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WE'RE ALL CONSERVATIONISTS ... Crises can unite people, from community rhino rangers (pictured) to government, around common goals such as safeguarding our natural
environment. Photo: Helge Denker

NAMIBIAN conservation efforts have faced a number of major crises over the past half century.

Crises are always a test for management systems, which might function well under normal circumstances, but break down under pressure. When that happens, there

are usually opportunists waiting to take advantage of the situation.

In the tumultuous decades leading up to Namibia's independence, drought, rampant poaching, divisive legislation, racial injustice and suppression all had severe

impacts on wildlife populations and the environment.

Yet while at one level the bitter liberation war was being fought, at another level conservationists realised that working together would be the only lasting way to

safeguard valuable wildlife.

This led to active community involvement in natural resources management and strong partnerships among various stakeholders, which became the cornerstones of

Namibia's approach.
After Namibia's independence, freedom, equality and inclusive policies enabled wide-scale conservation collaboration across the country, which resulted in
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remarkable wildlife recoveries in state parks, private reserves and community conservation areas.

International funding partners and non-governmental organisations played a vital role, providing resources that were not locally available.

When another poaching onslaught began about 10 years ago - as Namibia's expanding populations of rhino, elephant and other valuable wildlife started attracting

international crime syndicates - the conservation sector was initially caught off guard.

Yet the increasing severity of the impact of poaching soon motivated decisive action to counter the crisis. The response was broad and involved most sectors within

the environmental sphere.

Conservation, anti-poaching and law enforcement activities all collaborated towards the common goal of protecting Namibia's natural resources. Strengthening of

these systems has been ongoing ever since.

It's still not widely known that in 2017 the Ministry of Environment and Tourism created a new division to counter wildlife crime: the Wildlife Protection Services

Division (WPSD). This houses the Intelligence and Investigation Unit (1IU), responsible for wildlife crime investigations.

The government also strengthened legislation to allow more appropriate prosecution of perpetrators.

The recent integration of forestry into the environmental ministry - now the Ministry of Environment, Forestry and Tourism - facilitates a more holistic approach to

environmental management.

A law-enforcement breakthrough in the fight against environmental crimes came when the environment ministry formally teamed up with the Namibian Police under

the banner of Operation Blue Rhino in mid-2018.

The operation should not be seen as some stand-alone crack unit. Instead, it is a catalyst that is facilitating wide-ranging partnerships and an approach of

collaboration among conservation and law enforcement agencies at all levels.

In recent years, the devastating drought has again had a huge impact on wildlife populations, the environment and rural livelihoods.

While drought is a natural feature of Namibia, the combination of expanding human activities and climate change - another rapidly growing crisis - is putting more

pressure on natural resources than ever before. Rural communities and wildlife are struggling to survive.

The Covid-19 pandemic has added to these challenges, creating the most severe crisis the world has faced in many decades. It has placed management systems the

world over under massive strain and its impacts are far from over.

Faced with such a range of issues, Namibia's solid conservation foundations can make all the difference. Yet circumstances continue to change and conservation and

law enforcement systems need to constantly adapt.

For the moment, collaboration is often keeping investigators a step ahead - numerous poachers are being arrested before they manage to kill rhinos. This is saving

dozens of animals each year.

Contemplating the knock-on effect that keeps rhinos reproducing and populations healthy, deputy commissioner Barry de Klerk, head of the Police Protected

Resources Division and joint head of Operation Blue Rhino, noted: “We've become conservationists.”

In a holistic approach, police officers are conservationists - and local communities are the extended eyes and ears of the police, providing vital information that helps

to catch criminals. It's a sentiment we should all take to heart.

Conservation is complex and involves all human activity in some way. We tend to focus on charismatic animals - especially in Namibia, where we have a lot of them.

That's where our management systems are the strongest. Yet current global crises make it clear that an all-inclusive approach is needed.
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