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Foreword

The importance of biological diversity, or biodiversity, to Namibians of today and tomorrow
cannot be overemphasised. For millennia, people have relied on ecosystems to meet their
basic needs for food, water and other natural resources. Preserving these natural systems is
thus so vital for our national development, our livelihoods, and indeed our very survival, that
severe environmental degradation would be calamitous. So too would it be if we do not strike
the right balance between our demands on the natural environment and the productive potential
of this environment. Essentially, this means safeguarding our biological diversity, that is, the
entire, complex, fascinating variety of the living world and its ecological ‘life support systems.’

Namibia has, by ratifying the Convention on Biological Diversity and related environmental
treaties such as the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands and the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), joined the international community of nations in
acknowledging the need for urgent action to conserve species and ecosystems and prevent,
as far as possible, the loss of biodiversity during human development. In Namibia we have a
fairly long history of information to support this process. Since the eighteenth century, early
explorers and subsequent colonial administrators in Namibia have fostered scientific enquiry,
including biological research. The problem lay in that such enquiry was often unfocused,
uncoordinated, and lacked clear priorities.

This book — and the publications for lay readers which will follow — represents something of
a milestone in Namibia’s history of biodiversity knowledge and management. For one, it is an
important snapshot of what we know and where we are in terms of biological diversity as we
turn the corner of the next millennium. Second, it is a significant achievement in terms of
bringing together previously fragmented, uncomputerised, inaccessible and poorly-understood
information held by numerous biologists, ecologists, and biosystematists. Thirdly, it sets these
data in a socioeconomic perspective by incorporating important analyses of the economic
values of biological diversity, biological resources, and ecosystem functions which are so crucial
to Namibia, as well as the legal framework under which these values can be protected and
realised. And finally, it sets out some important priorities for the next century. With these
priorities, we can fill gaps in our knowledge and understanding, synthesise material to support
human development and the environmental planning process, and select and train the cream
of Namibia’'s upcoming scientists, economists and development workers to carry this process
forward into the foreseeable future.

NPy

Philemon Malima
Minister of Environment and Tourism



Summary

Namibia is one of the world’s driest
countries, skirted by the Namib and
Kalahari Deserts and desiccated
by the interplay of winds off the cold
Atlantic and the hot southern
African basin. It is therefore a
nation with unusual and impressive
habitats and species, many of them
unique to the country or to the
southwestern African arid zone.

This book summarises what is
currently known of the country’s
biological diversity at the habitat,
species and genetic levels, and
how this diversity can be effectively
safe-guarded through economic
valuation, legislative protection, and
policy reform. It is a national assessment, funded by the United Nations Environment Programme and
Global Environmental Facility in order to aid Namibia’s process of implementing the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD). Namibia signed the CBD at the U.N. Conference on Environment and
Development in 1992, and ratified it in March 1997. By this latter date, progress towards a National
Biodiversity Programme and a national strategy and action plan was already well advanced. Below are
some of the key points made in the book.

The country’s context and constraints

As one of the world’s driest countries, Namibia faces significant fundamental environmental constraints
which it cannot ignore. Its annual rainfall is modest and highly variable, the more so the further west
one travels. This has not only shaped a range of extraordinary arid-adapted ecological communities,
but has also powerfully shaped the human development options of the modern Namibia. Chapter 1 is
a brief portrayal of the country, its biophysical and socioeconomic environments, and its history of resource
conflict and rise to political self-determination. All of these major themes influence in some way the
challenges which we in Namibia face today in our efforts to safeguard the nation’s biological diversity
and environmental health for our children and grandchildren, while using our living resources sensibly to
sustain human development.

Modest diversity, impressive endemism on land and in freshwater systems

Chapter 2 follows with a detailed account of the country’s terrestrial and freshwater diversity at the
habitat, species and genetic levels. While the country and its habitats are diverse, the species richness
of many groups in these habitats is only modest compared to other countries. What is most distinctive
about Namibian biodiversity is its high degree of endemism, or the extent to which its organisms are
found here and only here. As a dry country, Namibia depends heavily on its few wetlands, and these —
and the species which depend on them — are under threat virtually everywhere. These wetlands range
from subtropical floodplains to saline desert springs and limestone cave and sinkhole features, many of
which support their own unique fauna. Other habitats under threat include the savannas which have
been heavily appropriated for agriculture, most of which remain outside the state protected area network.
Poor land management on farmlands is almost certainly one of Namibia's greatest threats to its biodiversity.

Low diversity, abundant productivity in the marine environment

Namibia's ocean and coastal environments and their extraordinary productivity are legendary, and
compare favourably to the most productive marine upwelling systems in the world. Like these other
systems, Namibia's Benguela Current system is a highly dynamic, complex and powerful upwelling
which supports lucrative fisheries. Again like these other systems, the productivity of the Benguela has
been badly abused in the past and has in many ways not yet recovered. Circumspection and wisdom in
fisheries management are essential to Namibia’s future economic development, and this means significant



Summary

investment in understanding the natural complexity and dynamism of the ecosystem, in order to predict
natural perturbations which reduce the available resource stocks. Chapter 3 shows that this marine
system features low species richness, but high abundance, in many taxa. It is still in a relatively pristine
state, but faces potential and current threats through mining and fossil fuel exploration and development
activities, as well as harvesting strategies which are mismatched to its natural variability.

Appropriate development strategies are illuminated by economic analysis

Working with, rather than against Namibia's fundamental environmental constraints is the only way to
achieve sustained human development and economic growth. Chapter 3 outlines imaginative strategies
which can turn these constraints into significant assets for the country, particularly in the spheres of
ecotourism and other forms of wildlife use. The vast majority of people in Namibia remain rural dwellers
who depend directly on biological resources and a healthy environment for their survival. Enhancing
opportunities for people to benefit from these resources in rural areas maximises their quality of life and
minimises the risks of suffering from drought. It also keeps people productive and self-reliant on the
land, rather than dependent and poverty-stricken in the demoralising and unhealthy urban squalour they
may encounter as migrants to Namibia'’s rapidly growing towns. Policy and market failures which influence
decisions about natural resource use, and the resulting success of biodiversity conservation, include
excessive subsidies to the agricultural sector and overcentralised management structures.

Effective biodiversity conservation requires a progressive legal framework

Legal measures to protect biodiversity in Namibia are outdated, fragmented under the auspices of
numerous controlling agencies, and often discriminatory to the majority of Namibians. Chapter 5
outlines the development of a revised legislative framework to safeguard Namibia’s environment, including
its biological diversity. Aside from measures to secure the protection of species and habitats, which was
the traditional core of nature conservation legislation, Namibia urgently needs mechanisms to realise
profits from its genetic resources, traditional knowledge systems and biotechnologies. The rationalisation
of Roman Dutch law, inherited from South Africa, and traditional common laws is also a priority for
Namibia.

The way forward

Namibia’s central gaps and priorities relating to biodiversity conservation have become clear in the
preparation of this book. As Chapter 6 concludes, these include the need for better (and more accessible)
basic information on biological diversity; more focused analysis and prioritisation of conservation needs;
more explicit data relating to the current harvesting levels of biological resources, and measures to put
this harvesting on a sustainable footing; monitoring and evaluation of the biodiversity conservation
implications of land use systems in Namibia, including those intended to further conservation aims; and
focused research on key issues of conservation concern in terrestrial, freshwater and marine
environments, such as the population fragmentation and viability of red data, endemic and indicator
species and the safeguarding of genetic resources important in agriculture and other fields. To do all of
these things, one of Namibia’'s overriding concerns is the development of a contingent of technically
competent, dedicated and passionate young Namibian biodiversity specialists who will meet or exceed
the standards of those active today.
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Preface

Editor’s preface

This book is the culmination of a two-year study of the biological diversity of Namibia, for Namibia, by
Namibians. It was initiated after our President, Dr Sam Nujoma, signed the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) at Rio de Janeiro in 1992. With his signature, he led the way for our country to enter a
new, more modern, and more comprehensive approach to the protection of its biodiversity, and the
circumspect, sustainable use of its biological resources.

This is a ‘'semi-technical’ study, something of a bet-hedging approach which we hope proves successful.
On the one hand, it combines the analyses of professional ecologists, taxonomists, marine biologists,
economists and lawyers to survey what we know of our biodiversity and the threats which it faces. We
cast it as ‘semi-technical’ rather than ‘semi-popular’ to present much of the raw material from which
upcoming summaries for decisionmakers, teachers and learners will be distilled. On the other hand, we
have tried to make it a book to which the interested lay reader will refer and return. We have attempted
to weed out as much of the irritating technical jargon as possible to make the book an absorbing, if
perhaps not a lightweight, read. It may be unrealistic to process the work of 46 technical contributors —
many of them iconoclastic, and some cranky — into a stylistically smooth and uniformly exciting book,
but while attempting to cajole their submissions into a mutually compatible format, | trust they will ultimately
forgive me for what they might currently see as ruthless homogenisation.

The structure and process underlying the book are relatively simple, and have so far served their purpose
reasonably well. The Namibian National Biodiversity Programme (NNBP) was launched in 1994 and
forms the overall structure under which several working groups, some of them relatively autonomous,
operate. Through its National Biodiversity Task Force, the NNBP’s central functions are to plan, coordinate,
guide, and support research, management and policy actions related to biological diversity conservation
in Namibia. Itis housed in the Directorate of Environmental Affairs (DEA) of the Ministry of Environment
and Tourism, with a base of expertise spread much more broadly through numerous ministries, institutes,
non-government organisations and university departments. The Task Force and its associates (Appendix
1), who produced this book, reflect the range of this expertise. However, there are a few gaps in its
composition which must be filled in the near future and are explored in Chapter 6.

Phase | Phase Il Phase lll

1994-1998 1995-1999 1999-2002

Secure funds and establish programme Increase information accessibility and analysis Evaluate and monitor key issues

Establish multisectoral steering body Establish key working groups and programme activities

(National Biodiversity Task Force) Popularise Country Study Implement National Strategy/Action Plan
Initiate targeted research to fill obvious gaps Adapt planning and implementation to

Prepare and publish Country Study Prepare National Strategy & Action Plan lessons learned

Many countries commit themselves to international conventions such as the CBD without being well
prepared to tackle the commitments therein. Developing countries, for example, have often brought in
foreign professional consultants to prepare biodiversity country studies. Our approach has been to
make almost exclusive use of Namibian expertise in the preparation of this book: of the 46 text contributors,
44 are (or were until recently) Namibian citizens / residents working for Namibian institutions. We are
pleased that a small and often overlooked country like Namibia has so much to offer in this respect, and
we value highly the work of all our contributors and referees. We are also working to ensure that more
young Namibians will enter this field, so that our busy programme ahead can also be handled ‘in-house.’
— Phoebe Barnard

10
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