when MDTP staff members are around, they seem very positive about 

the project and hail its results on the land. Whether or not this is actually true is a different 

story, but one can ask the question why local villagers in Nyakoaneng would not be positive 

about the MDTP? This is what the MDTP implementers and funders in the end want to hear 

and many people probably would not want to jeopardise possible future benefits. Local people 

not involved in the MDTP were more indifferent about the project and less positive about the 

impact on the land. Alls in all, I argue that the villagers’ stance towards the MDTP was a 

political strategy, revolving around their needs to secure and continuously diversify 

livelihoods (see also Wittmayer and Büscher, forthcoming). 
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Two issues, though, stand out in the Lesotho case. The whole intervention dynamic firstly 

necessitates superficiality, and secondly it is fragile. The intervention only touched the surface 

of the livelihoods of the people in Nyakoaneng and actual behaviour change therefore seems 

highly uncertain and unlikely (see also Wittmayer, 2007: 12). This superficiality, however, 

enables both parties (the MDTP and the villagers) to interpret the intervention in different 

ways and to construct political benefit out of it. The deeper and more thorough an 

intervention, the harder this would be184. At the same time, the intervention is fragile: because 

of the superficiality it is uncertain and unlikely that anything in terms of conservation and the 

land has really changed. Fragility thus lies in the paradox between the interpretation or 

representation of reality and the actual environmental reality of the ‘Moteng range185. In turn, 

this guarantees that the intervention can be interpreted by various sides they way they see 

fit 186. How this bodes for the reinvigorated managed resource areas remains to be seen, but 

neither communities nor project implementers seem eager to critically assess the impact. This 

would lead to political debate, something which both parties tried to avoid as this can be 

exploited in their favour, especially so for the local villagers, in order to extract livelihoods 

benefits. In sum: they opted for a political strategy of pragmatic anti-politics. 

 

In South Africa, the case was more complex. Local people in Amazizi were more openly 

critical about the Amagugu Esizwe intervention, although the critique mentioned above was 

not reported in the projects’ final report. The report does note disturbances and setbacks, but 

all of these then lead to recommendations so that management of the next intervention can be 

refined. This is an instrumental way of dealing with local dynamics and set-backs that allows 

feedback into the mechanics of the bureaucratic conservation/development administrations. I 

would like to give a different, more political interpretation, namely that the politics of the 

Amagugu Esizwe intervention was inherently different then the politics of the community. I 

argue that this is so on two levels. First, the projects political agenda, which had been preset 

                                                 
184 Although one could then expect other clashes and problems, most notably to the very different mindsets and 

cultural backgrounds that need to be accommodated in one developmental model, which often leads to the 

marginalisation of the less powerful (Lewis et al, 2003).  
185 Which of course remains partially socially constructed. 
186 For instance, the World Bank and MDTP can claim that the ‘Moteng Area has been placed under ‘appropriate 

conservation management’, while the local villagers in Nyakoaneng can claim the MDTP was a success with the 

hope that it will continue providing a source of livelihood. 
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by the World Bank and on which they were evaluated, is ‘effective conservation 

management’ (World Bank 2001a; 2001b). This clashed with the political agenda of the 

communities, which was mainly to get jobs. So although the communities kept working on 

the dongas, they did so for other reasons then the project implementers and the MDTP would 

have wanted. Of course, this is an open secret: the implementing partners, as well as the 

MDTP are well aware that one of people’s highest priorities is to get jobs in order to make a 

livelihood (Salomon, interview 2007). 

 

But as Mrs. Monique Salomon, the former director of the Farmer Support Group, pointed out, 

FSG and their partners are not in favour of job creation projects where people get paid a rate 

per day, because this raises expectations and kills any volunteer effort (idem). This logic was 

shared by the MDTP and Amagugu Esizwe was therefore focused on capacity building187. 

While in principle this seems justified, in practice it often forecloses political debate, but of a 

different kind. It is stated as though the political goal behind capacity building is immutable 

and predefined: now it only has to be ‘managed’ and ‘capacitated’ into reality. After all, it had 

beforehand been established that capacity-building in Amagugu Esizwe was supposed to lead 

to ‘effective conservation management’ and the project implementers, as we saw above, went 

through great lengths in the final report to establish this link, no matter how fragile it was. 

The ‘visioning workshops’ at the start of the project188 did not make a difference either, 

because the ‘logistical framework’ and outcomes were already determined. No wonder, then, 

that one villager stated that: “in the beginning they always ask what we want, but during the 

course of the project, they always push their own things and then it is no longer what we 

want”. 

 

Seemingly paradoxical then, many people did want the project back, even though it was 

perhaps not ‘in line with what they want’. I argue that this can be explained in line with what 

Taylor (2003: 325) notes with respect to spatial development initiatives in Southern Africa, 

namely that this “is not only driven by state elites, who have their own agenda, but by 

communities and peoples who utilize the micro-region for a heterogeneous set of reasons and 

motives”. We saw that both in Lesotho and South Africa, local people have their reasons for 

                                                 
187 Obviously, this is in line with a broader trend in contemporary development which focuses on building 

people’s capacity rather than giving hand-outs. The oft-cited reason behind this is that ‘one must not give away a 

fish, but teach people how to fish so that they can take care of themselves’. 
188 For Obonjaneni, this workshop took place 11-13 May 2005, and was attended by the author. 
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pursuing linkages with outside agencies such as development projects or the state: this is an 

important way for them to augment their livelihoods. But although this seems to be the case in 

many developing countries, it has taken on a whole new dimension in South Africa, where 

expectations of the post-apartheid state have been especially high (which was partly fuelled 

by the state and the ANC themselves). In this vein, Neocosmos concludes that “In South 

Africa […], state fetishism is so pervasive within the hegemonic political discourse that 

debate is structured by the apparently evident ‘common sense’ notion that the post-apartheid 

state can ‘deliver’ everything from jobs to empowerment, from development to human rights, 

from peace in Africa to a cure for HIV-AIDS. As a result not only is the state deified, but 

social debate is foreclosed from the start; the idea simply becomes one of assessing policy or 

capacity. In other words the focus is on management not on politics” (Neocosmos, 2003: 

343).  

 

Thus, even if the project implementers or MDTP would have wanted to acknowledge and deal 

with the clash of political agendas between themselves and the local communities, they could 

not do so, because in the administrative conservation/development machinery, political debate 

was closed off beforehand. It was capacity for conservation that needed to be ‘managed into 

reality’, not capacity for jobs. As a result, project implementers such as FSG and the MDTP 

PCUs are fated to the roles of ‘broker’ and ‘translator’ in between local dynamic realities and 

the conservation/development bureaucracy they – consciously or unconsciously and despite 

often honest commitment to ‘ownership’ and ‘participation’ – help to further expand and 

fortify. But if the implementers could not change the preset political agenda of the 

intervention, then of course neither could the villagers. As a result, I argue, local villagers 

forfeited their political agenda towards the implementers and went along with what was 

presented in order to extract livelihoods benefits. Thus, even though villagers in Obonjaneni 

did not as readily as those in Nyakoaneng commend ‘the emperors clothes’ (Bending, 2003), 

they nonetheless resorted to the same political strategy of pragmatic anti-politics. 

 

8.5 Conclusion 

This chapter examined how the MDTP tried to become part of the regional Maloti-

Drakensberg polity. In doing so, it argued that the intervention agents used anti-political 

strategies to get the MDTP objectives accepted by the public implementing agencies and local 

communities. We saw that the two PCUs differed in terms of their ‘preferred’ anti-politics. 
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The South African PCU employed instrumental anti-politics that emphasised technical and 

scientific rationalism, while the Lesotho PCU departed from moral anti-politics based on the 

primacy of (local) people’s right to access, use and manage their natural resources. Both 

PCUs resorted to a certain ‘high ground’ that to them was the logical way of operationalising 

the MDTP and thus not up for discussion. This, I argued, were the basic political strategies 

with which both PCUs tried to ‘institutionalise’ the MDTP into their respective implementing 

agencies. In turn, these political strategies elicited counter political strategies, which were 

remarkably different in the two countries. In South Africa, several implementing agencies 

challenged the PCU, while in Lesotho they basically acquiesced with what the project had to 

offer. In South Africa, this resulted in a lot of friction and the political marginalisation of the 

PCU. In Lesotho, there was little friction between the PCU and the implementing agencies, 

but it was noted that this is due to Lesotho’s dependency on aid which makes that many 

employ a rather pragmatic position and appropriate or use the intervention to pursue their 

institutional or personal objectives. 

 

The international relations in the project further complicated the national anti-political 

dynamics. In Lesotho, the implementing agencies basically aligned themselves with the PCU 

and fortified their anti-politics, while in South Africa the most important implementing 

agencies (DEAT and KZN Wildlife) challenged their PCU and started supporting Lesotho’s 

moral anti-politics. This led to ‘warm relations’ between the two countries, mainly between 

DEAT and MTEC. In terms of effects of the MDTP intervention on the Maloti-Drakensberg 

polity, one then has to conclude that the implementation of the project was characterised by a 

struggle over the political legitimacy of the two main ways in which wider consensus among 

‘stakeholders’ over the course of action within the intervention was to be pursued. And 

although the ‘community-based conservation’ paradigm definitely resonated more than the 

bioregional planning paradigm, the end result – the bioregional strategy – was a mix of both. 

 

One could then ask how this affected power relations within the MDTP polity, considering 

that most of the implementation was restricted to the realms of discourse and paper. Before I 

answer this question, another important conclusion has to be noted, namely that the 

underlying assumption guiding action in the project was more or less the same in both 

countries: based on methodological reductionism. After all, the MDTP remained a donor-

funded project, framed within rational technocratic procedures and winded out according to 

bureaucratic and administrative logic. Hence, in both countries the MDTP was intended to, 
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and the PCUs tried to, plug in 

the project objectives in what is 

assumed as a more or less 

rational system of ‘cooperative 

governance’ whereby enough 

institutional tweaking, 

incentives and MOUs should 

guide the noses of the 

implementing agencies, 

communities and other actors 

in the same direction. 

However, the governance reality of the MDTP intervention seems to be more like the 

depiction in figure 8.4. The left part of the figure represents the intervention area before the 

intervention. The arrows represent the social and political dynamics going on within the area. 

It is clear that these are not static and can originate from inside or outside and stay inside or 

go outside of the area. Also, some arrows go in the same direction for a while and then go 

different ways and some carry more weight (power) than others. The right part of the figure 

represents the same intervention area but after the (start of) the intervention, which is depicted 

by the green arrows. It is clear that the intervention has changed several dynamics (arrows 

shifted), but many have also stayed the same. Moreover, the intervention dynamics are not 

straightforward but even before they enter the area make all sorts of movements.  

 

So, again, how did the intervention affect power relations within the MDTP polity? Although 

in the introduction I stated that the potential effects of a large intervention such as the MDTP 

on power balances in the MDTP polity were considerable, based on the foregoing it must be 

concluded that the actual effects of the MDTP (in South Africa and Lesotho) on existing 

power balances have seemed to be negligible. This becomes clear from the analysis on the 

local level where I argued that because neither implementers nor local communities can 

fundamentally change preset intervention objectives and rationales, they both resort to tactics 

that enable them to get as much out of the intervention as they can. For the local villagers, this 

is a political strategy of pragmatic anti-politics: going along with what is presented in order to 

extract livelihoods benefits. This finding supports the notion that  nuanced multi-directionality 

in conservation/development – appreciating the agency of both the implementers and subjects 

Figure 8.4: Governance and the impact of an intervention 
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of interventions - must be accompanied by stating that this occurs in a framework whereby 

the conservation/development discourse is ‘hegemonic’ (cf. Bending, 2003; Mosse, 2004).  

 

However, whereas actor-oriented aidnography would emphasize ‘the political contests, the 

feigned compliance, the compromises and contingencies involved in the accomplishment of 

rule’ (Mosse, 2004: 645, after Li, 1999), I argue for a more structural point of view, based on 

the more abstract dominance of neoliberalism and its propensity to maintain and increase 

inequality (Harvey, 2005). Anti-politics as the effect of neoliberalism put both 

conservation/development implementers and subjects under similar pressures to avoid the 

realm where inequality can be addressed. This is the messy realm of politics, characterised by 

grey zones, winners and losers and trade-offs rather than win-win ideals of all-inclusiveness. 

Anti-politics assures a focus on the realm of discourse, as the only realm in which consensus 

can be attained and maintained. As a consequence, this increases the importance of 

‘discursive power’ over other sources of power, such as regulatory or decisional powers (see 

Arts and Van Tatenhove, 2004). Hence, to understand power in conservation/development 

governance we must then proceed to further analyse the discursive side of the MDTP in 

relation to the intervention’s material effects. This is the task of the next chapter. 
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9. The marketing struggle: images of an intervention  

 

9.1. Introduction 

The last two chapters identified and analysed two major types of neoliberal political conduct 

within the MDTP: consensus and anti-politics. These, we established, were each other’s 

corollary as well as continuous struggles. The need for consensus comes from a move from 

government to governance combined with an ideology that confesses to value individualism, 

whereby a multitude of actors or ‘stakeholders’ need to ‘participate’ and be accounted for. As 

a result, constituency building and political legitimacy become increasingly difficult and 

fragile. We have seen this in the necessary superficiality of the MDTP proposal as well as in 

the way the PCUs tried to institutionalise the project’s objectives, which led them to rely on 

anti-politics and conceptually vague ‘mobilising metaphors’ in the bioregional plan. But these 

were always struggles. This point became evident from the different ways in which the PCUs 

operationalised and interpreted the consensus-based MDTP proposal and the way actors 

reacted to the intervention. The struggles took place in two intertwining realms, in practice 

and in discourse, whereby the latter offers greater possibilities for consensus. Hence, the 

previous chapter concluded that discourse has become an important retreat (and new type of 

practice!) for those able to make a living out of abstraction (papers, plans, maps, etc.). This is 

where the last struggle comes in: the marketing struggle; the struggle to gain competitive 

advantage through the manipulation of abstraction. 

 

In essence, the marketing struggle in conservation/development is the result of the paradox 

between increasingly complex realities and the inability to try to accept or communicate this 

in order to ‘sell’ a project and/or enact behavioural change. Rather than critically 

understanding this paradox, neoliberal proponents devise and promote images and discourses 

that aim to exploit the potential competitive advantage that can be gained from the spaces and 

incongruities left in its wake. Crucial here is that the MDTP is only one of the many actors 

trying to market its ideas about regional conservation and development and that they thus 

have to compete with many alternative images. Yet, some images are more powerful than 

others. The argument in the chapter, then, is that the dominant images employed to make the 

intervention ‘work’ in fact amount to a project to reconstitute the Maloti-Drakensberg polity 

in neoliberal terms, thereby disciplining actor’s behaviour and ‘place’ within the new 
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conservation-development’ set-up. It follows that marketing as neoliberal political conduct is 

triggered by, and further entrenches specific neoliberal modes of devolved governance, such 

as competition and commercialisation189. In order to make this argument, the chapter needs to 

do two things: elaborate on the type of images presented by actors involved in or impacting 

on the MDTP intervention (section 9.3) and relate these to dominant devolved governance 

strategies within the project (section 9.4).  

 

Obviously, one now enters a problem of selection: in a complex project such as the MDTP, so 

many different actors have espoused so many different images; how to decide which to 

include? Although the selection cannot be completely objective and has to some degree been 

influenced by my knowledge of the research subjects, their openness about what transpired in 

the project and other information to my disposal, several issues did aid in making the 

selection. First, not all actors have equal access to the spaces or processes where marketing 

matters and has an impact. We saw this already in chapter five with respect to the PPF and 

regional transfrontier conservation and likewise with the MDTP, certain actors are simply 

institutionalised or resourced to be more central to the intervention than others. Second, the 

MDTP was not primarily focused on local ‘on the ground’ implementation, which meant that 

there were few extensive local struggles that clearly influenced the direction of the 

intervention. Third and last, the history of the intervention strongly influenced which actors 

would be central to the MDTP implementation process. Hence, before further outlining which 

actors and activities will be discussed in more depth, the next section firstly takes us back to 

the preparation phase to confirm which actors played a lead role in the marketing of the 

proposed MDTP. 

 

                                                 
189 The gist of the argumentation is similar to Cox’ (1992) concept of Nebuleuse, the global realignment of 

thinking towards the world economy and Escobar’s (1999: 5) capitalist nature regime, which emphasises “new 

ways of seeing, rationality, governmentality, and the commodification of nature linked to capitalist modernity” 

in the ‘articulation of nature’. The main difference is that I will centralise the necessity of marketing, which, I 

argue, is both a tool for, as well as a specific effect of global neoliberal expansion of the disciplinary type, as 

explained by Gill (1995: 411-412): “neoliberal forms of discipline are not necessarily universal nor consistent, 

but they are bureaucratised and institutionalised, and they operate with different degrees of intensity across a 

range of ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres”. 
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9.2 Marketing consensus in the MDTP preparation phase 

In chapter seven, the technical legitimation of the MDTP proposal was discussed. The 

emphasis was on the reduction of reality into a proposal that presumed consensus and was 

politically acceptable. But this alone did not lead to the realisation of the intervention. During 

the five preparation years, the idea of the MDTP had to be marketed through many fast-

changing socio-political circumstances by continuously acquiring political legitimation. How 

can this process be characterised, who had access to it and what were some of the events that 

stood out in terms of creating socio-political legitimisation to further maintain or stimulate 

consensus about the MDTP above and beyond the many texts produced? Crucially, these 

questions must be understood within the realisation that the preparation period was long and 

happened in a time when Southern Africa went through great changes due to several forces 

conjoining to make for turbulent times: South African post-apartheid dynamics, globalisation 

and neoliberalisation (Bond, 2000). One of the post-apartheid dynamics that had impacted 

most directly on many people’s lives in South Africa is the employment equity principle that 

seeks to redress former discriminatory practices regarding labour and labour opportunities190. 

‘Previously disadvantaged groups’ – black, coloured and Indian people and all women and 

disabled – were to be equally represented in ‘all occupational categories and levels in the 

workforce’ triggering massive reorganisations in both the public and private sectors. Many 

previously disadvantaged individuals, especially those with higher education or associated 

with the ‘anti-apartheid struggle’, suddenly had a world full of opportunities opening up for 

them. In contrast, for many highly qualified white men, a lot of doors were closing, especially 

in the public sphere191.  

 

As narrated in the last chapters, the main agency pushing the MDTP proposal, the Natal Parks 

Board, was not exempt from this dynamic. For several years, it went through a painful 

reorganisation process, culminating in 2004 with the retrenchment of all eight directors – the 

whole managerial level right under the level of the CEO – of which six were white. In this 

reorganisation process, many ambitious younger white men left the organisation, among them 

Trevor Sandwith, who until then had done most of the preparation for the MDTP (Potter, 

interview 2005). In fact, Derek Potter, then Sandwith’s boss, mentions in an interview that it 

                                                 
190 Spelled out in the Employment Equity Act (nr. 55 of 1998), see www.labour.co.za.  
191 Arguably not so in the private sphere, as many white men still dominate the South African economy and 

many have actually only gained from the end of apartheid economically (see Alexander, 2002). 
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was Sandwith who wrote the whole initial project proposal (idem) with guidance and 

assistance from the World Bank. According to Potter, it was regretful that Sandwith left, but 

in the circumstances he could understand that EKZNW could not hold on to someone with 

“Trevor’s calibre”. One of the eight directors that later got retrenched, Potter himself took 

over from Sandwith. Although previously his role in the project was limited “to get the 

political support needed to get the process going’, when Potter took over he still had to “push 

the deal through DEAT, the KwaZulu Natal government, etc and have it signed off” (idem). 

 

On the other side of the border in Lesotho, it was Bore Motsamai and Motebang Pomela that 

did most of the preparation process, whereby the latter wrote the initial project proposal. 

According to one informant192, Pomela did not write the proposal ‘according to World Bank 

standards’, and World Bank staff flew in several times to rewrite and reconceptualise the 

Lesotho components of the MDTP. What caused most delay on the Lesotho side, however, 

were the negotiations on project elements and living up to the conditions of effectiveness. In 

the midst of this process, in 2000, Motsamai left the Lesotho National Environment 

Secretariat (NES) and Ms. Jane Malephane, principal environmental officer at NES, took over 

his responsibilities. She remembers that the political negotiations for the project took so long, 

that they sometimes forgot that they were still ongoing (Malephane, interview 2005). 

According to Malephane, the conditions of effectiveness were: 1) an audit of the feasibility 

study, 2) co-funding money from the government of Lesotho, plus a special bank account for 

the project, 3) Sehlabathebe National Park officially established and 4) a coordinator, 

procurement manager and account manager for the Lesotho PCU advertised. Eventually, all 

these conditions were met, but especially the audit and the proclamation of Sehlabathebe 

National Park dragged the process (idem).  

 

According to Malephane, these two issues took much longer than the other two because she 

needed to do everything herself. In the end, she, and by extension the government of Lesotho, 

could not live up to the task and looked for assistance. The MDTP being the only TFCA 

involving South Africa in which the PPF was not yet officially involved, they were eager to 

step in and offer their services. An unpublished PPF memo announced it as follows: “the 

Kingdom of Lesotho is looking for a champion to assist Lesotho with the process to comply 

with the prerequisite required by the World Bank to release the project funding and the Peace 

                                                 
192 MDTP Lesotho PCU staff member who asked to remain anonymous. 
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Parks Foundation has agreed to fund such a position. In this regard, on 3 April 2001, the 

Cabinet of Lesotho approved the involvement of PPF and the appointment of Dr. Gideon 

Groenewald to this position”. Hence, Malephane notes that “the PPF was instrumental in 

getting the MDTP up”, adding to it that “Gideon did all the running” and that he was very 

“helpful and resourceful” (Malephane, interview 2005). Groenewald, a white South African 

man, himself noted in an interview that it was hard to meet the conditions for effectiveness in 

Lesotho because of the fast changing positions in government (Groenewald, interview 2005). 

According to him, within the Lesotho government, “as soon as you are efficient, you are 

promoted”, thus indicating a ‘lack of capacity’ in the country. Groenewald states that this is 

quite well known and has in fact influenced the set-up of the MDTP. For the PCU, they 

looked for capable people that had to stay for the full 5 years of the project. 

  

Interestingly, despite the fact that both countries went through turbulent times whereby the 

redressing of labour imbalances was high on the agenda, it was white South Africans with a 

passion for nature that kept the MDTP project going. In South Africa, Sandwith and Potter 

‘pushed’ the project through the authorities and in Lesotho the PPF – which is also heavily 

dominated by white males – and particularly Groenewald, made sure the administrative 

processes did not stall. Through all this, the World Bank also played a crucial role, with again 

mostly white males doing most of the ‘pushing’193. Congruent to chapter five, I do not 

attribute the role of whites in the MDTP to a longing for a ‘garden of Eden’-like Africa, but 

rather to the fact that they were better positioned to lobby for the project in the global 

conservation/development market place, together with a genuine ‘passion for conservation’. 

Moreover, most (white) conservationists are highly aware of the societal pressures on 

biodiversity conservation and work very hard to keep conservation legitimated under difficult 

circumstances. Important hereby is that many white conservationists have access to policy-

making structures or are able to gain access. Evidently, conservation was historically a ‘white 

thing’ in Southern Africa and is often still seen that way (Hughes, 2005). Hence, many whites 

pushing the MDTP had already been in (government) positions that provide privileged access 

to policy-making and –funding networks. Others gained access through being able to pay for 

it or through forming lobby and interest (non-governmental) organisations. The PPF is 

obviously a good example of an organisation that combines both. 

                                                 
193 Albeit in the case of the World Bank, this might be a coincidence as they employ men and women from all 

over the world. 
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In sum: it were the relevant government agencies, World Bank staff194, hired consultants and 

the PPF (albeit only in Lesotho), and especially white men in these organisations, that 

operationalised the MDTP and saw to it that it was brokered through all the administrative, 

bureaucratic processes. What, then, about other important ‘stakeholders’? In chapter seven it 

was noted that conservation/development proposals need ‘participation’, especially from 

‘local communities’ to be legitimate. However, this is passive legitimation rather than active 

legitimation. The difference is that the latter can forward a political agenda, while the former 

can only react to this, often in restricted (pragmatic anti-political) ways, as shown in chapter 

eight. Even though they were referred to often, the ‘people on the ground’ had little to do with 

the whole MDTP preparation process, other than being consulted on their priorities (within 

the framework and language of the project). Thus, even though ‘ownership’ and 

‘participation’ are the official guiding principles of an intervention, within the formal system 

of legitimation of project proposals, local people hardly feature. The point is that if you are 

not somehow attached to the ‘donor network’, you are unlikely to ‘run into’ the project 

proposal process and have any serious influence. Hence, in the MDTP, the core people 

involved from the start remained those principally working on legitimating the MDTP 

intervention over the five years; all the while cementing their (institutional) relationships.  

 

An illustration of this point is the frequent visits from World Bank staff to high government 

officials. Progress on the proposed MDTP was measured in technical negotiations between 

the World Bank / GEF on the one hand and DEAT and MTEC on the other, with input from 

EKZNW (as the one historically pushing the most) and other agencies such as the NES in 

Lesotho. Naturally, World Bank staff would say that this is purely technical and ‘part of the 

job’. But this regular access to high government personnel – GEF issues in South Africa are 

for instance routinely discussed between World Bank staff, the Director General of DEAT, 

the head of the DEAT international liaison office and perhaps one or two other staff – ensures 

that relations of trust can be build and understanding for each others political environment can 

grow. ‘Technical negotiations’ thus become reciprocal politics as these negotiations in the end 

decide how the intervention is framed and what is possible, discussable and augmentable in 

                                                 
194 According to the PAD there were at least 19 staff from the World Bank involved in the MDTP to check 

whether the project conformed to all the requirements both of GEF and the World Bank and to provide cross-

checks, etc (World Bank 2001a: 64). How these particular people were selected is not clear. 
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the public sphere. And again: five years of cementing relationships is a long time. Of course, 

this does not automatically mean that close relationships ensue, but at least they form and 

parties do more or less know what the other is ‘worth’ politically, strategically and what 

buttons can be pushed and how. People not involved in this process – and local communities 

are never involved – do not have the opportunity to form these relationships and networks so 

important for building alliances, creating strategic discursive space and demanding reciprocal 

understanding (Blaikie, 2006). Access for them is a struggle, dependent on whether they 

know when and how to start the engagement with an intervention preparation process in the 

first place. Socio-political marketing during intervention preparation is mostly done behind 

closed doors. The intervention only becomes public (‘implemented’) after the core social 

relations have already determined its direction, making the struggle to change its course 

infinitely harder, if not all together in vain as we saw in the previous chapter. 

 

But the legitimation process is 

porous, and as noted above, 

many try to gain access 

through lobbying. For the 

MDTP, however and as far as 

the author knows, there is 

little evidence to show that 

‘stakeholders’ tried to 

influence the preparation 

process other than when they 

were invited to do so based on 

“proven social science 

research tools” (World Bank, 

2001a; 2001b: 73)195. One of the most notable exceptions is by a special interest group with 

members already strong in the networks: a mountain conservation network that had organised 

themselves before the 2003 World Parks Congress196 in Durban that included Trevor 

                                                 
195 According to the PAD, these included “participatory rural appraisals, participatory stakeholder workshops, 

participatory land-use planning, and institutional surveys” which “were carried out to elicit the relevant 

information as well as engage the stakeholders in the assessment of the issues”. Obviously, what is left out is 

what is meant by relevant information and what exactly ‘the stakeholders’ and ‘the issues’ entail. 
196 A centennial conference organised by the IUCN – World Conservation Union to promote protected areas. 

Figure 9.1: Trevor Sandwith (third from the right) promulgating the 
Didima declaration. Source: http://mountains-
wcpa.org/advocacy/WPCindex.htm  
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Sandwith. Again, this came forth from a passion for mountains and was pushed mostly by 

whites (there were non-whites from other countries present, but no blacks from South(ern) 

Africa – see figure 7.1).  

 

Immediately before the World Parks Congress a pre-congress workshop was held on 

mountain conservation and a declaration was promulgated that sought, inter-alia, to further 

the socio-political legitimacy for the Maloti-Drakensberg intervention, even though it had 

already started. This ‘Didima declaration’ intended to “draw attention to the continued need 

for co-operation among nations for the protection of globally significant biodiversity and the 

pursuit of peace and reconciliation among people”. Moreover, the people promulgating stated 

they were “aware of the value of transboundary conservation initiatives to conserve 

biodiversity at a landscape level, to foster peaceful co-operation among communities and 

societies across international boundaries, and to engender regional economic growth and 

integration”, hence again triggering all the right and familiar buttons. The declaration was 

clearly a marketing exercise and meant to ‘sell’ initiatives like the MDTP:  

“We recognize not only the involvement and investment of many countries and conservation and 

development agencies in transboundary conservation initiatives worldwide, such as the Maloti-Drakensberg 

Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area between Lesotho and South Africa, but also the need for 

enhanced co-operation to support and develop transboundary protected areas and to refine approaches for 

their sustainable effective management. We therefore declare our commitment to pursuing transboundary 

conservation initiatives for peace and co-operation; and call upon our colleagues, governments, NGOs, 

development agencies and communities through the 5th World Parks Congress, in Durban South Africa, to 

support these efforts, and to strive for a just world which secures our shared resources for the benefit of all 

people through peaceful co-operative efforts which transcend national boundaries.” 

The issue here is not so much the language used, as this falls squarely into the ‘mobilising 

metaphors’ category. Rather, the point is that the Didima declaration was clearly a 

‘marketing’ exercise, meant to stimulate (initiatives such as) the MDTP. Marketing is a tool 

for accessing and influencing discursive networks that, often later, also give opportunities to 

influence the operationalisation of discourse and policy.  

 

9.3 Images and expectations of the intervention 

With this brief historical exposé in mind, we can come back to the selection of images of the 

MDTP intervention during its implementation phase. It is imperative hereby to extend the 

analysis of the last chapters to go beyond the PCUs and the implementing agencies, even 
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though these were the main actors in the project197. What makes this especially important is 

that the MDTP in its 20-year conservation and development strategy for the period 2008-2028 

states that it is informed by the principle that “the focus of the Strategy is on all action 

(whether country-specific or joint) collectively contributing to the achievement of the 

MDTFCA Purpose” (MDTP 2007c: 62, emphasis in original). Hence, the current PCUs want 

the future MDTP implementers to take all actions of all actors within the MDTP polity into 

account. Yet, both in the preparation phase and during the implementation phase, some actors 

were closer to the intervention than others and had more power over the structuring of images 

that influenced the projects devolved governance strategies. Based on the above historical 

analysis and my own fieldwork observations, I come to the following actors whose images of 

the MDTP and/or the conservation/development nexus in the MDTP polity matter most in the 

constitution of the Maloti-Drakensberg area in neoliberal terms: the donor (World Bank), 

private sector organisations and consultants. These actors instilled, fortified and monitored 

these same tendencies already present in the PCUs and the implementing agencies (outlined 

in the previous chapters and further explained in section 9.4). However, the focus on these 

actors does not mean that other images are not important198. Hence, in order to augment the 

analysis and cater for possible bias in my selection, I will juxtapose the above actors to 

images by local communities and through an issue that remains crucial for any 

conservation/development project, that of success and failure. 

 

9.3.1 Actor images and the image of actors 

9.3.1.1 Donor images 

When referring to the donor, I mean the World Bank, even though the MDTP is funded by the 

Global Environment Facility. The reason is that as the implementing agency of the GEF for 

                                                 
197 Because most of the implementation of the MDTP went into planning, research, consultancies and 

transfrontier management, the analysis so far focused mostly on these actors. Yet, other more concrete activities 

(like pilot projects in SA or training in Lesotho) were implemented, making it imperative to extend the analysis. 
198 I would like to add that, for instance, my own presence as a researcher also caused reactions related to actors’ 

images of the intervention. The great majority of these were positive and helpful. Others were more negative or 

defensive. For instance, I heard from one of the Lesotho PCU members in April 2005 that the fact that a political 

scientist was now studying the project was not much appreciated by the donor. Obviously, as someone outside 

the regular MDTP ‘professional interpretative community’ I formed a risk to the stabilisation of certain policy 

models or ideas about consensus, which many actors work hard to uphold and market (see also Mosse, 2006). 
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the MDTP, the World Bank’s rules and strictures applied to the project and the MDTP staff in 

principle only dealt with World Bank staff. From the side of the World Bank, a ‘task-team 

leader’ (TTL) was appointed for the MDTP, which is the project’s first contact with the 

institution. The post was first occupied by Mr. Chris Warner (until 2006) and thereafter by 

Mr. Charles Annor Frempong. This is important, as we shall see below, as it gives an 

indication of how different personalities influence the course of the project in different ways. 

Despite this, some key features of a critical view of the World Bank seem generally 

applicable when studying the MDTP. To begin with, the MDTP reinforces Harrison’s 

argument about the ‘exceptional outside influence over African states’ and the subsequent 

limited self-understanding of the power of the World Bank (Harrison, 2005: 253-254). In an 

interview, Warner mentioned that projects like the MDTP are designed by the countries, ‘so 

they are responsible’. According to him, the Bank merely supports them (Warner, interview 

2006). In previous chapters it was already mentioned that the same TTL had a ‘technical 

approach’ to cooperation between South Africa and Lesotho, and this comes out clearly in 

World Bank publications on the MDTP as well (which, for instance, shines through in various 

World Bank supervision mission reports or ‘aide-memoire’s’ on the MDTP). The image of its 

recipients that the World Bank employs, then, is still very much in line with Foucault’s idea 

of ‘governmentality’, which Ferguson had already applied to the World Bank (Ferguson, 

1994): the idea that there is a rational, reasonably effective government in place that can be 

assisted through ‘neutral’ outside assistance. This outside assistance is seen to be instrumental 

and apolitical, in line with what governments (should) want (Demmers et al, 2004; Li, 2007). 

 

This point can be further illustrated by some of the images of the World Bank by those 

involved in the project in South Africa and Lesotho. The main issue many informants 

complained about were the Bank’s procurement rules, which were described as 

‘cumbersome’, ‘difficult’, ‘too long’, and so forth. Mr. Damane, the director of the Lesotho 

NES, for example, mentioned that he believes the procurement rules are even hurtful to the 

project (Damane, interview 2005). From the side of the South African PCU, the socio-

ecologist mentioned that the World Bank procurement rules “impede heavily on the project” 

(De Beer, interview 2005a). She pointed out that it for instance took 11 months to get the first 

procurement and 7 months for the second. According to De Beer, this is risk avoiding 

behaviour, which suits a bank, but does not work like that in real life: “of course, you can 

demand deliverables, but you have to take some risks in reality as well” (idem).  
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Although they admitted that the procedures can take long, both TTLs brushed aside the 

complaints and viewed the procurement rules as regular technical processes that can not be 

problematised. Warner, for instance, mentions that all the procedures are available in two 

small booklets and that the cumbersomeness of the procedures just depends on how familiar 

people are with them (Warner, interview 2006). He adds that the Bank provides training in the 

procedures and that the Bank Board of Directors endorses these – implying that the member 

countries who make up the Board are ultimately responsible. This explanation can be 

substantiated by Warner’s assertion that the South African government asked the World Bank 

for their procedures because they are so useful, but that ‘despite this’, the Bank is 

continuously looking for ways to further streamline them (idem). Although less explicit, 

Annor Frempong, also defended the procurement procedures by noting that unlike South 

Africa, Lesotho had no problems and both countries use the same system (Annor Frempong, 

interview 2007). Yet, at the end of the MDTP, the two PCUs could not hide their irritation 

with the World Bank procedures and wrote the following in an earlier draft of the 

transfrontier strategy:  

“While this phase has been made possible by GEF funding through the World Bank, the bureaucratic 

requirements of this institution have impacted significantly on efficient implementation. While these 

requirements are understandable in that they ensure that financial and procurement management follow the 

necessary processes required to prevent the misappropriation of funds, they have caused very serious delays 

in the procurement of key services which could impact on the ability of the PCUs to meet their Project 

Development Objectives. Many serious errors have been made by World Bank staff with no recourse for the 

countries and one is left with the impression that the Bank is untouchable and that project managers must 

take this into account when undertaking a risk analysis on implementation planning” (MDTP, 2007c: 14). 

In a later draft, however, this section was redrafted so as not to endanger relations between the 

countries and the World Bank, showing the felt need to suppress struggles through marketing. 

 

While the image of a large and cumbersome bureaucracy seemed to be the dominant image of 

the World Bank among informants, there were of course many more. As a powerful global 

development institute, the World Bank was for example seen as an opportunity for 

networking, future funding and potential jobs, especially so in Lesotho. Thus, despite finding 

the procedures cumbersome, the director of NES believes that “it is good for us to do our best, 

because it will open new doors for us as MTEC” and “we will get benefits” (Damane, 

interview 2005). He therefore states that “the MDTP is our flagship” (idem). Although less 

overtly, this also played a role in South Africa. According to Rabson Dhlodhlo, the DEAT 

MDTP staff member, this image of the World Bank as both evaluator and opportunity led to 
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fierce competition between the countries: “each PCU wants to do better than the other and 

this is exacerbated by the World Bank” (Dhlodhlo, interview 2005c). This issue, described in 

chapter seven, could according to Dhlodhlo only be solved by strong leadership, for instance 

by the governments. However, he feels this often does not happen with developing countries 

because: “we feel if we state our authority, we don’t get the money” (idem).  

 

This delicate and interdependent relationship between donor and recipient, I argue, further 

fuelled the anti-political dynamics in the project described in the previous chapter. The World 

Bank needs constant country endorsement of its existence and actions, while in turn many 

national governments depend on donor aid, whereby the World Bank is a player that cannot 

be discarded. It is therefore logical for both sides to view the other instrumentally, whereby 

interaction is based on an anti-political approach. This argument was again substantiated by 

an interview with Rabson Dhlodhlo of DEAT, when I asked him why the MDTP preparation 

planning was so strict and long. He answered that the World Bank is still a bank and that they 

want to be clear about what they invest in and what is being done with the money (Dhlodhlo, 

interview 2005b). According to Dhlodhlo, this enables the World Bank to measure 

performance and explains why for all the separate plans within the project, they have to give a 

‘no objection’ before it can go ahead. Another reason for the strict planning process, 

according to Dhlodhlo, is that “people want to emphasise themselves in the process”. He adds 

that this leads to the World Bank being ‘somehow trapped’, stating that by focussing on the 

planning process they are protecting themselves more than if they would be doing things ‘on 

the ground’ (idem).  

 

Here, the images of and by the World Bank again function according to the logic of anti-

politics, whereby both sides ‘instrumentalise’ each other: a process-oriented dynamic that can 

become more important than the outcomes. In this, it is important to situate these images by 

and of the World Bank in their specific institutional contexts, whereby choices for action are 

often constrained and partly predetermined. This does not mean that all action is 

predetermined or that outcomes of processes do not matter. The opposite is the case, albeit in 

a different way than is often recognised: if (enough powerful) people believe that outcomes 

are a success, an intervention can stay legitimate and action can continue (Mosse, 2005). 

Hence, the politically legitimating images of success or failure become more important than 

actual success or failure (however this is ‘measured’). We will come back to the issue of 

success and failure below. For now it is important that although never complete, this logic 
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pressurises actors to constantly market themselves in a positive way and as such be 

increasingly concerned about their ‘brand’. For an actor as politically significant and 

contested as the World Bank, this is especially so, which can be illustrated by the caution with 

which the World Bank approaches those who could possibly (negatively) influence their 

image (see box 9.1)199. 

 

The above shows that the World Bank had a strong structurating effect on the MDTP. Besides 

the procedural effects due to its cumbersome bureaucracy, the World Bank also had a strong 

instrumentalising effect, trying to ‘render technical’ (Li, 2007) the intervention to such an 

extend that even the transfrontier relations should be shaped according to the logic of 

methodological reductionism. Yet, the World Bank is generally even more (in)famous for its 

neoliberal economic reductionism (Gill, 1995) and this also influenced the MDTP. For 

example, during early discussions between the South African PCU and the World Bank about 

the 20-year transfrontier strategy, the latter suggested the following (World Bank, 2005: 7):  

                                                 
199 Another telling illustration is that the World Bank site not once during the entire project period added any 

information related to the MDTP on its projects and operations website (www.worldbank.org). 

Box 9.1. World Bank ‘Researcher Agreement on Special Access’ 

In December 2006 I tried to contact the World Bank 
to get more information, but before it was granted, I 
first had to sign a ‘Researcher Agreement on Special 
Access’. The information I requested was, to me, of 
no profile or high significance. I wanted to know the 
criteria the World Bank uses to rate projects during 
supervision missions. However, in order to get the 
Bank’s Guidelines to Staff on Project Supervision, I 
had to agree to “submit to the World Bank any 
manuscript or portion thereof that uses information 
through my research” in the Guidelines document. 
The same applied to “oral presentations” and I was 
also not allowed to “share the document to other 
persons”. Lastly, I had to “understand” that “failure 
to abide by the research rules may result in the 
suspension of research privileges” (emphasis added). 
Unfortunately, after I received the document it did not 
contain anything I did not already know (and hence, I 
am not obliged to ask ‘permission from the World 
Bank’ to publish this PhD), but the whole incident did 
illustrate how cautious the World Bank is in 
protecting its brand and image. After all, resorting to 
legal means is a rather far-reaching way of trying to 
control the information flows that affect ones image. 
But then again, in a neoliberal world whereby an 
increasing amount of actors ‘sell’ themselves by the 
power of their image, this is not only to be expected, 
but in fact necessary in increasingly competitive 
market environments.  
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“The mission provided guidance on improving the preliminary table of contents for the transfrontier strategy 

(…). It also suggested the need for the strategy to be underpinned by a sound economic and land use 

understanding in support of South Africa’s development priorities (i.e. towards a “conservation economy”)”. 

Later in the same document, the World Bank takes a further step in the neoliberal constitution 

of the MDTP area, reducing its natural and cultural heritage to what it is worth economically: 

“The mission, as indicated earlier, discussed the concept of a conservation economy based on the region’s 

comparative advantage in natural resources and cultural heritage. It is therefore important that this bigger 

picture view of the role of the project in developing the conservation economy of the region is correctly 

conceptualized to inform the preparation and implementation of the 20 year transfrontier conservation 

strategy” (World Bank, 2005: 12-13). 

 

One of the cornerstones in this ‘correct conceptualisation’ of the MDTPs ‘conservation 

economy’ is the concept of ‘payments for environmental services’, which was wholeheartedly 

embraced by the South African PCU and will be discussed below. For now it suffices to say 

that the World Bank continued to support and provide donor legitimacy to neoliberal models 

of conservation within the MDTP. Before moving on, however, two important caveats are in 

order. Firstly, it was the first TTL that was especially pressing for neoliberal conservation 

models on behalf of the World Bank. The second TTL, a Ghanaian national, was much less 

enthusiastic and put more emphasis on community conservation as practiced by the Lesotho 

PCU (Annor Frempong, interview 2007), thereby illustrating that neoliberal ideas are not 

universally accepted, not even in the World Bank. The second caveat concerns the fact that 

the South African PCU did not accept the idea of a ‘conservation economy’ and did not 

pursue this in the transfrontier strategy. Although they did embrace the ‘payments for 

environmental services’ concept (especially the coordinator), they were more cautious about 

economic models in general than the first World Bank TTL, as exemplified by the latest 

version of the transfrontier strategy, which cautions against unsustainable market forces and 

unlimited growth200. Equally, they were concerned about the impact of the private sector on 

the Maloti-Drakensberg ecosystem, and with good reason, as we shall see in the next section. 

                                                 
200 The strategy notes that “we have an economic system that prioritises short-term profit and unlimited 

economic growth over long-term cumulative impacts of unsustainable economic activities on people, their 

livelihoods and on the natural resources. In addition, it is an economic system that continues to see poverty exist 

among many in the region. These market forces result in a lack of benefit-sharing and access to benefits. This is 

not being addressed by the policy- and decision-makers. Economic value of ecosystem services remains largely 

unaccounted for in resource use and allocation” (MDTP, 2007d: 19, bold in original). Interestingly, the strategy 

does not see a problem with problematising an ‘economic system that prioritises short-term profit’ and in the 

same paragraph advising the subjecting of the Maloti-Drakensberg ecosystem to that same economic system. 
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9.3.1.2 Private sector images 

In contemporary (neoliberal) conservation/development circles, it is well established that one 

should strive for ‘public-private partnerships’ or even ‘community-public-private 

partnerships’ (e.g. Sisitka, 2007; World Bank 2001a; 2001b). The idea is to draw the private 

sector into universal ‘public’ objectives (through public-private partnerships) or concerns 

(through ‘corporate responsibility’). The private sector then brings ‘managerial know-how’, 

‘marketing skills’ and ‘capital’ to the table, something which they were also supposed to do in 

the MDTP (World Bank 2001a: 14). Yet, even if this is seen as desirable (which the current 

‘development consensus’ believes), it still proves very hard in reality, since the priorities of 

projects like the MDTP (conservation/development) and those of the private sector (profit) 

differ substantially. In last chapter we saw how the private company Rand Water ‘interfered’ 

in the Amagugu Esizwe project, thereby changing its dynamics considerably. Despite many 

attempts, it proved impossible to get Rand Water to coordinate their actions with Amagugu 

Esizwe (MDTP, 2007b). Yet, Rand Water’s reasons for not cooperating are not important 

here. The point is that they simply did their own thing and as such acted ‘against’ the MDTP, 

presenting the project with the challenges narrated in the last chapter201. This example shows 

how difficult cooperation between the public and private sectors can be. Nonetheless, many 

private sector actors and development interventions have started talking similar rhetoric and 

increasingly need each other for the marketing of their public legitimacy. 

 

An illustration of problematic public-private engagement under similar rhetoric in the MDTP 

is the proposed Royal Maluti Golf Estate on the border of Lesotho in between the towns of 

Clarens and Fouriesburg in the South African Free State. At a public consultation meeting 

about the environmental impact assessment of the proposed two-times 18-hole golf estate 

attended by the author on 19 January 2007 in Clarens, it was clear that the ‘private sector’ was 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
201 According to Sisitka (2007: 16): “The bigger question here is the seeming reluctance of Rand Water, certainly 

at a senior level, to make any undertakings to protect the interests of the Amagugu Esizwe project, although 

great efforts were made by the project team to come to agreement with Rand Water concerning issues such as 

attendance at MDTP training sessions or the types of activities to be undertaken in certain areas. In such 

circumstances projects such as Amagugu Esizwe can be relatively powerless in the face of strong, commercially 

and technically driven agendas”. 
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not the least bit interested in the objectives of the MDTP. The meeting was attended by some 

200 people, mostly black people from the Clarens township of Kgubetswana, who could write 

their names on a register if they were interested in potential jobs at the golf estate once it was 

finished. This was obviously the reason why so many people attended the meeting, as the 

presentation on the environmental impact assessment findings was so technical that almost 

certainly none of those present could understand it, even though everything was translated 

from English to Sesotho. Moreover, the discussion after the presentation almost solely dealt 

with social issues, such as jobs and fear for the overstretching of Clarens’ limited services (by 

the over 2000 people that the golf estate wishes to be able to accommodate).  

 

Besides other questionable statements by the Royal Maluti representative202, it was clear that 

he had only come to the meeting to push through its own agenda. The South African PCU 

bioregional planner asked whether Royal Maluti, in the framework of regional initiatives such 

as NEPAD, SADC and the MDTP, would not consider granting some employment to the 

Basotho communities on the other side of the border in Lesotho. The reason being that they 

will be much closer to the golf estate than either the Clarens or Fouriesburg townships. The 

Royal Maluti representative answered that his allegiance is with South Africa and that all the 

jobs will thus go to Clarens and Fouriesburg. Legally, he indeed does not need approval from 

Basotho communities, and for this statement, he was awarded with applause by the township 

residents. The Royal Maluti representative then insisted that ‘we want a profitable business 

that benefits you and our shareholders to the benefit of all’ and asked the communities to join 

Royal Maluti ‘hand-in-hand’ for ‘sustainable development’.  

 

This anecdote not only illustrates that ‘public-private partnerships’ are hard to establish, it 

also shows the profit bottom line of much of the private sector and, even though in this case 

Royal Maluti did not appear keen on cooperation with the MDTP, they and the project did 

market themselves according to the same overall goal of ‘sustainable development’. Of 

course, Royal Maluti’s interpretation of sustainable development was quite different from the 

                                                 
202 For example, some local people asked critical questions about Royal Maluti keeping their promises with 

respect to jobs, because another golf estate around Clarens had made the exact same promises but did not live up 

to them. The Royal Maluti representative then replied that ‘one person is different from the other’ and that the 

community should hold them accountable. However, he added that if the communities would allow the process 

to stall for months and years, they will go somewhere else and the Clarens area will lose their money and 

therefore the employment opportunities. 
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project, especially if one knows that they aim to irrigate the two-times 18-hole golf courses 

with water from the Lesotho Highlands Water project tunnel which lies directly under the 

proposed golf estate. In a dry region that is set to have major water problems in the near 

future (Solomon and Turton, 2000) and considering the fact that the Basotho communities 

living immediately next to the proposed golf estate often have no access to clean water and 

certainly not to the LHWP tunnel, one starts realising the double-faced connotation to Royal 

Maluti’s marketing strategy (Wittmayer and Büscher, forthcoming). 

 

Although I do not deny that constructive cooperation between the public and private sector is 

possible203, it is clearly fraught with many difficulties and dilemmas. One difficulty lies in the 

compromised democratic accountability of the public sector that we saw in chapter five. 

Another difficulty, in line with the previous chapter, is that neoliberal anti-political tendencies 

in the public sector and conservation/development interventions would be fuelled even more. 

The private sector is of course a major, if not the biggest, source of modern marketing and 

public relations. Hence, the issues as described in the Royal Maluti illustration, will be 

compounded in the future, as private interest in the (South African) Drakensberg is enormous. 

According to one participant from EKZNW at a MDTP ‘stakeholder’s workshop’ in March 

2007 in Howick, South Africa – attended by the author - the Drakensberg area is ‘flooded’ 

with development applications. He expressed his deep worry about this and stated that 

developers want the area to be like the South African South Coast with ‘wall to wall 

development’. To back up this statement, one merely has to pay attention to the marketing of 

private companies in the economic heart of South Africa: the Gauteng province.  

 

One example is the private company Nondela204, which is building a massive ‘golfing and 

residential estate’ in the Northern Drakensberg. Nondela advertised on South African 

television (seen in June 2007) saying that investors can now enjoy and make a profit out of 

the ‘unspoilt’ Drakensberg World Heritage Site. According to their website, “Nondela 

Drakensberg Mountain Estate is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to invest in rejuvenation and 

to bank on increasingly sought-after land, a project blessed by tribal elders and founded on the 

community-mindedness that is “Abalengani”- the Zulu for friend or partner”. In the estate, 

                                                 
203 I would argue that it is often problematic, as public agencies are then habitually forced to start functioning 

according to private sector methods and mentality, see McDonald and Ruiters, 2005 and below. 
204 See www.nondela.com. Last viewed: 16 November 2007. 
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you can “become one with nature” and “escape, relax, rejuvenate”. Another example was 

presented by merely walking through the Brooklyn shopping malls in Pretoria on 1 August 

2007, where a big display by the company Dunblane205 marketed stands in their ‘Golf, Trout 

& Game Mountain Estate’. The Dunblane slogan is “complete yourself”, which one can do in 

their “massive estate, comprising a total of 3,000 hectares of pristine ecology in the 

Northern Drakensberg Mountains, with 15 kms of 2,000 foot high escarpment face running 

through its centre”. Here again, capitalist development goes hand in hand with the marketing 

of Africa’s Eden. Thus, Dunblane’s advertising combines ‘five star’ ‘unprecedented 

convenience’ in luxury real estate with the ‘latest’ ICT technologies for security and leisure, 

while at the same time “the idea is to return the natural beauty and life to what it would have 

looked like some 200 years ago”. 

 

Again, the power of marketing is obvious from these examples. Very deliberately, these 

private companies employ African ‘Garden of Eden’ images with ‘unrivalled luxury’ to 

attract investors. They see the Drakensberg area as a major investment opportunity where 

capitalist development, luxurious elite lifestyles and nature conservation go hand in hand 

unproblematically. Moreover, and like many similar developments, Nondela estate boasts that 

its “4.5 Billion [rand] capital injection” will enhance “one of the most economically 

challenged areas of KwaZulu Natal” by bringing “thousands of employment opportunities and 

training in the hospitality industry”206. Similar to Royal Maluti, these estates see themselves 

as the ultimate promoters of win-win solutions that benefit shareholders, investors, 

communities, the environment and tourists. This is the image they are keen to portray and it is 

clear from television commercials, newspaper adverts, billboards, advertising stands in 

shopping malls and flashy websites that they have the capabilities to forcefully do so. Yet, as 

so often narrated (e.g. Li, 2007), the gap between these images and those put forth by 

marginal actors is enormous and not easily bridged207. Rather, these private initiatives 

entrench existing social inequalities by further enclosing natural areas and fortifying class 

boundaries between white tourism company owners and black dependents (e.g. Rogerson, 

2004). It is their sheer financial power that enables these private companies to buy themselves 

into the Maloti-Drakensberg polity and so drastically change conservation/development 

                                                 
205 See www.dunblane.co.za. Last viewed: 16 November 2007. Bold in original. 
206 www.nondela.com. Last viewed: 16 November 2007. 
207 One would, for example, never find the Obonjaneni community advertising their Thandanani handicraft store 

in one of the many shopping malls in Pretoria, let alone find their advertisements on TV. 
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configurations, whilst simultaneously being the most forceful actors to influence public 

interpretation hereof by the power of their marketing. 

 

9.3.1.3 Consultant images 

A very different type of private actor from the above mentioned companies are consultants (or 

consultancy firms). Although fully part of the private sector, consultants in the 

conservation/development field usually make a living by providing services to the public 

sector and often espouse accordant visions of ‘sustainable development’, ‘community 

conservation’, ‘poverty alleviation’, etc. In line with chapter five, consultants act as ‘brokers 

and translators’ (Mosse and Lewis, 2006), and often ensure the neoliberalisation of non-

business institutions (Van der Pijl, 1998). Like in other TFCAs, consultants played an 

important role in the MDTP. In Lesotho and South Africa, a little over half and almost half of 

the budget respectively208 was dedicated to the category ‘Consultant’s Services’. This 

included two basic types: the PCU members and those deployed at other (implementing) 

agencies (for example the MDTP staff member at South Africa’s DEAT) and external 

consultants for shorter-term specific assignments. This section predominantly deals with the 

second category of consultants as the PCUs have been discussed extensively before. Although 

my research did not explicitly focus on external consultants, several more general remarks can 

be made based on my engagement with the project.  

 

Firstly, the short-term and flexible nature of consultancies made them a very fluid presence in 

the project. Besides being the main reason why my interaction with consultants was limited, 

this very fact had implications for the project itself. One implication was a further fortification 

of the focus on the abstract, the conceptual, on discourse (as narrated in the last chapter). 

Consultants are often focused on ‘manipulating abstract concepts’ (Financial Times, 24 

February 1995, in Van der Pijl, 1998: 160), meaning that they are concerned more with the 

abstract ‘strategic’ management levels of organisational action. The outcome of consultancy 

products – usually recommendations, models, etc. – are then usually supposed to ‘streamline’ 

organisational or management processes, increase organisational accountability structures or 

financial ‘visibility’, simplify or restructure (organisational, financial) processes, etc. In an 

interview, an EKZNW employee at park level who wished to remain anonymous mentioned 
                                                 
208 2.550.000 of 6.000.000 ‘Special Drawing Rights’ (US$ 7.920.000) for South Africa and 2.350.000 of 

5.600.000 Special Drawing Rights (US$ 7.320.000) for Lesotho. 
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that he is very critical and pessimistic about the huge gap between the various levels in the 

organisation, with the practical level being more and more financially squeezed, while at 

‘head office they hire all these fancy consultants, who earn a lot of money and give all kinds 

of advice (usually finance or management), while often knowing nothing about the core 

business: conservation and ecotourism’. He adds that he is also very critical about the 

financial support staff who have become so powerful in the organisation that they seem to 

rule rather than support. All this was making his job and participation in the MDTP harder.  

 

Another, similar illustration of the fluidness of consultants comes from the local MDTP office 

in Botha Bothe district in Lesotho in January 2007. After an informal discussion about job 

opportunities, one of the community facilitators started complaining about the many white 

consultants coming and going through the project. She has few positive things to say about 

most consultants, saying that they just come by, ‘have another community meeting’ that the 

facilitators have to organise and then leave, ‘write a report and get the money’. The local 

office, especially the community facilitators (the lowest ranking officials in the MDTP 

Lesotho PCU) never see the reports. According to the community facilitator, one consultant 

was so ‘bad’ that she thought he did not know what he was doing, which to her surprise he 

later admitted himself. But of course, this did not inhibit him to write a report and get the 

money, according to the facilitator. Coming back to the issue of jobs, then, she noted that the 

job market is much better for white people and that I should become a consultant, come back 

to Lesotho and employ her. 

 

This example leads to a second remark about consultants, which is about the knowledge they 

bring to the table in combination with their familiarity to the project area. The MDTP hired 

many consultants with very specific ecological expertise to fill in data gaps, especially so in 

South Africa. A consequence of this was that most consultants were white. According to the 

PCU ecologist there are “very few black biodiversity specialists”, so most of the consultants 

for the MDTP are white (Lechmere-Oertel, interview 2005). Others resisted this and one 

member of the Lesotho PCC even noted that South Africa does have black specialists and that 

he is “worried that the brunt of the money goes to consultants that are friends of the PCU”. 

Who is right here is not the point, but the issue of the expertise that was needed, together with 

the white consultants that supplied this, again fuelled some racial tensions within the project. 

On the Lesotho side, many of the consultants were also white, equally fluid and probably 

more unfamiliar with the area than consultants on the South African side. Of course there 
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were notable exceptions, but the general complaints from the Botha Bothe office noted above 

resonated on other occasions as well. When I, for instance, returned to the village of 

Malefiloane in May 2007 after I had last been there in January of the same year, the members 

of the local handicraft group that were supported by the MDTP told me they were very 

surprised to see me as white people (consultants) normally never return.  

 

Another notable example was a meeting at the office of ‘Lesotho Northern Parks’ on 30 

January 2007 in Botha Botha, where four white South African consultants, assigned to do the 

bioregional planning and zoning for the Lesotho PCU, wanted an interview with the 

appropriate staff member. Two things in the meeting stood out. First, the staff member of 

Lesotho Northern Parks started the meeting by indicating very clearly that he “has seen so 

many researchers and consultants come by and no reports”. He complained that it cost him a 

lot of time to attend to all the consultancy ‘missions’, while nothing filters through to him. He 

just wanted a report, something that he can actually read. In reply, one of the consultants said 

that they have “lots of maps, vegetation maps, wetlands maps, etc.” and that they will send 

these to the national ministry so that the staff member can get it there. In response, he 

answered that “they often stay there and we get nothing”. He stated that several times he tried 

to access reports from the MTEC principal secretary or others, but that it almost never works. 

He then again asked the consultants to give him reports or maps directly, which they said they 

can do, after which the meeting proper started. The second notable issue was how little the 

consultants indeed knew about local realities in the Lesotho part of the project area. In fact, 

for all of them it was the first time they went to the MDTP area, which they did in a ‘rush trip’ 

‘to see what is happening in the districts’209. While I was wondering how much one could see 

in such a short trip, the consultants seemed very happy. As one noted, “We have been pouring 

over maps for 1½ years”, so they were interested to hear what is happening “on the ground”. 

 

From these examples, it cannot be generalised that consultants had a major negative or 

positive impact on the project. What can be concluded is that consultants as a group play an 

important part in the governance of conservation/development210 and that the outcome of 

                                                 
209 The itinerary was as follows: first day from Maseru to Tse’shlanyane (overnight), second day Botha Bothe to 

Oxbow (overnight), third day Mokhotlong to Sehlabathebe (overnight) and back to Maseru on day 4. 
210 See here also a recent report by Actionaid (2006: 3) that concludes that “nowhere is the challenge of 

increasing real aid as a share of overall aid greater than in the case of technical assistance. At least one quarter of 

donor budgets – some $19 billion in 2004 – is spent in this way: on consultants, research and training.” 
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consultants work is usually targeted at the abstract or discursive (management, strategies, 

models, etc.). Obviously, many battles over strategies, policy directions, etc. are fought with, 

over and between consultancies, but these are almost never public. An example from the 

MDTP was between two consultancies done in 2005 in Lesotho. Both dealt in broad ways 

with the issue of how to integrate the MDTP in the on-going decentralisation process and 

ensure the project’s impact on the local level. The one consultancy report, which dealt 

specifically with community-based tourism, recommended the establishment of ‘community 

trusts’: “umbrella body[ies] of the community representing all sections of the community” 

that “will need to become a legal entity since it will enter into contractual agreements with the 

private sector” (Khanya – managing rural change cc, 2005: 3, 4). Although the unfinished 

report was not clear on what level of community this should take place, it seemed to 

recommend so at three main levels: district, community council and ward/village level (idem: 

9; cf. Mokuku, interview 2005a).  

 

Another consultancy report, coming out later in 2005, noted in response to these 

recommendations that “given the level of community empowerment and capacity that 

currently exists in rural Lesotho and the number of other institutional innovations currently 

occurring there, these are ambitious proposals. A more feasible arrangement might be to focus 

on Community Councils as the legal entities that might represent community interests in PA 

[protected area] management generally and in ecotourism enterprises within PAs 

specifically” (Turner, 2005: 5). In the end, the latter recommendation was more or less 

followed. What this example implies, however, is that much implementation happens on the 

abstract, discursive level, to which one should have access in order to influence the direction 

of resources. The next and last actor group is often said not to have this access, and therefore 

we now turn to ‘local images’. Although the previous chapter already discussed two ‘local 

communities’, the extensive focus on these ‘local communities’, also in consultancy reports, 

warrants some further notes on their images within the project. 

 

9.3.1.4 Local images 

As narrated in chapter three, ‘community-based conservation’ is the dominant paradigm in 

contemporary conservation in Southern Africa and images of ‘local communities’ therefore 

abound in the literature (Songorwa, 1999; Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Mosimane and Aribeb, 
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2005; Blaikie, 2006; Mavhunga and Dressler, 2007)211. In a recent review of the literature, 

Igoe and Fortwangler (2007: 66) suggest four main aspects of how communities and 

conservation are analysed in the academic debate: “1) the ways communities are historically 

constituted in the context of conservation interventions; 2) the role of external actors/agencies 

(e.g. state, NGOs, private enterprise) in this process, and other types of communities not often 

acknowledged in the literature; 3) the central role of networks of governance (as apposed to 

government) in conceptualizing and implementing conservation; and 4) the neoliberalisation 

of conservation”. What Igoe and Fortwangler basically suggest is that images around and of 

communities are historically constituted in relation to other actors and interventions and 

within ‘networks of governance’ and, increasingly, within a neoliberal perspective of 

privatisation, marketisation, deregulation and ‘reregulation’. The first three aspects have 

featured extensively in previous chapters; this section mainly focuses on the aspect of 

neoliberalisation of conservation by showing the differences between the project’s images of 

communities and community images of the project. 

 

In interviews, but especially documents produced by the MDTP, the idea of communities 

plays a vital role. A good example is the newsletters produced by the project, which are 

littered with grandstanding statements about communities212. In the MDTP quarterly (the 

Lesotho newsletter), volume two (2006), issue one, the project coordinator states that “the 

progress made so far is attributed to the commitment and support of all stakeholders, 

including the implementing departments and local communities. We see the Project 

Coordination Unit’s role as facilitation rather than implementation. Local communities are the 

legitimate project implementers and should be continuously supported by relevant 

Government Departments, Parastatals and NGO’s” (emphasis added). The first joint MDTP 

newsletter of September 2005, carried an article ‘Friends in High Places: Caretaker 

Communities at Senqu Sources’. The article introduces various MDTP initiatives on the local 

level (like for instance the Amagugu Esizwe project and Lesotho Managed Resource Areas) 

and states that “these community structures will help to ensure that local communities are able 

to manage their natural resources in a sustainable manner” and that “while rural people are 

                                                 
211 According to Lund (2006: 694): “certain policies and actions are justified and legitimated with reference to 

the local; not necessarily always out of a considered strategy, but often with a taken-for-granted naturalness”. 
212 Due to their differences in outlook to the project, three different newsletters were produced: South African, 

Lesotho and joint newsletters, most of which can be found on www.maloti.org.  
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contributing to their own long-term sustainability, they are also being asked to invest their 

resources for the benefit of the wider Southern African community”. The article proceeds: 

“The MDTP is proposing a concept of “payment for environmental services”. The ability of the environment 

to provide a service (e.g. that of water catchment) depends on its integrity being restored and maintained. 

Those who maintain it should derive part of the revenues generated from those who use the service. In 

future this may provide another source of income to the rural communities charged with protecting the 

region’s water supply” (emphasis added). 

 

Many similar examples can be found213. A general analysis of the available documentation, 

however, suggests that the MDTP puts forth two main images of communities in the area. The 

first is that of the ‘responsible community’. Documents produced by the MDTP, especially in 

Lesotho, constantly pervade the feeling that local people are ultimately both responsible for 

and crucial in the conservation of the MDTP bioregion: crucial because local people could – 

consciously or unconsciously - destroy the biodiversity and so - as a corollary - they are 

responsible for making sure that this does not happen. The project’s role is then to ‘unlock’ 

this responsibility through ‘awareness raising’, ‘capacity building’ and ‘sensitization’: “The 

MDTP has embarked on a comprehensive awareness raising strategy to raise awareness, 

educate and empower the community to develop necessary skills, facilitate informed decision 

making in order to address challenges, change attitudes and foster responsibility in 

conservation programmes” (MDTP quarterly 2006, 1: 3). The other image is that of the 

‘community as manager’. This image portrays local people as natural and intrinsic parts of the 

wider state-led system of government and bureaucratic management whereby each actor has a 

clear role. In a genuine tribute to Foucault’s concept of governmentality, communities can 

thus be ‘charged’ or ‘delegated’ with the ‘management’ of their surrounding biodiversity. 

 

This is not to say that these were the only images the MDTP implementers had of 

communities. In interviews, it was obvious that many had quite nuanced ideas about the 

flexibility and fluidity of rural life and issues of local politics and struggles (e.g. De Beer, 

interview 2005a). However, the point here is that these more complicated and nuanced views 

of communities could not be communicated. In order to maintain legitimation and keep 

avenues for practical action open, the project had to portray communities as responsible and 

                                                 
213 A report by consultants mentioned above for instance refers to communities as “custodians and line-managers 

of the resources” (Khanya – managing rural change cc, 2005: 1), while a Lesotho PCU member described local 

people as the “first line managers" of the natural resources of the MDTP area (Mamimine, interview 2005). 
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as managers. In this sense, the responsibility image serves to emphasise communities’ agency 

which is necessary to maintain the policy ideals of ‘ownership’ and ‘participation’ and 

possibly stimulate them in practice. The manager image, especially when put into the context 

of ‘payment for environmental services’ – to which we will come back below – serves to 

stimulate consensus by ascribing communities a certain role in the governmental system and 

vis-à-vis other actors such as the state, private sector, NGOs, etc (see also Igoe and 

Fortwangler, 2007). In this way, the communities’ values become the same as the project’s 

values and a shared roadmap for the future becomes possible. Obviously, the problem is that 

this consensus is only at the level of discourse and policy and developed solely by those who 

implement the project. In the face of unpredictable and disjointed local realities - compounded 

by social pathologies such as HIV/AIDS – it became increasingly difficult for the MDTP 

implementers to ‘translate’ this reality and make it fit the logical frameworks and policy 

models (De Beer, interview 2005c; see also Mosse, 2005). This argument is based on two 

observations. The first links in with the pragmatic politics argument put forth in the previous 

chapter, namely that local people also often portray things as optimistic to market their 

inclusion into the flow of resources generated by or because of the project. The second issue 

is the (slightly) positive modification or interpretation of realities to swing the construction of 

the intervention towards success rather than failure. The first point will be illustrated below, 

while the second links in with the broader issue of the construction of project success and 

failure and will be discussed in the next section. 

 

As was argued in the previous chapter, those undergoing the intervention – the ‘local 

communities’ – had different political agendas from and a different image of the project, often 

even actively resisting the images they were moulded into. For most people in Obonjaneni 

and Nyakoaneng, however, the MDTP was a mere superficial intrusion in their lives from 

which they could gain in smaller or bigger degrees, depending on their own ability to 

appropriate or use the project. Essential hereby, so I argued, was to pursue a political strategy 

of pragmatic anti-politics: the forfeiting of the agenda of jobs and to praise the intervention in 

order not to endanger possible future appropriation for livelihood benefits. Earlier in 2005, I 

had found similar images of the MDTP, when I travelled with a consultant through the 

Lesotho MDTP project area. In Malefiloane, Mokhotlong district (not the same as 

Malefiloane in Botha Bothe district), I spoke to Ntate Makhunong Justice Selahla, a 

community council member of Moremoro in Mokhotlong district and Ntate Koromo Nephtaly 

Rakoti, after a meeting of the newly formed Environmental Resource Management 
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Association214 on the 9th of June 2005. Ntate Selahla stated that the MDTP “will help make 

the people feel healthy by finding good meat, good pastures and natural resource management 

and the combating of soil erosion”. Both men stated that they think that the project will make 

a positive impact on the people’s lives. Following a question on the link with South Africa, 

they say that the link with South Africa is very important because “we can sell resources 

(mohair and wool) that they don’t have, and we can buy from them resources that we don’t 

have, like certain animal breeds”.  

 

After the same meeting, I asked similar questions to a group of women, of which ‘M’e 

Maphelo Posholi from Mateanong answered most of the questions. They believed the MDTP 

is “about improving the lives of the people through tourism”. When I ask how, they say 

mostly through ‘the building of traditional huts that tourists like’. They add that they want to 

weave traditional items that they can sell to the tourists. When I ask some more about what 

the project is about, they say about biodiversity and protecting wild animals. Which wild 

animals they are not sure. All the women believe they will benefit from the MDTP, especially 

because they are women, as ‘they do most of the weaving and cooking for tourists’. Several 

days later, 13 June 2005 in Qacha’s Nek district, I held a short interview with ‘M’e 

Maphahlahla (Sesiya) Lebofa, who is the secretary of the Sehlabathebe community council. 

According to ‘M’e Lebofa, the MDTP made Lesotho more important, and hence there are 

more resources for communities. The main goal of the MDTP according to her is to protect 

the natural resources and have communities benefit from this. When I ask how this works out, 

she replies by “making people produce things from natural resources”, like from fodder grass 

and sell it to tourists. These tourists, says ‘M’e Lebofa are from SA and from ‘far away’. I ask 

why they would want to come to Lesotho to which ‘M’e Lebofa replies ‘to see what the 

people here have, to see what is most important in Lesotho”. The MDTP will help in this, 

according to her. In reply to a question about whether she had had contact with South Africa 

within the project, ‘M’e Lebofa answers no, but she remarks: “Lesotho is poor, South Africa 

is richer, so we can become rich if we do exactly what they tell us to do”. Rather surprised by 

this statement I ask her to elaborate and she tones it down somewhat, but maintains that SA 

“will need to tell us what they have done” so that Lesotho can do the same.  

 

                                                 
214 The previous name for the ‘Managed Resource Committee’. 
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During my travels in June 2005 in Lesotho, and later in September 2005 in the area around 

Matatiele in the South African Eastern Cape part of the MDPT area, I picked up more ‘local’ 

statements in a similar vein. The image that many local people seem to have of an 

intervention is that of an opportunity to augment their livelihoods. However, I would argue 

that many do not expect too much because they know they are not in the position to direct the 

flow of resources their way. Hence, they literally try to ‘go with the flow’ for the short time 

they are in it, hoping for some small benefits. In doing so, they market both themselves and 

the project, thereby reinforcing the status quo in terms of power relations between them and 

other actors. We saw this above in the discussion about consultants, where local people do not 

expect them to return to their village or even local MDTP project staff envy them for being 

able to make use of the project’s flow of resources better than they can.  

 

However, it is important to note that not all local people were complementary of the project or 

used this as strategy to gain benefits. Chapter eight noted that many people in Obonjaneni and 

Ebusingatha were outright negative about the project, while others also articulated criticism. 

An example is Bolae Ramanotsi (interview 2007), the owner of the local ‘Mamohase Bed and 

Breakfast’ in Nyakoaneng in Lesotho. In an interview he mentions that the MDTP wanted to 

pursue their own agenda despite existing things, for instance: “they wanted people to start 

B&Bs instead of investing in Mamohase!” (idem). Ramanotsi reckoned that “in this, the 

MDTP didn’t do very well”. Moreover, the MDTP wanted to form a pony-trekking 

association, but there are no businesses. In general, “they formed many associations that had 

no use, like a tourism association, which even already existed.” Ramanotsi stated that “at the 

end of the day, there is nothing”, adding that the MDTP “could have helped us with signposts, 

a road, like they helped Liphofung [nearby attraction], but nothing for us, no brochures, no 

management plan, so the MDTP are fumbling”.  

 

Ramanotsi reckoned that “they just involve us to fill their records”, referring specifically to 

the ‘planning meeting’ that he and his brother went to that afternoon. He added: “they are 

very open with planning and facilitating, but not with implementation and if they implement, 

they still do it their way” (idem). Yet, despite this and similar critique from others, few dared 

to openly confront the MDTP. Bolae Ramanotsi, and his brother Morebane, in this respect 

fulfilled contradictory roles: they were arguably the most involved in the MDTP (Bolae was 

the chairman of the Botha Bothe district steering committee) and benefited much more than 

other community members, yet they were also most critical, at least to an outside researcher. 
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This seeming paradox is not wholly illogical of course, as Ramamotsi’s exposure to the 

MDTP probably made him understand the workings of the project better than others, who 

usually do not have access to the policy networks that determine project implementation and 

‘success and failure’. The next section on success and failure aims to further explicate how 

different actors market themselves and the project vis-à-vis other actors. 

 

9.3.2 Images of success and failure 

In a recent article on CBNRM in Southern Africa Blaikie (2006: 1954) argues that  

““success” is reproduced within a network of multi-lateral and bi-lateral agencies, international NGOs, in-

country NGOs and a limited number of senior government officials in recipient countries. The discursive 

power of the theoretical benefits to environment and community of CBNRM, the need to proclaim success 

to other international audiences, and the diffuseness and range of the social and environmental objectives, 

all lie behind representations of this “success.” Success, in turn, is defined in ways that will allow it to be 

found. Success stories prevail against criticism that comes from other quarters (particularly local people who 

have experienced CBNRM, and independent commentary from scholars)”. 

Blaikie here seems to echo Mosse’s point that “‘success’ and ‘failure’ are policy-oriented 

judgements that obscure project effects” (Mosse, 2004: 662). Based on the above evidence, 

this section aims to fortify and expand on these conclusions by arguing that the ‘interpretative 

coalitions’ that determine success or failure depend on the marketing capabilities of those that 

are primarily responsible for implementation of an intervention as well as those that are in 

some way linked in or dependent on the ‘success’ of an intervention (e.g. states, donors but 

also communities). Marketing in this sense means that in every step of the interpretation of 

reality, a ‘promotional’ spin is made on the project in order to legitimate and ‘sell’ it through 

the bureaucratic chains of power and so reinforce – or at least not damage - the ‘brand’ of the 

various actors215. 

 

Let me practically illustrate this. In the case of the Amagugu Esizwe project, the formal 

project accountability structure starts with communities, then leads to Farmer Support Group / 

Bergwatch and Grassland Sciences, to the MDTP, to the World Bank, and finally to member 

countries’ governments. These accountability structures ensure that reality is negotiated 

several times over and allows for ‘interpretative translation’. The very start of the chain is 

                                                 
215 See here also Axford and Huggins (1998: 199) who content that “the art of promotion is placed at the heart of 

the political process”. Axford and Huggins mainly refer to the ‘official’ political (party) process, but I argue that 

this also holds for politics more broadly defined. 
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what happened in the project communities in Mnweni and Amazizi during the project period. 

I argued in the last chapter that what happened was a clash of political agendas that in the end 

reified the status quo of the local communities and had some, mostly unintended, positive and 

negative outcomes. In the project evaluation, these are mentioned, but the emphasis is on the 

construction of success from FSG, Bergwatch and Grassland Sciences to the MDTP, which is 

clear from the following passages of the evaluation report and the final report: 

“It is therefore clear that many community members, if not whole communities, are in a better position now, 

at the end of Amagugu Esizwe, to take the management of their resources and therefore their lives into their 

own hands than they were at the beginning” (Sisitka, 2007: 1-2). 

 

“The most important feature of these [project] activities, however, may not be in their actual, direct impact 

on the land (which in the case of the donga rehabilitation is inevitably on a small scale within the vastness of 

this landscape), but in illustrating the possibilities for change and improvement in land management, and in 

demonstrating people’s own agency in effecting such change.  This is a very potent impact, which can be 

seen in the pride people take in showing visitors the work they have done, and their enthusiasm to continue 

to do such work, even on a voluntary basis” (MDTP, 2007b: 29). 

 

“With regards to livelihood changes, these are less easy to detect, except for the obvious direct benefits to 

people employed in the project, the community facilitators, and the compensation paid for voluntary work. 

There is no doubt that the capacity being built in various skills has the potential for improving people’s 

livelihoods, and this may manifest in the longer term” (idem).  

 

Both reports are rather detailed and still fairly accurate, although it is clear from the last 

chapter that the overall conclusion of the above pieces can be debated. For these types of 

reports, filtering the grounded realities during project implementation and trying to tip them 

over the balance towards ‘success’ is probably most difficult, yet they still try216. Thus we 

have the first step in positive marketing. The next step in the interpretation ladder is that from 

the MDTP to the World Bank. Besides interpretation, translation is in order, as is clear from 

an interview with the South African PCU socio-ecologist, who states that ‘as managers we 

translate and are in between log-frames and indicators on the one hand and communities on 

the other’ (De Beer, interview 2005c). She adds that each MDTP sub-project has to contribute 

to the 13.59 per cent of the area that needs to be ‘under conservation management’ at the end 

                                                 
216 Droog (2008: 69-72) mentions that outside of the formal accountability structure, the three agencies and the 

MDTP did try to positively influence the picture of the project by actively influencing a project video they had 

asked a community member from Ebusingatha to produce. The agencies wanted some critical commentaries 

replaced by ‘perfect promo-talk’ (Idem: 70), hence again illustrating the pressure for positive marketing. 
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of the GEF funding, so “we are playing with numbers, so that the World Bank can tick” 

(idem). In all of this, De Beer says she is learning, not only about the process, but also about 

being outcome oriented, ‘because the heat is on the project now’.  

 

This ‘heat on the project’ around mid-2005 came especially from DEAT and the World Bank, 

who wanted to ensure that the projected outcomes of the MDTP were met. These outcomes 

were supposed to be measured in concrete, specific and measurable indicators. In fact, during 

the preparation phase of the MDTP, earlier versions of the Project Appraisal Document had 

received GEF secretariat criticism that “the logframe is very general, and the indicators are 

very aggregate”. In response, a covering letter from the World Bank GEF executive 

Coordinator to the GEF CEO explaining the changes made to the PAD217, noted that  

“The PAD now contains eight outcome indicators, and no less than forty-four (44) different output 

indicators. No component has less than three indicators. The output indicators are usually quite specific: 

“Recruitment of 1 social ecologist/country.” They are often easy to measure in quantitative terms: “Number 

of kilometres of hiking trails established.” They are time-bound in several cases: “At least 100 community 

entrepreneurs and 10 civil servants trained each year starting in year 2.” Other indicators are by nature more 

general: “Completed biodiversity surveys in priority areas” is one example. Greater precision in such cases 

can only be provided by sound expert judgment pertaining to the complexities of a particular output.” 

 

The letter continuous: “No indicators can replace the need or a sensible, holistic interpretation 

of project implementation. The institutional structure that has been designed, enhanced by the 

Bank’s supervision, is meant to ensure a transparent and accountable system where lessons 

from implementation are continuously interpreted and incorporated in the execution of the 

project”. Yet, despite this ‘waiver’, the World Bank, like many donors, remained fixed on 

technical and measurable outputs, for instance on the ‘13.59 per cent’ of the area that needed 

to be under some form of conservation management at the end of the MDTP218. In turn, the 

PCUs tried hard to live up to these ‘indicator outputs’, but again the socio-ecologist of the 

South African PCU noted that unintended external influences always occur; something ‘you 

                                                 
217 Quotes from ‘World Bank Office Memorandum’, dated April 11, 2000. Retrieved from 

http://www.gefweb.org/Documents/Project_Proposals_for_Endorsem/Regional_Maloti.pdf, Last viewed: 12 

September 2007. 
218 Although it must be said that the MDTP laid equal emphasis on the technical outcomes in their assessment of 

the Amagugu Esizwe project. According to the SA PCU coordinator, Amagugu Esizwe was one of the most 

successful pilots (Zunckel, interview 2007) while the PCU socio-ecologist also thought so, because the project 

had achieved all the contract details (De Beer, interview 2007). 
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can not say to funders’ (De Beer, interview 2005c). Hence, the ‘gap’ between proposals and 

reports and reality is often big, as reality is often ‘sugar-coated’ (idem). 

 

The next step is from the World Bank and the GEF to those funding those institutions / funds: 

the member governments. Obviously with all the projects going on, much of the detail has 

disappeared from images of the project, and thus in the World Bank’s ‘Status of Projects in 

Execution’ report on page 370 (out of 1,619 pages219), the success or failure (phrased as 

‘Progress toward achieving development objective(s)’) of the MDTP comes down to the 

following five sentences for fiscal year 2005:  

“The project is making progress towards achieving its development objectives. Trans-frontier cooperation 

and development is taking place with Lesotho to identify threats to biodiversity and to support planning for 

the area. In South Africa, protected area planning is advancing well and community based natural resource 

management is taking place. On the ground, investment is taking place in rehabilitation of degraded areas. A 

Geographical Information System capability has been established to support the project and good linkages 

have been forged with all implementing agencies concerned.” 

The following three sentences were noted for fiscal year 2006 (page 288)220: 

“The project is on the track towards achieving its development objective, despite slow implementation and 

disbursements. Work has primarily focused on assessing how best to address trans-frontier cooperation and 

development with South Africa including preparation of a trans-frontier plan, addressing transfrontier issues, 

conserving biodiversity and supporting district plans, the conservation of protected areas, tourism strategy 

development and support to range management. Capacity building has taken place for officials from the 

government and tourism parastatal entities. 

Lastly, the fiscal year 2007 saw one sentence for Lesotho (page 298)221: 

“After initial implementation delays, the following critical milestones have been achieved: a 20-year 

transfrontier conservation strategy with a 5-year action plans; and improved conservation of 136,000 ha of 

off-reserve land”. 

And two sentences for South Africa (page 564)222:  

“The 20-year transfrontier development strategy and the associated 5-year action plan has been completed. 

The tourism strategy and tourism book highlighting the tourists attractions and activities in the region have 

also been completed”. 

                                                 
219 Retrieved from: http://www1.worldbank.org/operations/disclosure/SOPE/FY05/SOPEreportFY05-Final.pdf. 

Last viewed: 11 September 2007. 
220 Retrieved from: http://www1.worldbank.org/operations/disclosure/SOPE/FY06/AFRSOPEreportFY06.pdf. 

Last viewed: 11 September 2007. 
221 Retrieved from: http://www1.worldbank.org/operations/disclosure/SOPE/FY07/SOPE_FY07_FINAL.pdf. 

Last viewed: 9 May 2008. 
222 Idem. 
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Obviously, these paragraphs do not say much as detail has been left out, but they are 

undeniably exaggerated in several respects. For example, to say that CBNRM is taking place 

in 2005 is rather meaningless, especially because there was little going on ‘on the ground’ in 

2005 while to say that good linkages have been forged with all implementing agencies is 

simply untrue: the last chapter highlighted that the South African linkages with the Free State 

were very poor and often difficult with DEAT, while the linkages between the Lesotho PCU 

and its implementing agencies could just as well be termed ‘dependent’ rather than ‘good’. 

For fiscal year 2006, the report is somewhat more careful and notes that implementation and 

disbursements have been slow – the latter of which seems to be a typical Bank’s concern. Yet, 

it continues with more positive sounding, very general sentences that do aim to leave the 

reader feeling good about the project being ‘on track’. Finally, the report for fiscal year 2007 

just tries to give the very basic ‘facts’ in terms of ‘completed milestones’, whereby the 20-

year strategy and the tourism book arguably were indeed the biggest outcomes. Yet, to state 

that there has been ‘improved conservation of 136,000 ha of off-reserve land’ is almost 

preposterous as no ‘consensus’ exists on how to ‘measure’ ‘improved conservation’ in 

commonage settings, while a detailed ‘measurement’ has not even been executed under the 

MDTP. Moreover, this has to be seen in context of the argument of this thesis that in fact such 

a (quantitative) consensus on something so politically contested as ‘improved conservation’ is 

posited for reasons of political legitimation rather than whether this holds in reality or not. 

 

These critical comments notwithstanding, in the end the dominant interpretation of the MDTP 

by the GEF, built up through several levels of interpretation, was that the project was 

successful. This last piece of the puzzle became clear to me on 27 July 2007, when I gave a 

presentation on my PhD findings to the South African PCU. My presentation was attended by 

a government official from Sweden, who was sent by the Swedish government to personally 

assess the effectiveness of the GEF portfolio, to which the Swedish government contributes 

substantially. In the introduction of the Swedish officer, I was told that the GEF secretariat 

had recommended the Swedish government to have a look at the MDPT as they regarded it as 

an example of a successful project. Interestingly, the official had never been to the Southern 

African region before and had to assess an immensely complex project in a short time-span of 

several weeks, all of which did not appear problematic to him. 
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The above shows how different levels of accountability provide space for ‘sugar-coated’ 

interpretations of the project, whereby details, different values or alternative views are often 

gradually filtered out in the paper trail223. But interpretations of success and failure are a 

constant struggle throughout every conservation/development intervention. The example of 

the downgrading of the Lesotho part of the MDTP, narrated in chapter seven, is an excellent 

illustration of the severe challenge to and successful defence of the until then dominant 

‘consensus’ of the MDTP as a success among the ‘Lesotho interpretative coalition’. It was 

noted that both the South African PCU and the World Bank had serious concerns about 

Lesotho’s implementation of the MDTP whereby the latter decided to downgrade the project 

in order to free up more possibilities for technical assistance. When the Lesotho PCU 

coordinator found out about the unilateral downgrading by the World Bank task team leader, 

he was furious, and so were other influential people in Lesotho. According to Mokuku the 

Lesotho government, especially the MTEC and the Finance and Development Planning 

ministry ‘defended’ the PCU as they were unpleasantly surprised because they perceived the 

project to be running very satisfactorily (Mokuku, interview 2005a). As a consequence, 

voices within the government of Lesotho arose asking for a change of the task team leader, 

preferably to somebody with a more ‘neutral’ nationality (e.g. not South African). Although 

this did not happen, the incident sparked further tensions between the PCUs. 

 

This example of the downgrading highlighted many issues within the project discussed in 

chapter seven, among them the difficult working relationship between the PCUs early in the 

project, the sensitivity of race in Southern Africa and the World Bank’s fear for its ‘brand’. 

With respect to success and failure, it clearly illustrates the point that these are indeed ‘value 

judgements’ that are at least partly decided by interpretative coalitions rather than ‘reality’. In 

this case, the Lesotho government had the complete opposite interpretation of the MDTP 

(successful) than the World Bank and the South African PCU (failure). Of course this is not to 

say that reality does not count. The point, as we saw above, is that reality is multi-

interpretable and gets translated and sugar-coated along the conservation/development chain.  

 

Obviously, and although they cannot communicate this in public, many PCU members were 

highly aware of this. In fact, the South African PCU bioregional planner mentions in an 

                                                 
223 As Blaikie (2006) states, communities and critical researcher are usually not part of interpretative coalitions 

and when they are part it can seriously disrupt relations and the interpretative ‘business as usual’ (Mosse, 2006). 
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interview that sometimes he feels it would be better if conservation changes its message, and 

presents it much harder; more doom and gloom messages so that people will listen (Corcoran, 

interview 2005b). He adds that because the state of the environment is awful you must do this, 

but also offer solutions. Yet, it is clear from MDTPs external communication - especially the 

newsletters but also regular project reports - that ‘doom and gloom’ messages are not 

acceptable. And from a conservation/development marketing perspective this makes sense, 

because failure usually does not sell. Hence, success or failure is increasingly determined by a 

focus on demand (what kind of reality do interpretative coalitions want to ‘buy into’) rather 

than supply (what is actually going on). In short, I argue there is a ‘neoliberal alignment of 

images’ taking place, which can explain the seeming cacophony at the 

conservation/development surface by pointing out the underlying neoliberal convergence on 

types of action, behaviour and ideas. It is at this point that neoliberal modes of political 

conduct and devolved governance become most concrete in an intervention that occurred 

mostly within the discursive (mesa and macro) realms. 

 

9.4 The neoliberal alignment of images and marketing 

The above-presented images were selected because they stood out in the empirical research 

and they all illustrate the marketing struggle within the MDTP. Other than this, one might 

note that they are rather diffuse, which in fact they are. Obviously, these are just a very small 

amount of the images a large intervention such as the MDTP can possibly conjure up among 

different actors. How then does this contribute to the understanding of a 

conservation/development project and the actors within it, when the produced images are so 

many and seemingly incoherent? This section argues that the neoliberal alignment of images 

exists exactly because of this diffusion, following Peck and Tickell’s lead that “one of the 

fundamental features of neoliberalism is its pervasiveness as a system of diffused power” 

(Peck and Tickell, 2002: 400, emphasis in original). But diffusion as a system has certain 

systemic features, which should be discernible in empirical reality. I have argued that these 

can be found on the political level, manifested in the need for consensus, anti-politics and 

lastly, marketing: the increasing need to continuously boost one’s competitiveness by trying 

to positively influence attitudes towards and buy-in for one’s product (whether this is a 

conservation/development intervention, an idea, a methodology, a model, one’s own 

consultancy agency, etc.).  
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However, consensus, anti-politics and marketing as an effect of the neoliberalisation of 

conservation/development reinforce and are reinforced by other, more practical markers of 

that same process. As such, and even though these were not the main priorities in the MDTP, 

we need to at least briefly explicate the project’s main strategies of devolved governance. It is 

important to recognise hereby that conservation/development interventions are increasingly 

characterised as marketplaces where commodities are traded between actors (Olivier de 

Sardan, 2005; Mosse, 2005). These are not just ordinary commodities such as services, money 

and capital. They also (and predominantly) include expertise, knowledge, legitimacy, 

branding, and so forth. Actors in the conservation/development market are highly aware of 

the special features of the market they labour in. Legitimacy especially is seen as a valuable 

and scarce good (Underhill, 2003; Li, 2007). We have seen in the previous chapters that 

actors go to great lengths to create legitimacy for their interventions. Chapter seven showed 

how this quest led to superficial legitimacy in the MDTP proposal, while throughout the 

project it were especially ‘communities’ that were used as the ‘clients’ legitimating the 

intervention. The Lesotho PCU honestly believed that this was the basis of and crucial for 

project success while the more sceptical South African PCU, and other South African 

‘stakeholders’, knew they had to play the same tune224.  

 

Yet this is a specific type of legitimacy. This is what I termed ‘market legitimacy’ in chapter 

two: the hybridisation of democracy and the market to produce a neoliberal fix of extreme 

‘client’ orientation that competes with traditional versions of political legitimacy based on 

democratic mandate (see also McCarthy, 2005). The ensuing pages therefore have to show 

whether and (if so) how the MDTPs most important devolved governance strategies relate to 

creating market legitimacy if indeed it can be concluded that the project tried to reconstitute 

the Maloti-Drakensberg polity in neoliberal terms. While several strategies can be named, one 

                                                 
224 This became especially apparent from the discussions during a South African stakeholder workshop on the 

bioregional plan from 13-15 March 2007, attended by the author. Despite extensive consultation, many in the 

audience commented that the bioregional plan was still a supply-driven plan. It was suggested that the PCU 

‘must make it demand driven’. One participant even advised to ‘put a spin-doctor on it’ and to add a seventh 

outcome on marketing to get the plan ‘accepted by everybody’. Almost everybody seemed to agree with this 

comment, and it became a major issue throughout the workshop. The point for most participants was not whether 

the plan was demand-driven. It had to be made demand-driven through marketing. Legitimacy in development is 

something increasingly sought through the production of ‘buy-in’, through the political conduct of marketing. 
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is without a doubt the most referred to and tried in order to link conservation and development 

practically: nature-based tourism. We saw in chapter five that this is the case with 

transfrontier conservation more generally and the MDTP is no exception. In fact, this is what 

the second objective of the project was all about: ‘to contribute to community development 

through nature based tourism’. But before we come to discussing tourism, another up-and-

coming devolved governance strategy will be discussed, one that was increasingly 

emphasised in the MDTP and, according to its bioregional strategy, will play an important 

role in the project’s future phases: ‘payments for environmental services’. 

 

9.4.1 Payments for Environmental Services 

Resonating with wider trends in conservation (Corbera et al, 2007), the concept of ‘payments 

for environmental services’ became an influential devolved governance strategy in the 

MDTP. This strategy was most enthusiastically embraced by the South African PCU. The 

coordinator of the Lesotho PCU also deemed it ‘a brilliant concept’, but to be implemented in 

following phases of the project (Mokuku, interview 2005c). The concept of payments for 

environmental services is a true neoliberal way of ‘managing’ nature. According to the 

consultancy report produced for the MDTP in South Africa: 

“Payment for environmental services provides an incentive for directing landowners towards environment 

management actions that address priority environmental services, such as water security. As a payment 

system directly links buyers and producers of environmental services, it build relationships between 

people who are economically linked and allows market based transactions to take place, reducing the need 

for further state regulation. Furthermore it focuses on measurable deliverables and consequently sharpens 

the performance of conservation actors (public, private or communal)” (Diederichs and Mander, 2004: 5).  

 

When inferring the ‘neoliberal alignment of images’, this short paragraph seems to say it all. 

It captures the main actors described in this and the previous chapters - donors, states, private 

sector and communities - and ascribes them clear roles in the environmental services market 

chain. Their subsequent conservation performance is sharpened and can be measured to allow 

for donors and governments to seem accountable. Furthermore, state regulation is no longer 

needed as all actors become embedded in an apparently closed (ahistorical) framework 

whereby their social relations and their individual behaviour are directed by market incentives 

(e.g. McCarthy 2005: 999). Lastly, it commodifies and rationalises biodiversity, assigns 

priorities and allows one to make value decisions: the trade-off between nature and 

development is – apparently - more easily made when both are captured in monetary terms. 
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The MDTP long-term transfrontier strategy document describes how the project subsequently 

took the report further: 

“An initial baseline study determined the initial feasibility of establishing a trade system around the water 

production and use patterns associated with the Maloti Drakensberg region.  In effect, it suggested that there 

was scope for investigating and piloting this trade system.  In this regard, a consultancy was appointed in 

2006 to do just this.  They are still in the process of rolling out this pilot phase, the results of which will only 

be available in December 2007” (MDTP, 2007d: 38). 

Notwithstanding the forthcoming of the results of the pilot project, it is clear that ‘payments 

for environmental services’ has become a priority for the long-term planning of the social-

ecological change processes in the Maloti-Drakensberg area, as exemplified on page 106 of 

the transfrontier strategy document (MDTP, 2007d: 106): 

“Both countries recognise the vital role that environmental economics tools play in (i) placing a monetary 

value on ecosystem goods and services (where their lack of monetary value in the past has meant they are 

treated as “free resources” often resulting in over utilisation), and (ii) in defining how such values can assist 

decision-makers in mainstreaming ecosystem goods and services into accounting and other business 

practices. The tools are vital to determine the value of biodiversity to the economy and to people’s lives. In 

addition, some monitoring of the status of these goods and services needs to be implemented in order to 

inform policy, strategy and action around the pricing and trade of these goods and services”. 

 

In this reconstitution of the Maloti-Drakensberg polity in neoliberal terms, the MDTP is not 

alone. The report mentions that the South African government explicitly promotes this 

development (Diederichs and Mander, 2004: 46); while it is clear that the World Bank is 

equally eager. According to the first MDTP task team leader, there is a “need for 

conservationists to show the economic value of nature”, adding that “if the global community 

or South African government want nature to be preserved, they should be willing to pay for 

it” (Warner, interview 2005a). All in all, a better tribute to the concept of market legitimacy 

could not be provided. The consultancy report, MDTP transfrontier strategy and the World 

Bank all aim to subject the legitimacy of ‘nature’ to whether people (the ‘South African 

Government’, the ‘international community’ or others) are willing to pay for it.  

 

Noticeably, in none of the MDTP outlets or discussions, the assumptions underlying the 

payments for environmental services concept are discussed, let alone problematised. The 

problems and paradoxes in the reference to an ‘international community’ and the ascribing of 

roles to actors in a system of devolved governance that professes to value individual choice; 

the mistrust of commonage systems to conserve nature and the associated tendency towards 
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privatisation; the placing of monetary values over intrinsic values and the complete 

reductionism of the myriad of human-environment interactions to economic and 

methodological ‘management’ are all swept aside for a dogmatic adherence to the ‘latest 

trend’. After all, why would one want to find out whether anything works in practice or 

whether some explanations hold a greater truth-value than others when legitimacy is 

calculated in quantitative monetary terms rather than critical understanding or the intrinsic 

quality of an explanation or product? Not surprisingly, this tendency is also reflected in the 

wider ‘conservation community’, which like the MDTP is equally enchanted by superficially 

seductive neoliberal modes of ‘doing business’ (Büscher, 2008a).  

 

Equally but not surprisingly, the rationalising and reductionist properties of a payments for 

environmental services system also allows for more marketing opportunities. According to a 

staff member of Ezemvelo KwaZulu Natal Wildlife during the South African strategic 

planning workshop in March 2007, ‘we must stop being scared of placing proper value on 

biodiversity’, because “if we can’t put a value on it, we can’t convince people”225. Perhaps 

this is the major perverse aspect of the neoliberalisation of the MDTP polity: the 

commercialisation of nature is necessary to place nature on the political agenda and show its 

importance. Thus Diederichs and Mander (2004: 47) advise the MDTP to do proper 

“packaging of the message”: “Biodiversity conservation has little appeal to decision makers in 

South Africa. Biodiversity conservation has to be shown to be a human development tool, 

where investing in the natural asset enables humans to benefit as directly as possible. Take the 

lessons of Working for Water. Package the message appropriately and gain the support of the 

politicians”. In other words: it is the image that needs to convince, not reality. 

 

9.4.2 Tourism: a kind of magic? 

Whereas ‘payments for environmental services’ was conceptualised for implementation in 

future phases of the MDTP (Mokuku, interview 2005c), tourism was actually implemented in 

the ‘first’ phase. As stated before, tourism was often regarded in the project as the ‘magic 

                                                 
225 It must be noted that not everybody agreed with this statement, although most participants did. One 

participant explicitly noted that biodiversity should not have to pay for itself or create livelihoods perse: ‘there 

can be spin-offs but it mustn’t be the primary motive’. Again this shows that the neoliberalisation of 

conservation/development is also resisted. 
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bullet’ connecting conservation and development in the bioregion226. This not only made the 

jobs of the tourism specialists in the PCUs extremely demanding, they also had to 

continuously temper the high expectations (Mamimine, interview 2005; Beukes, interview 

2005; 2007). Yet, while they were careful not to push tourism as the panacea for all the area’s 

conservation/development problems, the tourism specialists did appear keen to use tourism as 

a devolved governance strategy to constitute the area in neoliberal terms. In a revealing 

interview, Mr. Patrick Mamimine (interview 2005), the Lesotho PCU tourism specialist, 

stated that tourism was not really recognised in the past in Lesotho and through the project 

they are bringing it in now. When asked whether tourism is the only way to connect 

conservation and development he replied negatively and mentioned the payments for 

ecological services concept. According to him this is no “open shop”, but a payment to the 

‘collective’ which – in Lesotho - is the management unit of a particular resource. When I 

asked how the management unit determines the price of the ecological service when people 

for instance value cattle also for what it represents culturally (Ferguson, 1994), Mamimine 

answered that the “people will have to learn then” (idem). According to him, people have to 

learn that when they ‘sing for pleasure, they could also be singing for money and if they 

dance for pleasure, they could also dance for money’. In this vein, he added that “cultures are 

changing and we can’t get stuck in the 16th century. We have to go for the spirit of the time” 

(idem). 

 

And this spirit is indeed neoliberal. In a true tribute to the principle of market legitimacy, 

Mamimine mentioned that generally in tourism, it does not matter how similar the product is, 

it is how you market it. According to Mamimine, the key trademark or symbol of the Basotho, 

which he said he partly got from the literature, is primitivism. He specifically mentioned that 

it is invariably cold in Lesotho and therefore people walk with blankets, which is a sign of 

primitivism. What tourism then must do, according to Mamimine, is the “romanticisation of 

primitivism” (idem). A trip to Lesotho must become a “nostalgia trip”. Mamimine believes 

that many people feel alienated from the West and tourism can cater for that longing for a 

rediscovery of the past. In reply, I ask whether this does not create an overtly false picture of 

reality. Mamimine answers negatively and says that it is a “staged reality”. He adds that even 

                                                 
226 With respect to the Amagugu Esizwe project, for example, Sisitka (2007: 31) mentions: “The one area where 

people are expecting to benefit in terms of their livelihoods from making improvements to their landscape, and 

protecting the biodiversity and the cultural resources is through tourism and related activities”. 
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now people do still express their culture without tourism in the sense that people for instance 

still ‘dance as a longing for the past’. Mamimine also mentioned that as a Western tourist you 

need to have a picture that you have been in Africa, which you can not make in downtown 

‘Joburg’: You then need to go to the rural areas and the game parks to get a picture of 

yourself with lions or traditional dancers. Patrick states “in tourism you don’t cater for reality, 

you cater for perceptions” (idem). 

 

While the South African PCU tourism specialist, Leonore Beukes, did not generally agree 

with her Lesotho counterpart on everything, she did agree that one should ‘cater for 

perceptions’ by looking at what the market wants and play into that, for instance, “people 

want authentic - culture, nature - and if one doesn’t accept this, your marketing will not be as 

successful” (Beukes, interview 2007). Accordingly, Beukes’ main priority in the project was 

the overall branding of the Maloti-Drakensberg region under a common single brand (Beukes, 

interview 2005; 2007). In fact, Beukes believed that without a single brand, the tourism 

component of the project would fail (Beukes, interview 2005). This issue, in the end, indeed 

became the main activity within the tourism component of the MDTP – another activity 

focused on the more abstract discursive level rather than ‘on the ground’ implementation. 

After much debate it was decided at a ‘historic agreement’ in May 2006 between the agencies 

responsible for tourism in the MDTP area227, that the single brand would be the ‘Maloti-

Drakensberg route’ (Beukes, interview 2007; MDTP, 2007e). In order to market the brand, 

the MDTP embarked on and published a book in 2007 called the ‘The Maloti Drakensberg 

Experience. Exploring the Maloti Drakensberg Route’ (MDTP, 2007e). The ‘route’ to the 

brand and the book, however, was not without challenges. 

 

In the 2001 MDTP Project Appraisal Document, the World Bank had mentioned with respect 

to tourism in the Maloti-Drakensberg region: 

“The area is attracting a considerable number of visitors; around 300,000 registered visits per year on the 

South African side, while the Lesotho side remains rather inaccessible and under-appreciated. Therefore, its 

economic potential is not realized, and the local population remains in poverty” (World Bank, 2001b: 49).  

After the 2005 mid-term review, the World Bank noted with respect to the South African 

PCU (World Bank, 2005: 12): 

                                                 
227 These are: Eastern Cape Tourism Board, Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, Free State Tourism Authority, Lesotho 

Tourism Development Corporation, South African National Parks and Tourism KwaZulu Natal (MDTP, 2007e). 
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“Discussions have taken place with Lesotho on how best to develop a transfrontier tourism strategy, 

including possible tourism routes and a single brand for the bioregion. This has culminated in the 

development of a table of contents which was revised during the mission. Discussions were held shortly, 

post mission, with the tourism sector to propose introducing a single marketing brand for the project area. 

This activity is important to both South Africa and Lesotho as current bed occupancy in the South African 

portion of the MDTP stands below 40% i.e. there is current surplus capacity which prevents further growth. 

The outcome of the single brand workshop was that a single brand will be developed to coincide with 

DEAT’s strategy to market TFCA’s in order to benefit from the 2010 Soccer World Cup”. 

 

Besides the early preoccupation with the 2010 soccer world cup, the section clearly takes the 

South African perspective in focusing on its bed occupancy and the associated room for 

growth. While leaving aside the typical but unsubstantiated remark about the economic 

potential of tourism and the poverty of the population, what these quotes highlight is that the 

World Bank also saw a strong role for tourism in connecting conservation and development, 

especially in Lesotho. However, from the start of the discussions, the Lesotho PCU was not 

very happy with the single brand. According to Mamimine, the single branding “is a 

destination rather then a journey” (Mamimine, interview 2005). He added that you need to 

brand a product and Lesotho does not have a product228 and because of this, “we are going to 

spend no money on branding but on products” (idem). Later, after Mamimine had left the 

project, the PCU coordinator mentioned that he does not think the joint marketing strategy 

with the three SA provinces was the right thing for Lesotho, because “we’re marketing 

nothing” (Mokuku, interview 2007b). However, he did agree to it because “it stimulates 

transfrontier cooperation”. Mokuku mentioned that the PCU engaged the Peace Parks 

Foundation to develop broad tourism plans on the macro level. Together they identified 

tourism nodes, such as the Sani Top and Sehlabathebe National Park, to stimulate tourism 

exchanges with South Africa, especially in relation to 2010. Most of this is on the strategic 

level, which Mokuku believed is the level one needs to start from, after which it will 

automatically ‘trickle down’ (Mokuku, interview 2007b). 

 

                                                 
228 This was mostly seen in terms of tourism infrastructure, such as hotels, lodges, B&Bs, tourism operators, etc. 

Wellings and Crush (1983) argue that Lesotho’s tourism industry used to be focused solely on providing the 

casino opportunities that South Africans were denied in South Africa. While since the early 1980s more 

diversified tourism infrastructure has been developed, it remains very limited, as can also be seen from famous 

travel guides, such as the Lonely Planet or recent specials on Lesotho in the April 2007 issue of GO! Magazine 

(www.gomag.co.za) and the April 2008 issue of Getaway magazine (www.getaway.co.za). 
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Paradoxically, then, both the South African and the Lesotho PCUs wished to focus the 

tourism component mostly on the macro, abstract level while it was supposed to be a practical 

strategy linking biodiversity conservation and local poverty reduction. On the other hand, 

from a neoliberal viewpoint, this paradox might not seem so surprisingly. After all, the 

constitution of an area in neoliberal terms is a process whereby local non-neoliberal ways 

have to be changed top-down. As Mamimine reckoned, cultures are changing and need to be 

fashioned in tune with the ‘spirit of the time’ (Mamimine, interview 2005). Marketing, then, 

works to stimulate demand from clients (tourists) in response to which local people have to 

start behaving as ‘entrepreneurs’ or capitalists, to live up to the demand, for instance by 

providing the ‘authenticity’ mentioned above. Obviously, this process does not come easily 

and is filled with struggles and contradictions, both in South Africa and Lesotho. For one, in 

Lesotho, Motlatsi Phasumane, the Mokhotlong district officer for the ministry of Tourism, 

Environment and Culture noted229 that Lesotho is not benefiting from all the tourism trips into 

the area from South Africa because the tourists “don’t leave a penny” in Lesotho. PCU 

members had also informally complained about the fact that South Africa’s industry is so 

much stronger and that they take tourists in and out of Lesotho and so make the money while 

leaving little for Lesotho’s poor. But in South Africa, this inequality between those that 

benefit from tourism and those that do not is equally big (Rogerson, 2004). In this respect, 

Musa Mahlobong from Ebusingatha, Northern KwaZulu Natal noted230 that there are many 

tourists going to The Cavern (a hotel nearby), but no tourists come to his village. He blames 

the ‘fact’ that the community is not developed and therefore cannot market themselves. 

 

Yet, despite these contradictions, the bioregional plan for the coming 20 years places equal 

importance on tourism. At the South African ‘stakeholder workshop’, 13 March 2007, it was 

mentioned that scenic beauty and cultural heritage are ‘key resources’, that are not yet 

‘capitalised’ on enough, especially cultural heritage. In turn, it was noted that this must then 

be marketed because it is a “goldmine”. Moreover, it was noted that with 2010 around the 

corner, ‘the time is right’ and that there might be more political will and political buy-in for 

issues around conservation/development, if tourism brings the two together economically. 

Yet, despite the emphasis, the bioregional plan does show a keener and more nuanced 

                                                 
229 Meeting 9 June 2005, Mokhotlong, Lesotho. 
230 Meeting, 8 March 2007, Ebusingatha, South Africa. 
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awareness of the contradictions in tourism in the region than earlier MDTP documentation 

did. It lays out these contradictions and concludes (MDTP, 2007d: 65): 

The general picture is then one of an underdeveloped tourism industry in Lesotho and certain portions in SA 

(including Free State and Eastern Cape) and an over development of the same kind of products in certain 

areas/nodes of  South Africa. In addition, there is a lack of diversification of products in both countries. A 

book, “The Maloti Drakensberg Experience” that highlights existing key attractions in the region has 

recently been published as part of the current phase of the MDTP. It is paving the way for the launch of the 

Maloti Drakensberg Route, which is an expanded version of the old Maloti Route which will now include 

the KZN Drakensberg area. 

Yet, despite this acknowledgement, the plan returns to repeat the earlier preoccupations 

seamlessly (MDTP, 2007d: 69): 

There are three key areas that need to be addressed for tourism to become entrenched as a viable additional 

livelihood option within the MDTFCA. These key areas are directly linked to (i) the need for a single, 

effective, consolidated marketing brand and associated strategy for the Maloti Drakensberg Route, (ii) the 

need for a diverse set of tourism products in the region in order to access the diverse set of experiences 

associated with the region – including the development of the road and bulk infrastructure network within 

the Maloti Drakensberg  Route and MDTFCA, and (iii) the need for a coordinated and effective investment 

strategy to encourage private sector investment in tourism in general, and more effective community-public-

private partnerships to ensure viable community-based tourism enterprises.   

 

It seems, then, that because tourism has been tried longer, interventions such as the MDTP 

have become better aware of some of the contradictions and struggles inherent its 

implementation than with the payments for environmental services concept. Another example 

is that the bioregional planner of the South African PCU had accepted that tourism is usually 

an ‘add-on’ to the diverse livelihoods ‘pallet’ for local people rather than a complete 

alternative. As such, he mentioned at the South African ‘stakeholder workshop’ (13-15 March 

2007, Howick) that the MDTP is not trying to completely change land-based economies and – 

like many other tourism projects do – ‘drag people off the land’ into the service sector 

(Dressler and Büscher, 2008). Yet, all in all, tourism has not yet benefited local people in the 

MDTP region much and this is acknowledged by the project. Two final points can therefore 

be noted about tourism. First, the focus on marketing, branding, etc. indeed stimulates market 

legitimacy and the further constitution of the Maloti-Drakensberg Area in neoliberal terms. 

Second, tourism makes the importance of marketing in a project such as the MDTP more 

‘concrete’ than any other issue. However, this is accompanied by the openly accepted 

‘wisdom’ that the image is more important than reality; a practice that could have dire 
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consequences for both conservation and development if indeed degradation of biodiversity or 

the sufferings of people are still realities, no matter how we construct them. 

 

9.5 Conclusion 

According to Nederveen Pieterse, “neoliberal business is characterized by an inverse 

relationship between marketing and product, with more effort and quality going into 

marketing than the product. Customers are supposed to buy the marketing rather than the 

product and salespersons often begin to believe their own story” (Nederveen Pieterse, 2004: 

129). This chapter has shown this to be true for conservation/development also, whereby 

several specific points can be noted. First, the chapter reaffirms the drive within the MDTP 

towards the abstract level of discourse. While the previous chapters already noted that the 

pressures towards consensus and anti-politics led the most important actors in the MDTP to 

focus more on the realm of discourse, it is the marketing struggle that truly provided evidence 

for the statement that discourse is not only the preferred level of engagement but even of 

implementation as we saw in the tourism component. In fact, discourse becomes the new 

reality, making the increasing gap between rhetoric and reality of less concern to 

implementers and planners. It is the level of discourse one must master and survive in, in 

conservation/development, not the ‘grounded’ struggles so often talked about in 

conservation/development rhetoric. As such, this explains why there was surprisingly little 

debate within the MDTP 231on the actual impact of the intervention on the environment and 

poverty levels in the Maloti-Drakensberg Area. Impact remained a preoccupation shrouded in 

the ‘future positive’, to be realised by proper planning. 

 

A second point following from the first deals with the distinctive qualities of 

conservation/development discourses, such as those ‘practiced’ in the MDTP. We have seen 

that with the constitution of the MDTP area in neoliberal terms, market legitimacy holds sway 

and the image become more important than reality. As a consequence, the level of discourse 

truly becomes what I call a ‘layer of discursive blur’: a distinct type of reality whereby the 

construction of success through ‘promotional’ marketing becomes success, as long as one can 

muster sufficient critical buy-in from a relevant ‘interpretative community’ (see also Mosse, 

                                                 
231 Note that I am not arguing here for more ‘impact assessment’, certainly not according to the current trends 

that are exemplary illustrations of methodological and economic reductionism. 
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2005). In the layer of discursive blur, the construction of success is not just a constructed 

policy judgement, but a necessity to engage in political debate. In fact, it is because within our 

post-modern world it is ‘generally accepted’ that knowledge is ‘constructed’ that marketing 

becomes a political strategy, all the while further separating image from reality and 

entrenching neoliberalism as a social order. In the words of Axford and Huggins (1998: 182): 

“mediatized politics in promotional cultures is expressed increasingly through the forms and 

discourses of a postmodern populism and that what ensues is not symptomatic of democracy 

in crisis, but part of a radical transformation of politics and political identities”. 

 

Yet, a third important point is in order: not everybody has access to this layer of discursive 

blur. We saw that the marketing struggle is a porous system where in principle everybody can 

take part, but those with the bigger chances are the ones in positions of access (such as 

influential institutions) or with the resources to market themselves. The point of the 

marketing, then, is usually not to mould the image to fit one’s specific needs or interests. 

After all, despite the cacophony of different images, there is a tendency towards using the 

same rhetoric, whether it is the public or private sector, or even communities. The image is 

not just important in itself, even though many actors still maintain a firm belief in the 

transformative potential of the ‘latest policy developments’. Rather, I argue that the 

importance of adding to, buying into or developing conservation/development images lies in 

creating potential for gaining competitive advantage and legitimacy in the underlying currents 

of the conservation/development discourse: the ever-narrowing spaces within systems of 

neoliberal devolved governance. As shown before, the trick then is to posit the image in such 

a way that it seems as though it is non-negotiable and can be agreed by ‘all stakeholders’. In 

short: the strategies of consensus and anti-politics also become political strategies of 

marketing in conservation and development. 

 

Finally, the chapter also showed the limits and contradictions of the constitution of the 

Maloti-Drakensberg in neoliberal terms. It was mentioned that not all actors automatically 

accept neoliberal discourses, while with some, the acceptance is highly contradictory, such as 

with the South African PCU, who were critical of contemporary economic times yet 

enthusiastically embraced the payments for environmental services concept. The different 

World Bank task team leaders also had different ideas about the payments for environmental 

services concept, showing that individual differences within institutions matter. Moreover, 

marginal actors, such as local communities, are often also critical of the images put forward 
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by other actors, especially images about them. Yet, despite these reservations and 

contradictions, there was no real resistance to the MDTP or the way in which it constituted 

the area in neoliberal terms. Arguably this could be because the MDTP remained occupied 

with the discursive level rather than ‘on the ground’ implementation struggles, but overall, 

this thesis has shown more structural forces to be at work. These will be summarised in the 

next and last chapter. 
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PART IV – CONCLUSION 

 
 

 
Amphitheatre, Northern Drakensberg, KwaZulu Natal, South Africa 
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10. Conclusions and reflections 

 

“The Capitalist has to be thoroughly realistic on one level, but insofar as he is immersed in commodity 

exchange, he is also subject to a high degree of wishful thinking”. 

 

- Joel Kovel (2002: 81) 

 

After describing, analysing and explaining many conservation/development contradictions in 

the previous pages, the thesis has itself come to an ‘uneasy contradiction’; namely that of 

coherently rounding off and closing a story that in reality neither has finished nor was 

coherent in the first place. Yet, the acceptance of this point might be one of the main 

conclusions that need to be drawn in this final chapter. After all, the core critical intervention 

of this thesis was to analytically unravel and empirically illustrate the ways in which 

neoliberal conservation/development produces and favours discourses seemingly free of 

contradictions while these saturate its practices. In doing so, it argued that in fact the very 

purpose of these discourses is to mask contradictory realities so as to legitimate further 

neoliberal expansion.  

 

From a historical perspective, this conclusion is not wholly surprising. The thesis noted the 

steady rise and intensification of capitalism over the past centuries in Southern Africa, which 

affected the region in penetrating and lasting ways. Arguably most notable was the subjecting 

of the region’s peoples to the emergent commodity production of, and chain around, mineral 

resources. Gold and diamonds ‘(re)organised’ labour in the region, subsuming the majority of 

peoples in the region within the quickly developing capitalist economy; seemingly effortlessly 

hybridising with colonialism and apartheid to give the system the distinct racial character we 

still witness today. Yet, with the rise and fall of apartheid, the further development of the 

capitalist system itself over time and severe (international) criticism of its central tenets in the 

1960s and 1970s, its character changed significantly; such even that a particular political 

ideology had to be developed to ensure its survival (Harvey, 2005). This ideology – 

neoliberalism – has become globally hegemonic since the 1980s and - while significantly 

changing character during the 1990s – remains so today. 

 



 

 

 

305

Against this historical backdrop, the thesis has explored the constitution of neoliberalism 

within the field of conservation and development in Southern Africa. More specifically, it 

aimed to build an overall critical analytical framework to study the rise, conceptualisation and 

implementation of transfrontier conservation areas as contemporary manifestations of 

neoliberal governance of conservation and development, taking into account the 

contradictions and struggles they unleash on different conceptual levels of abstraction and in 

specific geographical settings. Part II of the thesis focused on the more abstract regional level 

of Southern African transfrontier conservation, while part III delved into the ‘witches’ brew’ 

by examining one TFCA, the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation and 

Development Area, and the associated intervention in detail. Based on this, the final chapter 

outlines the study’s main conclusions, gives directions for a more political political ecology, 

suggests further research avenues and posits some final reflections. 

 

10.1 Conclusions 

This section aims to formulate an answer to the central research question that guided the 

research for this thesis: 

How is contemporary neoliberalism constituted within transfrontier governance 

structures and intervention strategies linking conservation and development in Southern 

Africa and how does this affect the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier 

Conservation and Development Project of reaching its twin objectives of conservation 

and development? 

The thesis argued that the crucial building block in answering this question is the separation 

between neoliberalism as mode of political conduct and mode of devolved governance. While 

these two ‘sides’ of neoliberalism often hybridise in practice, they do present two analytically 

separate realms that enable the constitution of a system that is loaded with contradictions. The 

particular modes of devolved governance considered in the thesis are well known and have 

long been investigated in the literature: competition and commercialisation. Due to the nature 

of regional Southern African transfrontier conservation and especially the MDTP case-study 

intervention, the real contribution of this study lies in the more in-depth understanding of 

neoliberalism as particular modes of political conduct in the conservation/development arena. 

As such, the thesis contributes to what is generally perceived as a major gap in the literature, 

namely that research on neoliberalisation insufficiently takes “account of the ways in which 

ideologies of neoliberalism are themselves produced and reproduced through institutional 
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forms and political action” (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 383). The thesis argued that three modes 

are particularly prominent: those of consensus, anti-politics and marketing. All three mutually 

reinforce each other to constitute neoliberal devolved governance practices within 

transfrontier governance structures and intervention strategies linking conservation and 

development in Southern Africa. 

 

In terms of consensus, it was noted that both regional transfrontier conservation and the 

MDTP were characterised by a strong pressure for ‘actor all-inclusiveness’. Based on the 

hybridisation of historical demands for socially inclusive conservation and increasing 

neoliberal market legitimacy (e.g. McCarthy, 2005), conservation/development interventions 

have increasingly been forced to speak in consensus rhetoric to capture as broad a buy-in as 

possible. Transfrontier conservation areas appear to be epitomised manifestations of this 

trend. Not only do they ‘cater’ for biodiversity and ‘local communities’, they are said to 

stimulate international cooperation between states, increase business opportunities for the 

private sector and provide prospects for non-governmental organisations also. On the regional 

level, this became visible in the ways in which dominant actors such as DEAT and the Peace 

Parks Foundation catered for nearly all different types of actor groups in transfrontier 

conservation outlined in chapter four in their public policies and speeches. The case-study of 

the MDTP showed how both the preparation phases of the intervention as well as the 

intervention itself also went through great lengths to try and capture ‘all actors’, ‘all themes’ 

and ‘all activities’ under the proposal and the bioregional planning framework.  

 

But to retain the image of all-inclusiveness and consensus in the face of an ever-growing 

amount of actors capable of critically scrutinising and resisting one’s political agenda requires 

a second neoliberal mode of political conduct: that of anti-politics or ‘the political act of 

doing away with politics’. Based on neoliberalism’s universalistic ambitions, and the 

associated drive towards consensus, the thesis concluded that the processes with which actors 

make decisions that determine social or public outcomes need to be aligned by the 

suppressing of political debate through a political strategy of anti-politics. On the regional 

level, the thesis showed that especially the Peace Parks Foundation aimed to do so by 

‘blowing up’ the ‘peace parks discourse’ to huge proportions and be so blunt as to present this 

discourse as a ‘model of meaning’ to which people should attach their hope and fortunes, and 

which can function as ‘the global solution’. On the case-study level, however, the real 

political intricacies of the strategy of anti-politics were revealed. The study of a transfrontier 
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project with two different Project Coordination Units allowed for a more refined 

understanding of anti-politics that goes beyond the ‘standard’ interpretation of the concept as 

technical or instrumental (Ferguson, 1994; Li, 2007).  

 

Based on the model by Schedler (1997), the thesis differentiated between a moral and 

instrumental anti-political political strategy with which the two PCUs tried to make something 

happen in and get something out of the intensely politicised environments they were working 

in. The Lesotho PCU chose the moral high ground and argued from a perspective of the 

‘undebatable’ moral tenets of community-based conservation. The South African PCU chose 

a strategy of instrumental anti-politics that emphasised a rational technical high ground. In the 

end, the MDTP became a hybrid of both, albeit it was obvious that regionally, the Lesotho 

PCUs stance had most buy-in from crucial actors such as MTEC, DEAT and later also the 

World Bank, thereby politically marginalising the South African PCU. Truly marginal actors, 

such as local communities, however, were also implicated in the anti-politics dynamic. In 

explaining how local communities pragmatically forfeited their own political agenda vis-à-vis 

the intervention in order to obtain livelihood benefits, the thesis aimed to present a nuanced 

multi-directionality in the analysis of conservation/development interventions that does not 

solely acknowledge marginal actors in terms of their domination by others. In all, the thesis 

argued that, taken together, the political strategies of consensus and anti-politics led to a 

reification of the status quo and a focus on the realm of discourse through extensive planning 

and research: the realm where – ostensibly – contradictions are easier to avoid. 

 

Ostensibly, that is, because the thesis showed that contradictions could not be avoided. On the 

regional level, the overwhelming advantage in resources and access to key political and 

business figures the PPF enjoys on the regional TFCA level vis-à-vis the access and resources 

of more marginal actors was laid bare. Within the MDTP, one major contradiction entailed 

the challenging of the original MDTP project implementation plan by the South African PCU 

that at the end of the five-year intervention period faced the identical challenge of obtaining 

consensus about their plan and – more importantly – its future implementation by an even 

larger amount of crucial ‘stakeholders’. Another key contradiction was the expectation of the 

MDTP preparation phase planners that transfrontier cooperation and even friendship would 

ensue while the actual intervention showed that throughout the project period there were 

many tensions between the PCUs, leading even to an adversarial relationship rather than 

friendship. In order, then, to ‘control’ these contradictions and retain legitimacy for a concept 
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such as ‘peace parks’ or an intervention such as the MDTP, constant discursive grooming and 

spin is necessary. In other words, non-compliance to consensus and anti-politics is answered 

by the disciplining force of the third neoliberal political strategy: that of marketing. 

 

The political strategy of marketing entails the manipulation of abstraction in order to gain 

competitive advantage in the conservation/development market place. The thesis showed that 

this worked out in two ways in Southern African transfrontier conservation and the MDTP. 

First, in order to create buy-in for its political agenda, we saw that especially the PPF used 

modern marketing tools to sell its ‘peace parks’ discourse so that consensus about its 

importance and global applicability would arise out of actors themselves rather than being 

imposed. This is marketing in the way the commercial sector works: the instilling of a desire 

or need so that the purchase of a particular product seems to truly be the individual choice of 

the client (Kovel, 2002). Chapter five noted that the PPF left no measures unused in order to 

convince relevant actors (especially the more powerful) of the peace parks concept. But there 

is also a second, more refined type of marketing, namely the manipulation of abstraction on 

an ‘every-day’ basis. Based on the empirical material in part III and especially chapter nine, 

the thesis concludes that if captured within a highly competitive environment - such as the 

‘conservation/development marketplace’ represents – actors such as the World Bank, private 

organisations, consultants, but also communities and the state itself, increasingly use every 

opportunity to gain competitive advantage over other actors and so strengthen one’s ‘brand’. 

This ‘deeper’ penetration into the life-worlds of actors truly signifies that neoliberalism is 

being established as the global social order. However, crucial to add here is that not all actors 

have equal access to the ‘marketing struggle’. Chapter nine showed that those with more 

material and network resources – in our case the World Bank, private companies and 

consultants - are better able to position themselves so that they can access and therefore 

influence public images in their favour. 

 

Taken together, the thesis concludes that the three modes present a particularly strong and 

resilient set of political practices that is not only able to maintain legitimation for 

interventions, it is also able to mask the ‘uneasy contradictions’ inherent in current-day 

conservation/development. However, by themselves these modes are not able to constitute 

transfrontier conservation and development in Southern Africa in neoliberal terms. The thesis 

has shown that the modes of political conduct stimulate and thrive on neoliberal modes of 

devolved governance, especially those revolving around competition and commercialisation. 
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It is these mechanisms that induce actors to regulate and discipline themselves to survive in – 

and thereby further reinforce – the conservation/development marketplace. By far the most 

common devolved governance strategy in Southern African transfrontier conservation and the 

MDTP is that of tourism. Again the PPF was shown to ‘inflate’ the promises of tourism to 

huge proportions, while the tourism specialists in the MDTP tried to caution against high 

expectations, all the while further stimulating its expansion in particularly neoliberal ways.  

 

Another ‘up-and-coming’ devolved governance strategy, especially within the MDTP, 

entailed the concept of ‘payments for environmental services’. Unlike tourism, which needs 

outside investors (tourists) to come in and trigger economic market exchange, ‘payments for 

environmental services’ is a governance strategy that fashions new relationships between 

actors in neoliberal style by encapsulating them in chains that link production and purchase of 

a particular ‘environmental service’. The supposed aim of capturing actors and natural 

resources in a market model is to let economic transactions determine the most ‘efficient’ way 

to conserve biodiversity and equitably arrange issues of access to and benefits from resources. 

At this point, we have to turn to the second part of the main research question, namely how 

does the constitution of neoliberalism through the interaction between political conduct and 

devolved governance affect the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier 

Conservation and Development Project of reaching its twin objectives of conservation and 

development? 

 

Based on the empirical material presented, I conclude that the neoliberalisation of the MDTP 

area has negatively affected the chances of the Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier 

Conservation and Development Project of reaching its twin objectives of conservation and 

development. In fact, I conclude that the historical constitution of the intervention within the 

donor systems of the World Bank and the GEF, together with the manner in which the ‘first’ 

phase of the MDTP actively subjected itself to and in turn triggered neoliberal modes of 

political conduct and devolved governance is likely to fuel contradictions in the future that 

entrench the status quo or even worsen the state of the biodiversity and the fate of the resident 

people of the Maloti-Drakensberg area. 

 

The crux of my argument to support this conclusion lies in the assertion – based on the 

presented empirical findings – that the neoliberalisation of conservation/development fuels 

and stimulates already inherent contradictions in conservation/development interventions 
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even further. The main and most far-reaching one is the contradiction between the (often 

passionate) struggle to accept and do something about the reality of degrading biodiversity 

and worsening poverty in the Maloti-Drakensberg area through means that aim to place the 

‘image over reality’ and promote the construction of nature as contingent and up to the ‘eye of 

the beholder’. Whilst I do not deny that humans invariably develop different constructions of 

(natural) realities around them (Biersack, 2006), my point is that the neoliberal modes of 

political conduct should be seen within an “emergent abstract knowledge structure” pervading 

global governance that is based on the “increasing tendency to negotiate or rework the fabric 

of understandings that constitute our notion of what is real” (Porter, 1999: 138). In fact, 

neoliberal modes of political conduct and devolved governance inherently rely on the 

possibilities to ‘rework the fabric of understandings that constitute our notion of what is real’ 

because it creates opportunities to gain competitive advantage.  

 

The thesis showed that it is marketing in particular that exemplifies this contradiction, 

especially in relation to the devolved governance strategies of tourism and payments for 

environmental services. On the regional level, chapter five noted uncomfortable 

contradictions around tourism such as the rhetoric with respect to the importance of local 

people in the light of resettlements in the Great Limpopo, the feasibility the ‘TFCA route’, 

doing ‘9 countries in 5 days’ and Rupert’s ideas about nature being valuable for ‘affluent 

Western man’ and not for ‘poverty stricken’ Africans that need ‘alternatives to subsistence 

living’ (PPF, 2000: 2)232. Despite all of this, we saw that tourism was still posited as ‘the new 

gold’. On the level of the MDTP intervention, the contradictions were arguably even more 

far-reaching. With respect to payments for environmental services, it was noted that this 

strategy aims to institutionalise market legitimacy in conservation/development that 

inherently favours quantitative monetary values over qualitative intrinsic values. Regarding 

tourism, we saw how the MDTP focused explicitly on the discursive side of branding and 

marketing where they had the chance to do more implementation ‘on the ground’. In the 

marketing and branding, then, the image of the area and its people were deemed more 

important than reality. After all: ‘in tourism you don’t cater for reality, you cater for 

perceptions’ (Mamimine, interview 2005).  

                                                 
232 In this vein, West and Brockington (2006: 613) note that “it is ironic hat African transboundary conservation 

areas, which can require displacement and fuel ethnic tensions, have sought popular support as “peace parks””. I 

argue, however, that this contradiction is not only explainable within my framework, but even stimulated in 

order to gain competitive advantage. That, I would argue, is an even greater irony. 
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It is here that we need to extend the quote by Kovel with which I started this chapter: 

"The capitalist has to be thoroughly realistic on one level, but insofar as he is immersed in commodity 

exchange, he is also subject to a high degree of wishful thinking. Success in the imponderable market 

depends a great deal upon instilling confidence and assurance that such and such will really sell, for whether 

such and such actually sells depends in part upon whether people believe in it. This attitude, so essential to 

huckstering and 'hustling customers', is normally balanced by shrewdness of one kind or another. However, 

where, as with the ecological crisis, the shrewdness is misplaced because the situation is incomprehensible, 

then the all-too-human traits of denying reality and resorting to wishful thinking come to the fore. Since no 

one in fact can predict the outcome of the ecological crisis, or any of its constituent ecosystemic threads, the 

way is left open for optimistic denial, in short, minimization of the dangers, and inadequate responses taken 

for opportunistic motives rather than from a real appreciation of the problem" (Kovel, 2002: 81). 

 

Thus within an environment that is subject(ed) to market legitimacy, the thesis concludes that 

this often leads to emphasising discourse over practice, as this is the realm where ‘consensus-

as-make-believe’ can be achieved, and secondly, where reality can be ‘put a spin on’ or 

constructed in such a way that it leads to competitive advantage. The effect is that the 

discursive level becomes a reality in itself; something that I have termed the ‘layer of 

discursive blur’. Evidence on both the regional and the MDTP level showed that many in 

conservation/development make a living out of abstraction, out of paper/policy, and often 

even prefer to engage ‘implementation’ on this level (such as with tourism in the MDTP). 

However, from a critical perspective, one could conclude that the retreat into this layer of 

discursive blur, offers greater levels of security than do complex struggles ‘on the ground’ 

(see also Büscher and Dressler, 2007). In line with Mosse (2005), the layer of discursive blur 

provides a ‘smoke-screen’, which enables actors to live up to pressures for consensus while 

staying away from the contradictions and struggles of grounded realities. Yet, going beyond 

Mosse, I argue that the systemic features of neoliberalism lead actors to prefer discourse over 

practice because they are pressurised to pursue competitive advantage.  

 

The reality / construction of reality contradiction in conservation/development, I argue, is set 

to become one of the major struggles of our time, if it has not already become so in for 

instance debates around climate change. What is at stake, in critical realist terms, is the way 

we see, experience and understand reality and whether it indeed continues to be increasingly 

pervaded by neoliberal logics of economic and methodological reductionism. For now, I 

argue, the contradiction continues to be ‘fed’, amounting to a bubble that is bound to burst 
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sooner or later. While I believe this is the case for global debates around 

environment/development questions, this thesis has tried to show the ‘cracks in the bubble’ 

for Southern African transfrontier conservation and the MDTP in particular. More precisely, 

the thesis also explicitly aimed to demonstrate that the political strategies of consensus, anti-

politics and marketing are risky and enmeshed in intensifying struggles – exactly because 

they fashion the further separation between rhetoric and reality. With neoliberal expansion 

continuing unabated in regional transfrontier conservation and the MDTP, political strategies 

that ex ante rely on image rather than grounded realities – even if these remain partially 

constructed – risk loosing ‘real appreciation of conservation/development problems’, thereby 

opening them up for ‘predatory interpretation’ that is focused on competitive gain rather than 

‘real appreciation’ through critical understanding (e.g. Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003). 

Peterson et al (2005: 766), with respect to consensus, phrase this succinctly: “the shift towards 

consensus in conservation planning will have deleterious environmental consequences if 

continued at its current rate. If social dominance alone constitutes reality, powerful 

conservation metaphors such as sustainable development will be colonized by proponents of 

the most powerful social construction of reality, and the conservation community will be 

rendered powerless to challenge the dominant economic growth and efficiency paradigm for 

decision making”. 

 

In the end, politics is about making choices in non-ideal circumstances, but also about making 

compromises in critical, meaningful debate. Contradictions in this setting will always exist, 

yet at least can be accepted and discussed whereby the impacts can be alleviated. The 

contradiction of anti-political conservation/development, focused on consensus and 

marketing, means contradictions cannot be accepted openly or connoted explicitly as politics, 

in turn leading away from a ‘real appreciation of problems’. The best example hereof is that 

other famous contradiction in neoliberal conservation and development, namely, the 

stimulating of dynamics such as competition and commercialisation that have time and again 

proven to lead to the opposite of what interventions such as the MDTP try to achieve, namely 

degradation of natural resources and inequality (Ferguson, 2006; Igoe and Brockington, 2007; 

Li, 2007; Büscher and Dressler, 2007). Neoliberal conservation/development thus stimulates 

O’Connor’s famous ‘second contradiction of capitalism’, which means that through its focus 

on growth and expansion, inherent in capitalism is that it destroys the very means of its own 

production (O’Connor, 1998). 
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However, while these arguments lead me to conclude that the chances for the MDTP of 

reaching its twin objectives of conservation and development are not encouraging; this does 

not mean that all of the intervention was indeed negative. It is, for example, important to note 

that strong bonds between various people and institutions between Lesotho and South Africa 

have been established. Even if the PCUs did not get along well, the very fact that they were 

confronted with each other meant they had to reflect on these experiences, which could have 

longer term effects in terms of getting to know each other’s political strategies and 

sensitivities. Many staff from South Africa noted that they had never been to Lesotho or even 

thought about visiting the country. New engagements, then, can create opportunities for 

critical understanding of each other’s situations – but obviously only if actors are open for 

critical understanding, which unfortunately they are not very often (Quarles van Ufford et al, 

2003). In this vein it is worth mentioning that joint arrangements between South Africa and 

Lesotho have been formed: institutions that can also help understand each others background 

and politics better in the long term. As noted in part III, MTEC and DEAT were a good 

example. Yet, to make these engagements meaningful in a conservation/development context, 

it again needs stressing that it depends on how actors deal with differences and contradictions 

that invariably result from new engagements. An ironic case in point, especially in the light of 

South Africa and Lesotho being unequal partners, was the situation that the ‘weaker’ partner 

(the Lesotho PCU) was better able to get its ‘accommodating commonage’ approach accepted 

internationally than the traditionally ‘stronger’ partner (the South African PCU) could with its 

bioregional planning approach. 

 

Another point in the thesis was that neoliberal models and contradictions are also resisted and 

have their limits. On the regional level we saw that many organisations do not agree with the 

peace parks discourse as put forth by the Peace Parks Foundation, including staff members 

from DEAT. On the level of the MDTP, we saw communities criticizing the intervention and 

the second World Bank task team leader taking a more critical stance towards payments for 

environmental services. Yet, active resistance to the construction of transfrontier conservation 

or the Maloti-Drakensberg area in neoliberal terms was minimal233. While criticism was 

plenty in interviews and behind closed doors, actual resistance was limited and hardly 

                                                 
233 There was one instance in the Amagugu Esizwe project whereby traditional authorities actively resisted the 

project, which put it on hold for three months. However, it did not become clear whether the exact reasons for 

this resistance had much to do with the intervention as such or more with local politics (De Beer, interview 

2005c). 
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focussed directly on some of the implementers or the World Bank. This is likely explained by 

the fact that the MDTP was not primarily focused on ‘on the ground’ local implementation, 

yet even on the regional level there has been limited active resistance against the 

establishment of TFCAs234. Not even the expelling of people from Mozambique’s Limpopo 

National Park created the controversies that considering the scale of the issue could have been 

expected. As of yet, it appears that the neoliberal constitution of Southern African 

transfrontier conservation is still able to control the contradictions it stimulates, but this might 

of course change in the near future. With the further implementation of transfrontier 

conservation in Southern Africa it remains to be seen exactly how challenges to neoliberal 

modes of political conduct and devolved governance will be dealt with. Most likely, coercion 

and discipline will have to move beyond the marketing struggle and possibly become more 

direct or even physical in order to safeguard further neoliberal expansion. Critical research to 

monitor these developments will therefore remain highly necessary. 

 

10.2 Towards a more political political ecology 

Having come to the end of the thesis, I do not aim here to repeat current debates in political 

ecology. Rather, I wish to modestly add some suggestions based on the above conclusions to 

several excellent recent overviews of the state of the political ecology debate (Neumann, 

2005; Biersack, 2006). Both Neumann and Biersack sum up political ecology’s main concerns 

as dealing with the history of human-nature interaction; the political economy of nature; the 

relation culture-nature and the construction of nature. About the latter, Biersack notes: 

“The constructionist position has fuelled a debate, ontological and epistemological, about whether (first) 

nature actually exists (the realist position) or is only construction (the constructionist position), and, if it 

does exist, whether it can be known as such or whether every attempt to know it necessarily results in 

another subjective construction rather than in objective facts. I dare to say that the argument that there is no 

nature, only “nature”, a construction, has little appeal for most political ecologists, for whom the stakes must 

be real and material if they are to be fully political” (Biersack, 2006: 27). 

It should be clear from the above that I agree with this statement, especially because my 

research showed that the ‘real and material’ are becoming foreign to 

conservation/development interventions. Yet, ‘to be fully political’ can be taken further still, 

or so I argue.  
                                                 
234 It is interesting to note Brosius’ argument here in that ‘acts of resistance’ should simultaneously also be seen 

as attempts at engagement (Brosius, 2006: 283). While ‘big resistance’ seemed to be lacking, local actors did try 

to engage the MDTP, albeit on the MDTPs terms, playing along the ‘neoliberal game’. 
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The above showed the dangers of the construction of knowledge in the neoliberalisation of 

conservation/development. As more and more people become accustomed to changing 

imagery of realities around them, they start regarding information and knowledge as exactly 

that: a mere construction whereby truth values are always and inherently debatable. Yet, in an 

ostensibly democratic neoliberal system, where diversity and freedom of expression are 

permitted (at least at the surface or in the margins), people have become accustomed also to 

either respecting or discarding the other’s opinion235 – as long as it does not interfere with 

his/her seeming freedom to express his/her opinion or way of life. This is where everybody 

then chips into the modes of political conduct I have distinguished in this thesis: we all play 

the games of consensus, anti-politics and marketing at the surface. But few dare to stick out 

their necks to challenge the underlying currents of continuously increasing neoliberalism as 

devolved governance in all aspects of society and in our own life-worlds (Kovel, 2002).  

 

A more political political ecology, then, entails two things. First, to continue the infusion of 

anthropology and geography dominated political ecology with influences from political 

science, especially international relations. Above all, this means to more clearly define and 

conceptualise politics, power, governance, and so forth, but crucially, to link the ethnographic 

to the abstract debates surrounding these concepts (Ferguson, 2006). It is the latter especially 

where I feel political ecology could find fruitful new avenues of research and writing. In 

presenting a multi-level analysis, I have aimed to do exactly that: to be sensitive to 

ethnographic details, while making explicit how these connect to larger debates, drawing for 

instance on more political science interpretations of a well-known but little developed concept 

in political ecology such as anti-politics (Büscher, forthcoming). 

 

The second point is for political ecology to also be more political: to accept that science is 

inherently political and to make a political stance, especially towards the many vile effects of 

neoliberalism and make these more concrete. Here, political ecology could consider taking 

inspiration from recent ‘ethnography of aid’ or ‘aidnography’ studies that emphasises critical 

engagement with conservation/development practitioners (e.g. Lewis et al, 2003; Quarles van 

Ufford et al, 2003; Mosse, 2004; 2005) rather than the critical disengagement that still seems 

                                                 
235 Although, like the general contradictions visible in neoliberalism, this is becoming increasingly unstable and 

respect for other’s opinion seems to be decreasing around the globe, often even leading to violence. 
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to pervade much of political ecology. In the light of pressures towards different kinds of anti-

politics, also within the arena of academia, which itself is increasingly subjected to market 

legitimacy, this seems to be an issue of the utmost pertinence. However, crucially important 

to add here is that this should be done without falling into the trap of letting one’s science be 

driven by one’s political agenda. In this vein, it is vital to heed Latour’s words (2005: 259-

260): 

“The words ‘social’ and ‘nature’ used to hide two entirely different projects that cut across both of those ill-

assembled assemblies: one to trace connections among unexpected entities and another to make those 

connections hold in a somewhat liveable whole. The mistake is not in trying to do two things at once – every 

science is also a political project – the mistake is to interrupt the former because of the urgency of the 

latter”. 

 

10.3 Suggestions for further research 
The call for a more political political ecology logically flows into suggestions for further 

research. Again, this can be understood in two ways: suggestions relating to what to do 

research on and how to do research. Regarding to the former, several issues brought up in this 

thesis deserve further attention. I will name just a few. First, it will be important to devote 

more attention to studying the intricacies of the interaction between neoliberalism as political 

conduct and devolved governance in conservation/development. Several studies have already 

engaged this issue (e.g. McCarthy, 2005; Li, 2007), but, especially in relation to the points 

mentioned above about a more political political ecology, this could provide fruitful areas of 

future research, particularly if done in different geographical settings and with respect to a 

wider variety of ‘natural resources’.  

 

A second point relates to the intricacies of market legitimacy and its meaning for the politics 

of democratic conservation. This point must be seen especially within the light of the 

amalgamating of public and private spheres whereby not only the penetration of the private 

sphere into the public sphere was stimulated, but where the opposite movement was also 

noticeable: public into private through the ‘mainstreaming in production sectors’. In turn, this 

has complicated traditional public structures for democratic accountability of governance 

activities, leading to further emphasis on ‘market legitimacy’ and associated neoliberal 

governance strategies such as competition and commercialisation. Further research could 

concentrate this complication, focusing especially on issues of actor all-inclusiveness, 

consensus struggles, and so forth. Following Neocosmos (2003: 348), I maintain that the 
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radical rejection of neoliberalism will be central hereby: “any move towards emancipatory 

democracy in political activity requires a rejection of the limits of (neo-) liberalism”.  

 

A third and final pointer given here relates to the reality / construction of reality discussion. 

Already, there are intense debates on this issue (Proctor, 1998), but these need to be 

broadened considerably, also beyond the academic realm. So far, the very nature of the 

contradiction has hindered this development from taking place as even its participants 

themselves get confused by the various levels of meta-analysis possible. With this in mind it 

seems almost impossible to relate to the mediatised world of ‘sound bites’ where knowledge 

seems to become irrelevant and ‘old news’ a minute after it appears236. Yet, in line with a 

more political political ecology, it still needs to be tried, time and again, as the stakes are 

simply too high to become cynical. 

 

In terms of how to do research, I wish to stress the value of an ‘anthropological approach to 

political science’, or the combination of ethnographic fieldwork with an eye for the structural 

(Ferguson, 2006; Büscher, 2008b). This suggestion must also be seen as a suggestion to 

explore the value of critical realism as a guiding philosophy of science that aims to balance 

actor and structure approaches. Critical realism opens up spaces to critically scrutinise 

particular constructions of nature and certain knowledges about the interactions between 

society and nature while avoiding the post-modern fallacy of deconstructing nature to such an 

extent that it no longer exists, thus retaining the crucially important point that some 

knowledge or statements can indeed hold greater truth value than others. I agree with 

Neumann (2005: 42) that ethnographic research, ‘broadly conceived’ is crucial hereby as it 

forces researchers to not only understand contradictions and struggles better, but also deal 

with them and accept them in writing and beyond. 

 

                                                 
236 Although Eriksen (2001: 2-3) does not link his analysis of the information age with the political economy that 

stimulates it, his warning is nonetheless worth repeating and kept in mind: “the unhindered and massive flow of 

information in our time is about to fill all the gaps, leading as a consequence to a situation where everything 

threatens to become a hysterical series of saturated moments, without a ‘before’ and ‘after’, a ‘here’ and ‘there’ 

to separate them. Indeed, even the ‘here and now’ is threatened since the next moment comes so quickly that it 

becomes difficult to live in the present. (…). The consequences of this extreme hurriedness are overwhelming; 

both the past and the future as mental categories are threatened by the tyranny of the moment”. 
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10.4 Final reflections 
As I stated in the introduction, I will not present lessons learned or ‘best practices’. There are 

enough of those already and they rarely, if ever, lead to the transformations needed to come to 

an ecologically and developmentally sane post-neoliberal era. The final reflection here is 

therefore about the critical need to be critical – meaning, to look beyond that which is given 

to you. Following from the above, just because reality is always at least partially constructed 

does not mean we cannot find better explanations for reality, and therefore also better ways of 

living with each other and the biodiversity around us. Obviously, for many this then 

automatically begs the question ‘what is to be done?’; what are the practical actions we must 

follow in order to solve ‘the problem’? Yet, when faced with a global ideological system that 

is so dominant, perverse and seductive as is neoliberalism, the most practical course of action 

is not to put ‘alternatives’ on the table solely to provide people with ‘quick and dirty’ ways of 

‘problem-solving’ that make them feel ‘productive’ in their efforts to overcome ‘the’ 

problem. Rather, it is to chart alternative, critical ways of thinking that firstly need to be 

embraced by an increasing amount of actors, after which associated processes of action 

should be developed (Kovel, 2002; Quarles van Ufford et al, 2003). Critical understanding is 

the only way to get beyond the major pitfall of market legitimacy narrated in chapter nine: the 

danger of not needing/wanting to find out whether anything works in practice or whether 

some explanations hold a greater truth-value than others because legitimacy is calculated in 

quantitative monetary terms rather than the intrinsic quality of an explanation or a product.  

 

When thinking along these lines, it becomes easier to chart critical ‘ways forward’. These 

could revolve around further problematising the ‘consensus’ about the need for universal 

economic growth, thinking critically about decreasing of consumption or about how to reduce 

self-reinforcing pressures for marketing, especially commercial advertising. Reducing the 

automaticity with which these issues are often accepted by governments, donors, companies 

and others might give interventions such as the MDTP space to start engaging with the ‘on the 

ground’ struggles necessary to truly address power imbalances and social inequities as well as 

promoting ways of living that reduce rather than stimulate the extraction of resources and 

degradation of biologically diverse areas. In the current climate, however, these are all so 

generally accepted that calling them into question is often immediately seen as ‘radical’ or 

‘extreme’, showing again how dominant and pervasive neoliberalism actually is. Yet, I argue 

that the opposite is the case: if we actually care about issues of conservation/development, 

these are not radical issues to think about, but highly necessary and long overdue. Obviously, 
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we are still far from reaching a critical mass of people who share this view, but this insight 

will gain wider acceptance when the contradictions and struggles within neoliberalism reach 

ever greater intensities and affecting ever-more people central in keeping the neoliberal 

system going. 
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Samenvatting (summary in Dutch)  

 

Geschillen over Consensus, Antipolitiek en Marketing 

Neoliberalisme en Grensoverschrijdend Natuurbehoud en Ontwikkeling in  

Zuidelijk Afrika 

 

Interventies ter bevordering van natuurbehoud en ontwikkeling zijn, ondanks hun ambigue 

geschiedenis, nog steeds een populaire methode om internationaal natuurbeschermingsbeleid 

te implementeren. Één van de meest recente trends op dit terrein zijn zogenaamde 

‘grensoverschrijdende natuurparken’ (GNPs): grote grensoverschrijdende gebieden die 

primair gewijd zijn aan het behoud van biologische diversiteit. In navolging van duurzame 

ontwikkeling and internationale community-based natural resource management discoursen 

hebben deze GNPs ook een tweede doel, namelijk het helpen ontwikkelen van arme rurale 

gemeenschappen in en rondom deze grensgebieden. Maar hier houden de ambities van GNPs 

niet op. Door het creëren van gemeenschappelijke instituties die deze twee doelen moeten 

bewerkstelligen onstaat een derde doel: het stimuleren van internationale samenwerking en 

vrede. Zodoende worden ze ook wel ‘vredesparken’ genoemd. Al met al is het duidelijk dat 

grensoverschrijdende parken de afmetingen, dimensies en ambities van interventies 

aanzienlijk verruimd hebben en dat ze nieuwe instituties en politiek rond natuurbescherming 

en ontwikkeling hebben bevorderd. Deze studie analyseert de opmars, consolidatie en 

implementatie van GNPs in de regio die globaal tot nog toe de meest invloedrijke bleek op het 

gebied van grensoverschrijdend natuurbeheer: Zuidelijk Afrika. 

 

Centrale vraag en focus 

De onderzoeksvraag die ten grondslag lag aan dit onderzoek is als volgt geformuleerd: 

Hoe is het huidige neoliberalisme verwezenlijkt in grensoverschrijdende bestuurs- en 

interventiestructuren die natuurbehoud en ontwikkeling aan elkaar verbinden in Zuidelijk 

Afrika en verhoudt zich dit tot de kansen van het Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project 

om haar natuurbeschermings- en ontwikkelingsdoelen te halen? 

 

Het centrale dilemma dat wordt aangesneden door deze studie is de veranderende invloed en 

effecten van het neoliberalisme: de politieke ideologie die sociale en politieke dynamieken 

ondergeschikt wil maken aan marktwerking. Ik beweer dat interventies die tot doel hebben 
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om GNPs te bewerkstelligen een kijk kunnen geven op de nieuwe richtingen van en 

geschillen binnen bredere neoliberale politieke en bestuursdynamieken rondom natuurbehoud 

en ontwikkeling in postapartheid Zuidelijk Afrika. Deze bewering is gestoeld op empirisch 

veldonderzoek dat plaats vond op meerdere locaties en bestuurlijke niveaus tussen 2003 en 

2008; van regionale politiek rondom GNPs tot die op het lokale niveau van één specifieke 

case studie, het Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project tussen Lesotho en Zuid-Afrika. Wat 

het onderzoek aantoont is dat de neoliberalisering van natuurbehoud en ontwikkeling sterke 

veranderingen heeft doorgemaakt ten opzichte van twee decennia geleden en dat deze 

voornamelijk tot uitdrukking komen in nieuwe vormen van politiek die bedreven worden om 

meer bestaande vormen van neoliberaal bestuur, zoals competitie en commercialisering, 

verder te verankeren.  

 

Historische context 

Deze nieuwe ‘vormen van politiek’ komen natuurlijk niet uit een historisch vacuüm 

tevoorschijn. Sterker nog; het is elementair om het belang van de historische context die 

geleid hebben tot de opmars van GNPs te benadrukken, waarbij de nadruk ligt op de Zuidelijk 

Afrikaanse geschiedenis vanaf de 19de eeuw. Vanaf deze tijd begonnen natuurbeschermings- 

en ontwikkelingsdiscoursen de wijdere politiek-economische praktijken rondom koloniaal 

bestuur en staatsuitbreiding, landbouw en jacht steeds sterker te beïnvloeden. Dit leidde 

vervolgens tot specifieke vormen van ‘top-down’ natuurbeschermingspraktijken tijdens 

koloniale en apartheid periodes, waarbij de nadruk lag op beschermde gebieden, de scheiding 

van mens en natuur en een focus op wetenschappelijke expertise in het beheer van 

biodiversiteit. Met het einde van het koloniale en apartheid tijdperk veranderde de 

natuurbeschermingsretoriek. De nadruk kwam te liggen op de lokale bevolking en hun zorgen 

en wensen, op historische ongelijkheid rondom natuurbescherming en het koppelen van 

natuurbescherming en ontwikkeling. Als gevolg hiervan ontstonden vele hybride vormen van 

op lokale gemeenschappen gerichte natuurbescherming/ontwikkelingsdiscoursen en –

praktijken, al moet gezegd worden dat de realiteit nog steeds vaak oudere vormen van ‘top-

down’ natuurbescherming laat zien. De studie argumenteert dat er de laatste 15 jaar steeds 

meer hybride vormen van natuurbescherming en ontwikkeling zijn gekomen die op hun beurt 

erg vatbaar bleken voor neoliberalisering. Tegen deze achtergrond is het duidelijk dat de 

opmars van GNPs gezien moet worden binnen de wijdere politiek-economische 

ontwikkelingen van een steeds neoliberaler Zuidelijk Afrika, wat ook zijn beslag legde op 

natuurbescherming- en ontwikkelingsinterventies. Daarnaast moet het belang van het Zuid-
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Afrikaanse bedrijfsleven worden benadrukt dat, voornamelijk via een niet-gouvernementele 

organisatie genaamd de ‘Peace Parks Foundation’, probeerde om haar legitimiteit te behouden 

in een postapartheid Zuidelijk Afrika en zocht naar nieuwe manieren om economische groei te 

bewerkstelligen. 

 

Drie nieuwe vormen van neoliberale politiek 

De opmars van grensoverschrijdend natuurbehoud heeft duidelijk gemaakt dat er zich tijdens 

afgelopen twee decennia sterke veranderingen in de neoliberale politiek rondom 

natuurbescherming en ontwikkeling hebben voorgedaan. Waar voormalige neoliberale 

discoursen de nadruk legde op concepten zoals privatisering, ‘staat versus markt’ en 

liberalisatie, draait de huidige neoliberale politiek volgens de studie rond drie nieuwe 

concepten: consensus, antipolitiek en marketing. De argumentatie met betrekking tot 

consensus begint met de assumptie dat er sterke tendensen richting actor en thematische 

alomvattendheid in interventies bestaan. Gecombineerd met de hybridisatie van historische 

eisen omtrent sociaal georiënteerde natuurbescherming en de huidige noodzaak om politieke 

legitimiteit in markttermen te definiëren hebben deze tendensen geleid tot de constructie van 

de natuurbeschermings- en ontwikkelingsnexus als een speciaal type markt. In deze 

‘natuurbeschermings/ontwikkelingsmarkt’ worden betrokkenen in interventies steeds meer 

gedwongen om consensus retoriek te gebruiken om zo veel mogelijk instemming te krijgen en 

zodoende politiek legitiem te blijven. Als gevolg hiervan is het denken over interventies 

beduidend ambitieuzer geworden, zoals de trend van de GNPs laat zien. Niet alleen beloven 

zij om bescherming van biodiversiteit te verenigen met de ontwikkeling van lokale 

gemeenschappen, ze hebben ook tot doel om internationale samenwerking tussen staten te 

bevorderen en marktkansen te scheppen door middel van ‘publiek-private samenwerking’. De 

studie laat in detail zien hoe ondanks verschillende politieke agenda’s de voorstanders van 

GNPs deze interventies zo conceptualiseren dat het altijd lijkt alsof het een win-win strategie 

voor alle betrokkenen behelst. 

 

Maar om de beelden van alomvattendheid en consensus vast te houden terwijl steeds meer 

actoren iemands politieke agenda kunnen bekritiseren betekent dat een tweede politieke 

strategie nodig is: die van antipolitiek of ‘de politiek van het doen alsof politiek niet bestaat’. 

Gebaseerd op de noodzaak tot consensus in het huidige neoliberalisme laat de studie zien dat 

de processen waarmee actoren beslissingen nemen die sociale of publieke zaken beïnvloeden, 

schijnbaar samen gebracht lijken te worden door middel van antipolitieke strategieën. Om dit 
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te begrijpen is een geraffineerder begrip nodig van antipolitiek dat voorbij gaat aan de 

‘standaard’ interpretatie van het concept als technisch of instrumenteel, maar die ook moreel, 

amoreel en esthetische antipolitiek omvat. Op het regionale Zuidelijk Afrikaanse niveau 

proberen voorstanders van GNPs, voornamelijk de Peace Parks Foundation, 

grensoverschrijdend natuurbescherming te conceptualiseren als een ‘model of meaning’ 

waaraan mensen hun identiteit of toekomst kunnen verbinden, als ook de telos – de eindstaat 

of ‘natuurlijke orde’ – van natuurbescherming en ontwikkeling in het algemeen. De casus van 

de Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project illustreert hoe zowel de Zuid Afrikaanse als de 

Lesotho ‘Project Coördinatie Eenheden’ consensus rond de interventie probeerde aan te 

bevelen gebaseerd op verschillende antipolitieke strategieën wat er toe leidde dat ze 

regelmatig met elkaar in conflict kwamen. Tezamen leiden de twee strategieën van consensus 

en antipolitiek tot de continuering van de sociaal-politieke status quo in het Maloti-

Drakensberg gebied en een focus op het domein van discours via uitgebreide planning en 

onderzoek:  het domein waar – schijnbaar – tegenstrijdigheden voorkomen kunnen worden. 

 

De studie laat echter zien dat tegenstrijdigheden tussen natuurbeschermings en ontwikkeling, 

retoriek en realiteit, niet voorkomen kunnen worden. Oncomfortabele tegenstrijdigheden 

bleven bestaan, bijvoorbeeld rond de retoriek van consensus terwijl lokale gemeenschappen 

uit het Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park worden gezet; rond de ongelijke verdeling van 

inkomsten uit toerisme; en rond het concept van ‘payments for environmental services’ dat tot 

doel heeft om marktlegitimiteit en een inherente voorkeur voor kwantitatieve monetaire 

waarden boven kwalitatieve intrinsieke waarden in natuurbeschermings en ontwikkeling te 

bevorderen. Om er dan voor te zorgen dat deze tegenstrijdigheden onder ‘controle’ blijven en 

om legitimiteit voor interventies te behouden is er voortdurende discursieve ‘grooming’ en 

‘spin’ nodig. In andere woorden, het niet houden aan consensus en antipolitiek wordt 

beantwoord door de disciplinerende kracht van de derde neoliberale politieke strategie: die 

van marketing. Marketing in deze studie wordt geconceptualiseert als de manipulatie van 

abstractie om competitief voordeel uit de natuurbescherming/ontwikkelingsmarkt te halen. Dit 

werkt op twee manieren. Ten eerste door GNPs als ‘models of meaning’ voor te doen middels 

antipolitiek en ten tweede, door de meer geraffineerde manipulatie van abstractie op een 

‘alledaags’ niveau, bijvoorbeeld door middel van de marketing en ‘branding’ van GNPs voor 

toeristische doeleinden waarbij het beeld belangrijker wordt dan de realiteit. Een quote uit een 

interview met een Lesotho MDTP staflid illustreert dit goed: ‘in toerisme gaat het niet om de 

realiteit, maar om percepties’ (mijn vertaling). De studie concludeert dat binnen een zeer 
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competitieve omgeving – zoals de natuurbeschermings- en ontwikkelingsmarkt – actoren 

zoals donoren, private bedrijven, consultants, maar ook lokale gemeenschappen en de staat, 

steeds meer onder druk staan om elke kans die ze hebben om competitief voordeel te halen uit 

moeten buiten, met als neveneffect dat speculatieve retoriek meer legitimatie krijgt dan 

gegronde realiteiten. 

 

Onderliggende vormen van bestuur 

Dit in acht nemende, concludeert de studie dat de drie nieuwe vormen een krachtige en  

duurzame set van politieke praktijken vormt die niet slechts legitimatie voor GNP interventies 

overeind kan houden, maar ook de ‘ongemakkelijke tegenstrijdigheden’ in hedendaagse 

neoliberale natuurbehoud- en ontwikkelingspraktijken goed weet te verbloemen. Echter, dit is 

op zichzelf niet genoeg om grensoverschrijdend natuurbehoud en ontwikkeling als neoliberaal 

te bestempelen. De drie politieke strategieën stimuleren en leunen op neoliberale vormen van 

bestuur, voornamelijk die rond competitie en commercialisering zoals toerisme en ‘betaling 

voor diensten van de natuur’ (payments for environmental services). Het is de dialectiek 

tussen de nieuwe vormen van politiek en deze alom aanwezige vormen van bestuur die 

actoren daadwerkelijk aanzet tot zelfregulering en zelfdisciplinering om het hoofd boven 

water te houden in – en daarmee de verdere uitbreiding mogelijk te maken van – de 

neoliberale natuurbeschermings- en ontwikkelingsmarkt in grote zin. 

 

Conclusie 

De centrale conclusie van dit onderzoek luidt dat de ‘nieuwe politieke vormen’ van het 

huidige neoliberalisme tegenstrijdigheden in natuurbeschermings- en 

ontwikkelingsinterventies en realiteiten verder intensifiëren en aanwakkeren. Hierbij wordt 

speciale aandacht geschonken aan de meest diepgaande contradictie van het neoliberalisme, 

namelijk dat haar voorstanders discoursen stimuleren en produceren die klaarblijkelijk geen 

tegenstrijdigheden bevatten terwijl deze volop aanwezig zijn in haar praktijken. Om het nog 

sterker neer te zetten: het echte doel achter deze discoursen is het verbloemen van 

tegenstrijdige realiteiten om zodoende verdere neoliberale uitbreiding te legitimeren. De 

gevolgtrekking van dit argument is dat de neoliberalisatie van GNPs in Zuidelijk Afrika en 

specifiek de Maloti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Project hun kansen om de twee doelen van 

natuurbescherming en ontwikkeling verkleind heeft. De historische constitutie van de MDTP 

interventie in de donorsystemen van de Wereldbank en de Global Environment Facility, 

tezamen met de manier waarop de ‘eerste fase’ van het project zichzelf proactief heeft 
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onderworpen aan neoliberale vormen van politiek en bestuur heeft ertoe geleidt dat 

tegenstrijdigheden zich verder uit kunnen vergroten wat het lot van de biodiversiteit en de 

gemeenschappen in de regio zelfs kan verslechteren.  

 

Als reactie op deze conclusie wordt de studie afgesloten met een oproep tot een meer 

‘politieke politieke ecologie’, en wel op twee manieren. Ten eerste moet de kruisbestuiving 

tussen het door antropologie en geografie gedomineerde onderzoeksveld van de politieke 

ecologie en politieke wetenschappen en internationale betrekkingen verder worden doorgezet. 

Dit betekent voornamelijk dat concepten zoals politiek, macht, bestuur etc. beter 

geconceptualiseert en gedefinieerd moeten worden, maar ook dat lokale etnografische 

realiteiten beter verbonden moeten worden aan de abstracte debatten rond deze concepten. 

Ten tweede moet politieke ecologie ook zelf politieker worden: namelijk door te accepteren 

dat wetenschap inherent politiek is en dus ook de politieke standpunten in zorgvuldig 

beoefende wetenschap te accepteren en concreet te maken, zeker waar deze de vele negatieve 

effecten van het neoliberalisme betreffen. 
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