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EDITOR'S CHOICE
Rangeland Ecology & Management, Volume 71, Issue 2

Wildlife Conservation on the Rangelands of Eastern and Southern Africa: Past, Present,
and Future

Jerry Holechek and Raul Valdez

Drs. Jerry Holechek and Raul Valdez are the recipients of
the Editor’s Choice award from Issue 72, Volume 2 of
Rangeland Ecology & Management. They provided an excellent
and comprehensive discussion of the future of wildlife in
eastern and southern Africa based on current conditions and
historical lessons. They make the case that the direction of
human and wildlife populations in this region is at risk, but
there is an opportunity to foster a positive trajectory. The
primary threats stem from the present human population
growth rate, which is nearly 2.2% per year. Southern African
human populations could double in the next three or four
decades, placing unbearable demand on already meager natural
resources. Forty percent of the people in eastern and southern
Africa are impoverished with little opportunity for improving.
Few resources are available for developing irrigated agriculture
and the political instability and corruption, combined with a
series of educational and cultural conditions, impede industrial
development. These authors believe that if social conditions
continue to deteriorate because of continued drought, or if
another worldwide recession jolts the economy, several
countries in this area could devolve into failed states and
unregulated chaos. Once chaos ensues, unregulated hunting
and poaching, which would occur just for basic human survival,
could quickly decimate wildlife populations that would be
harvested for basic survival. This would destroy the vibrant
ecotourism that appears essential to the survival of southern and
eastern Africans. Without vibrant ecotourism and sport
hunting, these authors consider the future of eastern and
southern African wildlife to be precarious.

The positive factors for eastern and southern African
wildlife are that these animals are both culturally and
economically of great importance to many rural communities.

Livestock and wildlife production from rangelands can be
complementary with sound range management. Together,
they can increase food and income for many rural commu-
nities across eastern and southern Africa. Income from
wildlife ecotourism and sport hunting is presently critical in
providing foreign exchange currency to most eastern and
southern African countries. Large areas of land have been set
aside for wildlife throughout this region. There are many
innovative options related to ecotourism, sport hunting, and
sale of animal by-products that can make wildlife a major
source of income to rural communities. If legalized and
carefully regulated, the sale of both ivory and rhino horn could
potentially play an important role in elephant and rhino
conservation. However, it is critical that the income generated
be apportioned primarily to pastoral communities that inhabit
the lands outside of national parks and reserves. These
non-protected lands can provide additional habitat for rhino,
elephants, and several other endangered wildlife species.
Roughly $300 to $500 million is spent annually, but $2 to $3
billion is needed for adequate law enforcement and manage-
ment of protected areas. Most of the funding for protection
comes from ecotourism and sport hunting rather than from
African governments. A major challenge is to find additional
sources of funds from the world community for adequate law
enforcement and management in African national parks and
adjacent unprotected land. It is also essential to ensure these
funds arrive where they are intended and not siphoned off
along the way.

The authors of this issue’s Rangeland Ecology & Manage-
ment Editor’s Choice award state the wonderful diversity and
abundance of wildlife in eastern and southern Africa are
essential components of one of the most spectacular and
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important ecosystems in the world. It would be an epic
tragedy for the world if this major ecosystem were destroyed
through forces of overpopulation, political instability, greed
exacerbated by corruption, unsound natural resource use, and
ethnic conflict over natural resources. They assert that the
affluent, developed countries of the world can do much to help
sustain Africa’s wildlife legacy by providing funds, expertise,
and other incentives for wildlife conservation, rangeland
management, and local development projects. Very impor-
tantly, they can block African development projects that have
large-scale adverse impacts on wildlife habitat and other
natural resources, displace native peoples from their lands, and
negatively affect ecosystem services. In the authors’ opinion,
education, family planning, and wildlife protection from
poaching should receive heavy emphasis in sub-Saharan
African development programs funded by various government
and non-governmental international aid organizations. They
are encouraged by the actions taken so far by UNESCO, the
United States, the European Union, and the regional
countries themselves. However, much more will have to be
done in the future to secure eastern and southern Africa’s

human and wildlife populations and their rangeland ecosys-
tems. The authors believe educating people across the globe
on the status and needs of African wildlife and rangelands is a
critical part of conservation. Much can be done to improve
living conditions for people and wildlife in African countries if
judicious incentives, policies, education, and financial assis-
tance programs are provided. They close their case by stating
that they consider it essential that local communities receive
monetary and other benefits from wildlife conservation on the
lands they use for livelihoods.

Much of this text is taken directly from the article appearing
in Rangeland Ecology & Management 71(2):245–258 (March
2018), and the authors are credited with the entire contribution.
Please consider reading the entire paper. It is well worth the
time.

Roger Sheley
Editor-in-Chief, Rangeland Ecology & Management
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