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Abstract 

Rewilding is increasingly popular as a new paradigm for conservation, advocating the return of an 
autonomous nature, the 'wild', in closer coexistence with people. This approach resonates with 
transboundary conservation initiatives like the Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area 
(KAZA) in southern Africa. The Simalaha Community Conservancy in southwestern Zambia is 
KAZA's poster child at the local level, showing how rewilding can simultaneously achieve 
transboundary conservation, economic development, and peaceful coexistence between wildlife and 
humans. This article proposes a multi-scalar political ecology of rewilding, bringing together 
ethnographic research at the regional level of KAZA and at the local level in Simalaha. It analyses 
how rewilding reshapes the political authority of international and regional NGOs, traditional 
authorities (TAs), local communities and national governments. The article shows that rewilding 
revitalizes the KAZA conservation vision, but also reactivates power struggles: national states seek 
to reassert control over the expansion of conservation in customary lands, NGOs backed by 
international donors consolidate their influence through partnerships with TAs, and TAs leverage 
these dynamics to gain new authority. Rewilding thus remains largely a top-down process, steered 
by NGOs and governments, yet simultaneously opens up new opportunities for traditional authorities 
and communities to negotiate power in Simalaha and KAZA.  
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Résumé 

Le rewilding est le nouveau paradigme montant d'une conservation qui prône le retour d'une nature 
autonome, « sauvage », en coexistence plus étroite avec les humains. Cette approche est en 
adéquation avec des initiatives de conservation transfrontalières telles que la zone de conservation 
transfrontalière du Kavango-Zambèze (KAZA) en Afrique australe. La zone de conservation 
communale de Simalaha (Simalaha Community Conservancy) se veut être un projet modèle pour 
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KAZA au niveau local, qui vise à montrer comment le rewilding peut associer la conservation 
transfrontalière, le développement économique et la coexistence pacifique entre la faune et les 
humains. Cet article propose une écologie politique ('political ecology') multi-échelle du rewilding, 
en combinant des recherches ethnographiques au niveau régional de KAZA et au niveau local de 
Simalaha. Il analyse comment le rewilding revitalise la vision de la conservation selon KAZA mais 
aussi réactive des luttes de pouvoirs : les états nationaux cherchent à réaffirmer leur contrôle par 
l'expansion de la conservation sur les terres coutumières, les ONGs soutenues par des donneurs 
internationaux consolident leur influence à travers leurs associations avec des autorités 
traditionnelles, et les autorités traditionnelles utilisent ces dynamiques pour gagner en autorité. Dès 
lors, le rewilding demeure un processus largement dirigé « par le haut » par des ONG et des 
gouvernements, mais ouvre de nouvelles opportunités aux autorités traditionnelles et aux 
communautés locales pour négocier leur pouvoir au sein de Simalaha et de KAZA.  

Mots-clés: rewilding, conservation de la nature, autorité politique, KAZA, Zambie 

 

Resumen 

La renaturalización ("rewilding") es cada vez más popular como nuevo paradigma para la 
conservación, ya que aboga por el retorno de una naturaleza autónoma, lo "salvaje", en una 
coexistencia más estrecha con las personas. Este enfoque resuena en iniciativas de conservación 
transfronterizas como el Área de Conservación Transfronteriza Kavango-Zambezi (KAZA) en el sur 
de África. La Reserva Comunitaria Simalaha, situada en el suroeste de Zambia, es el ejemplo 
paradigmático de KAZA a nivel local, ya que demuestra cómo la renaturalización puede lograr 
simultáneamente la conservación transfronteriza, el desarrollo económico y la coexistencia pacífica 
entre la fauna silvestre y los seres humanos. Este artículo propone una ecología política multiescalar 
de la renaturalización, que aúna la investigación etnográfica a nivel regional de KAZA y a nivel 
local en Simalaha. Analiza cómo la renaturalización remodela la autoridad política de las ONG 
internacionales y regionales, las autoridades tradicionales (AT), las comunidades locales y los 
gobiernos nacionales. El artículo muestra que la renaturalización revitaliza la visión 
conservacionista de KAZA, pero también reactiva las luchas de poder: los estados nacionales tratan 
de reafirmar su control sobre la expansión de la conservación en las tierras consuetudinarias, las 
ONG respaldadas por donantes internacionales consolidan su influencia mediante asociaciones con 
las AT, y estas últimas aprovechan esta dinámica para ganar nueva autoridad. Por lo tanto, la 
renaturalización sigue siendo en gran medida un proceso descendente, dirigido por ONG y 
gobiernos, pero al mismo tiempo abre nuevas oportunidades para que las autoridades tradicionales 
y las comunidades negocien el poder en Simalaha y KAZA. 

Palabras clave: renaturalización, conservación de la naturaleza, autoridad política, KAZA, Zambia 

 

Akalezo 

Pabalelo ya lifa yona yezibahala ka kwacafaza libaka niku bukeleza isweli kuekezeha hahulu ili 
yetisa kuli lifa sina lifolofolo likone kuba mwa pabalelo ili sapila bukaufi ni batu. Pabalelo ye itahisa 
kuli silelezo ya lifa ye ikone kuzwelapili kubateni kuli lifolofolo libe mwa pabalelo kuzwa mwa 
naha yemu kuya kuyemu kusina sesilisilafaza. Tutengo tutuswana sina Kavango-Zambezi 
Transfrontier Conservation Area (KAZA TFCA) ili totubona za silelezo ya lifa mwa naha ya Zambia 
ni lifasi la Mbowela ya Africa tuzwelwpili kufa silelezo kwa lifa za butokwa ze. Katengonyana 
kakamu ka mwa lilalanda kakabizwa Simalaha kakamwatasaa KAZA nikona kazwelapili kufa 
silelezo ya lifa ni kutahisa zwelopili nikubonisa butokwa bwa kwa cafaza ni moikona kutahiseza 
kozo mwahala batu ni lifolofolo ka mukwa o swana. Haike pampili ye ikanyakisisa twaniso yeliteni 
yakusababalela lifa ze ka kueza lipatisiso ka bunolo ili kuli katengo ka ka KAZA kakone kupeta tato 
yakona ka bunolo mane nika kuitusisa katengonyana hape ka Simalaha. Hape tuzwelapili 
kunyakisisa mo rewilding itisize kutwisiso ya puso ya butu ili yeatile mwa maluko a muso ni esi a 
muso mane ni baeteleli ba lizo mwa lilalanda molupila mane ni mwa naha tute. Ona mulelo obizwa 
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kwa chafaza uzwelapili kuba onga sibaka kukala kwa pili mane esi kutofeza kakutusiwa ki tutengo 
totusi twa muso ni muso ka sibili ili kufa kolo kwa baeteleli ba lilalalnda kuli bazwelepili kuikambota 
mata ali kwa tetengo twa Simalaha ni KAZA. Mwinelo wa naha ubata kunga kabelo kwa kwekeza 
pabalelo niku bukeleza mwa muzbi ya mubuso , Tutengo to tucemezi hamoho cwalo nima donors 
bapangile silikani amoba ni TAs ni TAs eli ku tama hanya ni hatiseza muzuso omuca. 

Manzwi abutokwa: rewilding, pabalele ya sibaka, mataa alitaba zanaha, KAZA, Zambia 

 

1. Introduction 
Through its "Rewilding Africa" initiative, the South African NGO Peace Parks Foundation 

(PPF) is relocating wildlife from overpopulated to depleted areas across southern Africa. "Rewilding 

Africa" aims to restore and boost biodiversity, support livelihoods that thrive on it, and replenish 

"…areas that used to be absolutely pristine wildlife destinations in Africa" (in the words of one of 

the initiative's partners; PPF, 2024, minute 01:20-01: 24). As rewilding is advertised as a new version 

of conservation, we ask: Whose nature, whose interests, and whose power is it promoting?  

Rewilding emerged in the late 1980s with the Wildlands Projects in North America (Lorimer 

et al., 2015). It is a proactive form of nature conservation that not only protects biodiversity, but also 

restores and expands it (Svenning, 2020). Rewilding broadly aims to re-establish self-sustaining 

ecological processes, and can take diverse forms (Pettorelli et al., 2019), from the ecological 

reconnection of large, protected areas and the reintroduction of keystone species, to more passive 

approaches, when abandoned post-industrial or post-agricultural landscapes are left for vegetation 

and animals to return (Navarro & Pereira, 2015).  

In southern Africa, rewilding connects to Transfrontier Conservation Areas (TFCAs) and the 

objective to create wilder landscapes.2 Several of these TFCAs have been established by the PPF 

since the 1990s in Southern Africa, such as the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, officially agreed on in 

1999 (Botswana, South Africa), the Ai-Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park, with the treaty signed 

in 2003 (Namibia, South Africa), and the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park proclaimed in 2002 

(Mozambique, Zimbabwe, South Africa). The Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area 

(KAZA) is the world's largest terrestrial transboundary conservation area. Covering 520,000 km2, it 

extends across parts of five countries – Zambia, Angola, Zimbabwe, Namibia and Botswana. KAZA 

supports the establishment of cross-border wildlife migration corridors for ecological reconnection 

and the replenishment of wildlife populations, aligning with typical rewilding objectives and 

practices (Johns, 2019). KAZA is neither a big transboundary national park nor a coherent 

conservation area – it is a mosaic of diverse land uses encompassing different types of conservation, 

agriculture and human settlements. It is therefore claimed by its proponents to be a coexistence 

landscape, where people live in close interaction with rising wildlife populations. Rewilding plays a 

significant role in the Simalaha Community Conservancy, located at the heart of KAZA, in 

southwestern Zambia (Figure 1). With the support of the PPF and the Zambian government, since 

2013, Simalaha has reintroduced thirteen herbivore species into a wildlife sanctuary. The aim 

advertised by the Simalaha project is to rewild the landscape while developing a community-based 

 
2 Wolmer (2003, 2005) points to the bioregionalist ideology and imaginaries of wilderness behind TFCAs 
(Duffy, 2001). Büscher (2013, for example Pp. 72–73) also highlights wilderness imaginaries in PPF's 
promotional discourses on TFCAs. Spierenburg & Wels (2010) explain how TFCAs are based on European 
elitist notions of a pristine African wilderness. 
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conservation model to generate and locally redistribute revenues generated from tourism and 

wildlife sales to other conservation areas.  

 

Figure 1: The Simalaha Community Conservancy at the heart of KAZA. KAZA is 

shown, and the location of the Simalaha Community Conservancy in its middle, and 

other conservation areas within KAZA. Source: Monika Feinen based on existing maps 

of KAZA.  

 

In western Zambia, rewilding unfolds against the background of historical power rivalries 

between Barotse traditional authorities (TAs) and the Zambian government. Barotseland, led by a 

King – the Litunga – is a precolonial kingdom the boundaries of which now correspond to the 

Western Province of Zambia. Since Zambia's independence in 1964, it has been incorporated into 

Zambia, which eventually resulted in a significant loss of power and financial means for Barotse 

authorities. This continues to be resented locally (Hogan, 2014; Zeller & Melber, 2018). The 

Simalaha Community Conservancy is presented by its managers as an initiative by a local traditional 

Barotse chief, made possible by the PPF, with support from the national government. It is a hybrid 

governance model, led by a board gathering TAs, local communities' representatives, and 

conservancy and PPF staff. The question therefore arises as to what role the Simalaha Conservancy 
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plays in power relations between traditional (Barotse) authorities, governmental actors, and NGOs 

in KAZA.  

This article proposes a multi-scalar political ecology of rewilding in Simalaha in the context 

of KAZA. We investigate rewilding as a growing conservation paradigm in southern Africa. We 

explore how it is taken up and advanced by KAZA and how it changes political authority and power 

at the local, national, and regional level as power relations shift between governments, NGOs, TAs 

and local communities. Our research followed a dual ethnographic approach, covering both the local 

implementation level and the regional planning level of KAZA.  

The first author spent four months conducting ethnographic research on the implementation 

level in the Simalaha Community Conservancy. As a flagship project, the Simalaha Conservancy 

offers the most vivid observable transformations through KAZA. The author lived in Mwandi, the 

ruling epicenter of the local Barotse chiefdom (called Sesheke chiefdom), and spent much time in 

Simalaha's sanctuary with local residents. Semi-structured interviews (with written informed 

consent) and informal discussions were conducted with the residents of the wildlife sanctuary, as 

well as the conservancy staff, TAs and governmental officers linked to the conservancy, and 

analyzed in the Zambian and regional conservation context. Ethical clearance was obtained from the 

University of Zambia.  

The second author conducted four months of ethnographic research at the regional planning 

level of KAZA, embedded within one of the key governance bodies of the TFCA initiative. This 

involved working inside the Namibian Ministry for Environment, Forestry and Tourism (MEFT), 

within the department responsible for coordinating KAZA beyond Namibia's borders. The MEFT 

provided an ideal vantage point, as it has played a leading role in achieving milestones for the overall 

KAZA initiative from its inception and continues to be regarded as a regional forerunner in 

transboundary conservation through its conservancy program. This position enabled participation in 

various KAZA workshops, policy development and cross-border planning processes affecting 

Zambia and the Simalaha Conservancy. The research was conducted with full transparency vis-à-

vis the MEFT and in cooperation with the University of Namibia.  

This dual ethnographic approach offers deep insights into how conservation ideas are 

mediated between scales and how they translate into shifts and transformations of political authority. 

The article starts by situating rewilding within the shifting conservation paradigms in southern 

Africa. The second section investigates how rewilding translates at the local level in Simalaha and 

discusses the competing influence of the PPF and the Zambian government in this process. We then 

examine the significance of rewilding in Simalaha for wider power dynamics in KAZA between 

NGOs – in particular the PPF – and national governments. The fourth section focuses on the shifting 

power of traditional authorities with rewilding in Simalaha and in KAZA. Finally, we conclude that 

rewilding reconfigures power dynamics: The Zambian state seeks to assert control over conservation 

in customary lands; the PPF, supported by international donors, cooperates with TAs to reinforce its 

implementing role; and TAs, in turn, gain new leverage. While rewilding remains largely a top-down 

process, we show that it nonetheless reshapes local governance by creating arenas in which 

communities can contest the power of their TAs and the political authority of governmental and non-

governmental conservation actors.  

We make two contributions to political ecology. First, we investigate rewilding as a new 

catalyst for reconfiguring power dynamics in conservation in southern Africa where rewilding is just 

emerging and little studied so far (Lacan et al., 2024). Second, rather than examining these power 

dynamics at either the local implementation or regional planning level, we develop a multi-scalar 

approach, showing how political constellations shift within the imbrication of different scales 

(Green, 2016; Shah & Harris, 2021).  
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2. Rewilding and the coming, going and surviving of conservation paradigms 

Southern Africa has been a global pioneer in biodiversity conservation for many years. During 

colonial rule, the region played a key role in the early establishment of national parks, thereby 

shaping a predominant conservation model, fortress conservation (Cook & Fig, 2000). Fortress 

conservation protects nature from human interference, often by forcibly removing local communities 

and banning resource use, prioritizing biodiversity conservation over local livelihoods (Hulme & 

Murphree, 1999; Pelser, 2022). In the 1990s, Community-Based Natural Resource Management 

(CBNRM) offered a contrasting approach to protectionist conservation. Namibia, Botswana, Zambia 

and Zimbabwe produced new policies to enable community resource ownership. These policy shifts 

recognized local institutions, granting them authority over wildlife revenues and conservation 

management. They also led to new alliances between local communities, private tourism companies, 

international donors, and conservation NGOs, which became influential in policymaking, project 

implementation, and benefit distribution. In Southern Africa, Zimbabwe's CAMPFIRE program and 

the Namibian conservancies became internationally renowned for implementing innovative 

community-based projects that decentralized the authority of wildlife management from the state to 

the level of local custodians (Jones, 2010).3 CBNRM, and the Namibian conservancies especially, 

are still regarded today as initiatives that successfully support growing wildlife populations while 

empowering local communities (Nuulimba & Taylor, 2015).  

The implementation of community-based wildlife management nevertheless faces similar 

challenges across the region. CBNRM brings new forms of social organization, which tend to clash 

with established structures of social organization in communal areas (Blaikie, 2006; Lubilo, 2018; 

Mosimane & Silva, 2014; Nuulimba & Taylor, 2015). In the 2010s, a decrease of international funds 

for community-based conservation, internal issues in the implementation of CBNRM at the local 

level, and an increase of human-wildlife conflicts (Stoldt et al., 2020) made it necessary to redefine 

community-based conservation (IRDNC, 2015; Nuulimba & Taylor 2015). To market CBNRM 

again with a new coat of paint, KAZA, through transboundary conservation, helped to redefine 

community-based conservation at the regional level and obtain new funding for conservancies 

(Dittmann, 2025; IRDNC, 2015). Since the funding for KAZA started in 2011, its collaboration with 

CBNRM institutions has intensified. Despite internal problems and external criticism, CBNRM 

continues to be heralded as the backbone of nature conservation in Southern Africa, as it has become 

part of an elevated transnational conservation discourse through its connection to TFCAs. 

Since the 1990s, the PPF has successfully promoted Transfrontier Conservation among almost 

all governments in Southern Africa, as it has become entrenched in the regional development plans 

of the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the African Union (AU) as well as in 

international conservation strategies, such as those of the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature (IUCN). The proponents of transboundary conservation promote as a guiding principle the 

(re-)establishment of ecological connectivity between isolated protected areas across national 

borders, for a "greener" future on the African continent (Ramutsindela, 2007). However, due to their 

institutional complexity, some TFCAs are fraught with implementation challenges or even remain 

at the planning level. Critical social science analyses of TFCAs pinpoint issues regarding their 

histories (Lenggenhager & Ramutsindela, 2021; Ramutsindela, 2007; Spierenburg & Wels, 2010), 

 
3 Even though these models of decentralization have been criticized for disrupting local customary rights to 
lands, strengthening the state's control at the local level and reinforcing inequalities in access to natural 
resources, they continue to be widely promoted as tools for effective natural resource governance (Dzingirai, 
2003; Murombedzi, 2012).  
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neoliberal ideology (Büscher, 2013), and ambivalent effects on local populations (Büscher & 

Ramutsindela, 2016; Duffy, 2016; Lunstrum, 2016). 

Despite being a flagship project of conservation in Southern Africa, the KAZA TFCA has 

been criticized for implementation delays. KAZA was founded in 2003, but it was not until 2012 

that the KAZA treaty was ratified by four of the five partner countries, heralding the first financing 

phase by the main donor, German development bank KfW. The KAZA initiative has struggled to 

translate the ambitious vision for a 520,000 km2 area into significant change at the local level, giving 

the impression that it merely exists on paper (Dittmann, 2025). This has resulted in image problems, 

dissatisfaction on the part of donors and a growing concern that the TFCA initiative could fail. The 

PPF was looking for a way to establish a tangible poster child at the local level whose success could 

be measured with representative indicators. The Simalaha Community Conservancy is the result. 

For the PPF and KAZA governments, it is an attempt to make KAZA graspable, to present the TFCA 

as a project for the local population and to rebrand and align it with new conservation paradigms of 

rewilding and the new wildlife economy. 

Since the early 2010s, southern African conservation has undergone a renewed push towards 

the full-scale commodification of nature with a regional strategy emphasizing the role of the private 

sector through high-end tourism and wildlife trade (Thakholi et al., 2024, p. 5). This new paradigm, 

the so-called 'New Wildlife Economy' pushes the ecosystem approach further into the background, 

compared to previous neoliberal conservation paradigms, and focuses on an increase in numbers and 

commercial use of large mammal species. It also stands for genuinely African conservation policy 

and emancipation from the paternalism of international, especially Western, conservation 

organizations (Dittmann & Müller-Mahn, 2023). At the Wildlife Economy Summit of 2019 in 

Victoria Falls, stakeholders from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the AU 

confirmed that the wildlife economy stands at the forefront of the continent's economic development 

and aligns with the AU's Agenda 2063 (ibid.). Numerous examples point to the proliferation of new 

neoliberal forms of wildlife economics in the KAZA states. For example, Namibia has for some 

years now been exporting wildlife to zoos or game reserves in other countries (The Namibian, 2022). 

This kind of wildlife trade is linked to the idea of ecosystem restoration and rewilding. The rewilding 

led by the PPF in Simalaha is the most striking example of that instrument of the new wildlife 

economy in KAZA. 

Rewilding in southern Africa is most prominently advertised by the PPF.4 Under the 

'Rewilding Africa' program, the PPF claims to have reintroduced, by the end of 2023, 18,167 

individual animals to previously degraded areas, with reintroduced populations reaching about 

100,000 animals (PPF, 2025). These massive translocations took place in national parks in 

Mozambique, in Malawi, and in two locations in southwestern Zambia, namely the Sioma Ngwezi 

National Park and the Simalaha Community Conservancy, both part of KAZA. This rewilding is 

congruent with the work of TFCAs in southern Africa and transboundary conservation in KAZA in 

particular. With wildlife reintroductions, Simalaha explicitly aims – as advertised by the PPF on its 

website (e.g. PPF, 2013, 2018) – to restore wildlife populations, and eventually their movements, 

between the large Kafue National Park (Zambia) and Chobe National Park (Botswana). Within 

KAZA, interventionist wildlife reintroductions complement what can be seen as a more passive 

rewilding, characterized by growing wildlife populations and their spontaneous spread across the 

landscape (e.g. see Naidoo et al., 2024), facilitated by transboundary conservation policies. Wildlife 

corridors are the key measure to support ecological connectivity in KAZA and facilitate wildlife 

 
4  Rewilding in Africa is also advertised in Rewilding Africa by Fowlds & Spence (2022), and by the British 
NGO "Rewilding Africa."  
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mobility without translocations (Bollig, 2024). Rewilding, as a project calling for closer coexistence 

between people and wildlife (see Carver et al., 2020, p. 1890), also echoes the framing of KAZA as 

a coexistence landscape (e.g. KAZA, 2022), where people are expected to farm and live alongside 

wildlife in the future.   

Rewilding is a plastic term (Jørgensen, 2015) encompassing various agendas and practices 

that relate to pre-existing conservation practices (Hayward et al., 2019). In KAZA, we contend that 

rewilding is emerging as a significant paradigm, particularly in connection with three key foci: 

increasing wildlife populations, ecological connectivity, and promoting human-wildlife coexistence. 

These three aspects connect strongly with established forms of conservation in the region. KAZA 

combines several narratives of nature conservation in Southern Africa (community-based, 

transboundary, connectivity, wildlife-economy, rewilding, coexistence) and presents them as being 

pragmatically in harmony with each other. Rewilding happens in diverse types of conservation areas. 

Wildlife reintroductions have occurred in other conservancies beyond Simalaha (e.g. the Mashi 

conservancy in northeastern Namibia), as well as in national parks like Sioma Ngwezi in Zambia. 

For the PPF and the conservancy's management team, as well as for the traditional leaders and 

governmental actors involved, rewilding in Simalaha is also supposed to be a community-based 

project. Moreover, it connects well to the New Wildlife Economy paradigm, since wildlife 

reintroductions explicitly aim to generate revenues through tourism and the breeding of wildlife for 

sale to other conservation areas. The key justification for rewilding in Simalaha at the local, but also 

national and KAZA levels, extends well beyond ecological connectivity: it is also a strategic 

pathway toward local economic development.   

What is new then about 'rewilding'' in KAZA? Practices like wildlife translocations and 

rewilding narratives promoting the return of freely moving wildlife and human-wildlife coexistence 

have become more prominent in KAZA, especially with Simalaha as its showcase project on the 

ground. Reframing transboundary conservation as rewilding breathes new life into conservation 

discourses, with the potential to renew the interests of international donors and elicit their support 

for local conservation projects. It is also shifting the focus of conservation in directions inherent to 

rewilding debates. In KAZA as elsewhere, rewilding implies growing wildlife populations that enter 

into closer interactions, including conflicts, with humans (Stoldt et al., 2020). Conflicts around 

rewilding also include differing values regarding landscapes and their cultural significance 

(Drenthen, 2018; Wynne-Jones et al., 2018), fears about wildlife-borne diseases (O'Mahony, 2020; 

in KAZA, see van Dam et al., 2024), and how to govern human-wildlife coexistence (Butler et al., 

2021; in KAZA, see for example Kansky, 2022).  

Conservation in southern Africa has been shaped by a colonial history, and rewilding remains 

embedded in this context. Contemporary conservation is still criticized as "white"-dominated, driven 

by international NGOs and fed by donor money which steers conservation projects away from local 

interests (Garland, 2008; Koot et al., 2022; Thakholi et al., 2024). The PPF advertises TFCAs as 

solutions to counter the territorial divisions created by European colonialism (Ramutsindela, 2007). 

At the same time, it advocates for the return of an African wilderness, which is reminiscent of 

colonial conservation (ibid., pp. 141–143; Büscher & Ramutsindela, 2016). Ambivalently, KAZA 

stands in the tradition of (neo)colonial approaches to nature conservation, but aims to overcome the 

problematic legacies of colonial border-drawing by striving for the ideal of a borderless pre-colonial 

equilibrium between humans and wildlife. What ideas of nature are being conveyed by rewilding is 

a central debate (Gammon, 2018; Jørgensen, 2015; Prior & Ward, 2016). Kim Ward (2019) argues 

for a decolonial rewilding that moves away from the concept of wilderness, as a pristine nature 

excluding humans. As we will see in the next sections, rewilding as a growing conservation 
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paradigm in KAZA interacts with colonial histories of conservation and contemporary rivalries 

between conservation stakeholders fed by local tensions around human-wildlife conflicts.  

 

3. Rewilding between Peace Parks and the Zambian government: Power dynamics in 
Simalaha 

The Simalaha Community Conservancy is the project most prominently referred to as 

'rewilding' in KAZA. Local informants (among the conservancy staff, employees of the PPF and 

TAs) usually said it was an initiative of the Barotse Senior Chief Inyambo Yeta. The conservancy 

involves two traditional chiefdoms: the Sesheke chiefdom under Barotse rule in its western part, and 

the Sekute chiefdom to the east. The role of the Peace Parks Foundation (PPF) has been crucial to 

federate traditional leaders, the national government and international donors to support the project. 

Simalaha was officially launched in 2012 after consultation of the local communities residing within 

the conservancy.  

Simalaha covers a surface of 182,000 hectares at the heart of KAZA in southwestern Zambia. 

About 15,000 people (estimated by the conservancy manager) live within this area. Since 2012, 

Simalaha has harbored a wildlife sanctuary in its midst – initially covering about 24,000 hectares 

and now in the process of being expanded to about 50,000 hectares5 – covering the floodplains along 

the Zambezi river, where people and their livestock also reside. Since 2013, the conservancy has 

progressively reintroduced thirteen wildlife species into the sanctuary. Reintroductions started with 

impala and blue wildebeest in 2013, and continued every subsequent year. Zebra, puku, red lechwe 

and waterbucks followed, as well as giraffes, buffalos, elands, Lichtenstein hartebeests, sable 

antelopes, and finally ostriches. Since 2013, more than 2,000 individual animals have been 

reintroduced. By 2022, it was estimated (according to the conservancy manager) that the overall 

wildlife population had been multiplied by about five, with an estimated total number of over 11,000 

individual animals.  

Rewilding via wildlife reintroductions is presented by the project's most prominent advocates 

(chiefly the PPF, the conservancy management team and traditional leaders like Barotse Chief 

Inyambo Yeta) as the recreation of an imagined harmonious landscape of coexistence between 

people and wildlife. In a promotional video for Simalaha, Chief Inyambo Yeta (deceased in July 

2023) invoked the idea of going back to the precolonial Barotseland described by his grandfather 

the King Lewanika the First as a prosperous "land of milk and honey" (PPF, 2011 minute 0:47-0:49). 

The historical baseline back to which rewilding is supposed to take Simalaha remains unclear, 

however. While the video seems to refer vaguely to a precolonial past, the depletion of wildlife was 

generally seen as a direct result of the Namibian and Angolan struggles for decolonization, which 

spilled over into Zambia in the 1970s and 1980s. Yeta, conservancy staff and local residents 

mentioned this in interviews. The species selected for reintroductions (excluding some, like giraffes 

or ostriches) were supposed to mirror those present in the area before the 1970s (interview with 

wildlife manager, November 2022).  

Hardly any project other than Simalaha combines the neoliberal imperatives of a wildlife 

economy with the retrotopian visions of restoring a (vaguely pre-colonial) socio-ecological balance. 

Rewilding in Simalaha brings both together, for a future based on wildlife conservation. It follows 

two main goals. The first is the ecological goal of repopulating and reconnecting key conservation 

 
5 Personal Communication with Conservancy Manager, December 2024. During the fieldwork period of the 
first author (2022-2023), only the original sanctuary of 24,000 ha was completely fenced, with the reintroduced 
wildlife populations concentrated there (the extension had not been completed). Field research focused on this 
fenced space, which is represented in Figure 1.  
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areas in KAZA – strongly backed by the PPF, as well as the Zambian government and KAZA. While 

the Simalaha wildlife manager highlighted that wildlife management should be based on ecological 

science, this did not seem to be the case. In 2023, the game count to monitor wildlife populations in 

the sanctuary since their reintroduction was delayed. For a decade, wildlife management was only 

based on recorded sightings by the conservancy's community rangers and no systematic game count. 

The second set of goals for Simalaha relate to the wildlife economy, based on wildlife sales and 

tourism. These goals are strongly represented on the PPF's website and at the local level by the 

management team and traditional leaders to emphasize the project's benefits for the local population. 

The breeding of disease-free buffalos is expected to be particularly lucrative. In 2018, the 

conservancy reintroduced 200 disease-free buffalos into their own separate sanctuary. The 

conservancy also aims to develop tourism in the area. One tourism venture has already been created, 

offering horseback safaris within the sanctuary. The conservancy plans to redistribute the income 

generated by wildlife sales and tourism among the conservancy residents. To date, however, 

although revenues have already been generated, the money has not yet been distributed (personal 

communications with staff member, 2023). Advertising a community-based approach, especially at 

the local level, Simalaha also supports direct benefits to local residents. This includes the distribution 

of fuel-efficient cookstoves, beehives, drought-resistant maize seed varieties, treadle pumps to 

facilitate irrigation, and farming-support projects.  

Rewilding leads to increasing wildlife populations and therefore increased human-wildlife 

conflicts in the sanctuary, as the reintroduced wildlife feeds on people's farms (as we will see in 

section 5).  Local benefits through community programs and wildlife-based revenues were designed 

to counterbalance the burden of rewilding for local inhabitants and foster their acceptance of the 

project. In addition, the conservancy has distributed wire fences to protect people's farms and to 

facilitate a more peaceful coexistence between farmers and wildlife, following complaints by local 

farmers about human-wildlife conflicts. However, according to many residents in 2023, the fences 

were not sufficient to enclose the totality of their farms.  

Overlapping ecological and economic aims are not without contradictions and tensions. While 

Simalaha's aim is publicly to enhance ecological connectivity (e.g. on the PPF's website), for now, 

the wildlife sanctuary is still fenced and thereby impedes the movements of reintroduced wildlife. 

The extension of the sanctuary towards the north has already started, with the aim being to 

progressively open the original sanctuary. If the fence has still not been removed, this is mainly 

because the project's founders and managers fear that it will endanger Simalaha's wildlife economy. 

In fact, in the absence of a fence, it would be impossible to know which wild animals have been 

purchased for the conservancy and can be sold on to other conservation areas. The very ownership 

of this wildlife is unclear.6 Simalaha bought the animals through donor funds and with the help of 

the Zambian government. However, because it is a community project on customary land with no 

private title, the conservancy cannot get a certificate of ownership like a fenced private game ranch 

could (see also Davis et al., 2020). In Zambia, on public and customary land, as in Simalaha, all 

wild animals are owned by the President. Therefore, any use of the wildlife in Simalaha – including 

hunting or selling – still depends on the authority of the Zambian government via the Department of 

National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW) (personal communication, April 2025). Simalaha is still trying 

to negotiate and clarify its legal ownership of wildlife. In the meantime, it keeps the sanctuary fenced 

to avoid losing any claim over the reintroduced wildlife.   

 
6 Interviews with governmental officer August 2023; with conservancy manager, November 2022; personal 
communications, July 2023, January 2025. 
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Simalaha is presented by its founders and managers as the first conservancy in Zambia, a 

model not yet recognized in the Zambian Wildlife Act (GRZ, 2015). CBNRM in Zambia was 

developed primarily in Game Management Areas (GMA), buffer zones under customary tenure 

surrounding National Parks (state land), where populations are allowed to reside and use natural 

resources to a certain extent (unlike in national parks) via Community Resource Boards (CRBs). 

Located on customary land under the Sesheke and Sekute chiefdoms, Simalaha is a new model of 

community-based wildlife conservation on customary land outside of GMAs. Land management in 

Simalaha is under the control of the Barotse and Sekute authorities, which therefore need to be 

involved in all decisions about land within the conservancy. With the concern both to comply with 

the Zambian existing CBNRM legal framework and actively involve TAs, Simalaha was registered 

as a trust in 2019, led by a Trust Board designed as analogous to a CRB but with significant 

differences. By contrast to usual CRBs in GMA, Simalaha covers an area where two TAs are active 

(instead of one), involves project and NGO staff, and is not led by a government (DNPW) officer. 

The Trust Board, which meets quarterly, is composed of the two local Chiefs, five traditional 

councilors on both sides appointed by each Chief, five members of the conservancy management 

team and Peace Parks Foundation, and ten chairpersons of Village Action Groups (VAGs), which 

are committees elected to represent all Simalaha residents (like under every CRB in Zambia).  

Moreover, Simalaha's trust deed stipulates that 20% of the benefits generated by the 

conservancy from tourism and wildlife sales should go to TAs (10% to each Chief and council) and 

80% to the communities. By contrast, in usual CRBs in GMAs, revenues (e.g. from hunting licenses) 

flow into government accounts and are only partly redistributed to communities and TAs (Zhu et 

al., 2021, p. 22, based on GRZ, 2015). Thus, although DNPW's support has been crucial in 

authorizing rewilding and continues to provide operational assistance in wildlife management in 

Simalaha, the Zambian government is far less involved here than in national parks or even in GMAs. 

This model, as advertised by the former project manager, Inyambo Yeta or the PPF (interviews, 

2022-2023), strives to work with traditional leaders who are in charge of the land and the local 

communities.  

However, while the Trust Board involves traditional leaders and local communities in making 

decisions on the conservancy's management and future, in practice, day-to-day management is done 

by the conservancy management team and the PPF. The management team includes a general 

conservancy manager, an agricultural manager, a wildlife manager, a fisheries manager and a 

community development manager, all employed by the conservancy, and an operational manager 

employed by the PPF on the ground. Moreover, despite the advertised goal of vesting the 

conservancy's ownership in the local communities and traditional leaders, for now, the PPF remains 

in charge of financial management. The PPF organizes the financial support for the conservancy 

through international donors, most of whom are European, including the French jeweler Cartier, the 

Dutch conservationist CoMon Foundation, the German development bank KfW, and Conservation 

International through Conservation South Africa.  

In 2023, informants informally indicated that some revenues had begun to be generated in the 

conservancy from buffalo sales and the horseback safari operator. The local communities were not 

aware of this, however, and the distribution of these revenues was held back by the PPF, because no 

transparent and equitable distribution could be ensured. Although the conservancy's trust deed 

outlines the broad framework for distributing benefits, the exact workings of this are not yet defined. 

Questions such as to which accounts the money should be transferred, who manages these accounts, 

how to ensure good management and prevent corruption, and how the money should be used (e.g. 

for community projects or as cash handouts) remained open. Recent events confirmed that income 

management needs to be framed by solid institutional safeguards: in 2024, the newly appointed trust 



Lacan & Dittmann   Wilder landscapes, shifting powers 

Journal of Political Ecology                                 Vol. 33, 2026    12 

 

board chairperson tried to modify the conservancy's trust deed – in order, according to local 

informants, to serve his own interests. The PPF ordered the chairperson to cease and withdraw, 

threatening to stop all funding. Members of the local communities also campaigned against the 

compromised chairperson and community representatives, who resigned.7 This event shows that the 

PPF retains enormous influence and ultimately controls the project.  

A key informant, Louis,8 former member of the Simalaha Trust Board, close to Barotse power, 

and current member of the management team, emphasized how crucial the support of the national 

government and the PPF were for Simalaha. However, he also highlighted tensions and criticized 

the PPF for following the donors' priorities:  

 

The Peace Parks Foundation, they are doing a good job, an excellent job, though at times 

we differ in our understanding. They have to fulfill donor commitments. We want to 

fulfill the expectations of our people, so, naturally, there will be a conflict. Yes, Peace 

Parks would be more inclined to look at what does the donor want ... (interview, July 

2023).  

 

Simalaha brings together diverse stakeholders that are acting on different levels. While the 

conservancy is trying to develop a rewilding model that is community-based and involves residents 

in decision-making, it depends on the support of the national government of Zambia, the PPF and 

its strong international network that includes NGOs and international donors. The conservancy could 

not have been created without the PPF, and its survival still depends on its assistance. But Simalaha 

and its rewilding program could not have developed without the government's support either. The 

Zambian government provided financial and technical assistance for the species translocations. 

Moreover, its DNPW trained Simalaha's wildlife scouts, employed from the local communities, and 

appointed a permanent wildlife ranger based in Simalaha to work closely with the conservancy and 

supervise the scouts (interview with conservancy manager, November 2022; unrecorded interview 

with DNPW wildlife officer at Simalaha, August 2023). The government supports Simalaha as a 

key project to fulfill the aims of KAZA – which is a governmental project. The coordinator of 

Transfrontier Conservation Areas at DNPW even presented the creation of a community-driven 

project with Simalaha as being the government's initiative, in consultation with the communities 

(interview, August 2023). This contrasts with how Barotse Chief Inyambo Yeta and others at the 

PPF and in the conservancy management presented the genesis of Simalaha as mainly jumpstarted 

by Yeta and the PPF.  

According to the TFCA coordinator, and even though Simalaha's model involves the 

government much less than in classic Game Management Area settings, the DNPW continues to act 

as a safeguard for the Simalaha project to ensure that the interests of the communities are protected 

and that wildlife are managed sustainably. In any case, since wildlife in Simalaha are legally owned 

by the Zambian government, DNPW retains extensive control over what Simalaha can or cannot do 

with these amimals.  

This situation shows how tensions exist about the ownership of Simalaha and its wildlife. 

There are governmental stakeholders on one side, and the conservancy with the PPF on the other. 

Conservation experts, some with tight links to the PPF and Simalaha, have been working together 

 
7 He was finally reappointed recently by the new Barotse Chief in Mwandi, according to a personal 
communication, April 2025.  
8 Names have been changed to protect the anonymity of informants.  
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to update the Wildlife Act so that the conservancy model can be legally recognized as a new form 

of community-based conservation (unrecorded interview with PPF senior staff, July 2023; interview 

with DNPW TFCA coordinator, August 2023). So far, however, their revisions have not been taken 

up by government. This may indicate a reluctance on the part of the Zambian government to 

recognize a conservancy model that gives the DNPW less control and benefits than other existing 

forms of community-based conservation in Zambia (personal communication, April 2025).  

 

4. Peace Parks and the question of ownership in KAZA 

The micro-perspective we have outlined on the local implementation of the Simalaha 

Conservancy in Zambia illustrates the complex, overlapping authority constellations in the KAZA 

initiative. Our research at the meta-political level shows that such conflicts over the ownership of 

individual projects are not limited to the local level, Simalaha or Zambia, but rather symbolize a 

general characteristic of the entire TFCA initiative.  

By their design, Transfrontier Conservation Areas challenge the authority of states 

(Ramutsindela & Büscher, 2019). To join a TFCA, participating governments must redesign their 

regional land-use policies in order to work together in transboundary initiatives. In doing so, signing 

a TFCA agreement leads to the reorganization of authority and space through the de-

institutionalization of national borders (Ramutsindela, 2017). By entering into the KAZA agreement, 

a partner country's national land-use policy becomes legally linked to the objectives of a 

multinational conservation institution. Hence, KAZA is not perceived exclusively as an opportunity, 

but also as a political endeavor that challenges existing authority relations over spaces and 

institutions. When participating in transboundary conservation, it is therefore particularly important 

for partner governments to retain full state sovereignty and ownership of the TFCA initiative. 

However, it is clear from several interviews and minutes of KAZA meetings that ownership is 

disputed and seems to be unclear among actors involved. While relations between governments are 

not free of such ownership battles, most controversies exist between partner governments and 

external donors or consulting organizations. 

For historical reasons, the Peace Parks Foundation's involvement as an implementer in 

Simalaha is viewed very critically. KAZA's predecessor, the Okavango Upper Zambezi Tourism 

Initiative (OUZIT), failed because African governments felt it was too heavily dominated by 

external organizations. The partner governments created KAZA in 2003 as a new initiative, which 

was to be solely owned by themselves, largely without the decision-making influence of NGOs 

(Dittmann & Müller-Mahn, 2023). However, also in the early years of KAZA, partner countries 

remained skeptical about the influence of international conservation organizations in the TFCA, 

even though they only had advisory functions. In a meeting of the KAZA Technical Committee 

(now KAZA Joint Management Committee) in 2007, the Zimbabwean government expressed that 

many international conservation organizations such as Conservation International were using the 

prestige of KAZA for their own purposes, which jeopardized the ownership of the TFCA and thus 

undermined the sovereignty of the partner countries. The strong KAZA ownership claim of partner 

countries is noted in one of the first KAZA feasibility studies: 

 

Notwithstanding the scope for donor support to the KAZA TFCA initiative, in 

undertaking the various implementation activities […] it is important that the KAZA 

TFCA remains driven and coordinated by the partner countries. Without this 

ownership, the KAZA TFCA will not realize its regional development potential. (Hanks 

& Cronwright, 2006, p. 62) 
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This sense of ownership of KAZA by governments is still very present in today's negotiations, as 

several of our interviews with experts on the planning level confirmed (WWF, NNF, PPF, KfW). 

Controversies about the influence of external organizations concern KfW and PPF in particular. 

According to a conservation consultant involved in KAZA, partner governments often react 

sensitively to impulses from KfW and PPF in the context of implementation: 

 

You know there are organizations like the PPF and KfW coming in and the people in 

governments don't like to be pushed from outside. If they feel people are pushing them, 

they start to wonder, what is the agenda here? What is the Peace Parks' agenda? What 

is KfW's agenda? What are all these people trying to push us into and what are they 

getting out of it? (interview, September 2018) 

 

The following statement by a senior official of the Namibian Ministry of Environment illustrates the 

skepticism regarding the influence of external actors among members of the partner governments: 

 

The governments are told that KAZA means development and that it will open up new 

opportunities. But who are the ones telling that it is good and where does the advice 

come from? It does not come from Namibia, it is coming from Germany and South 

Africa. (interview, September 2018) 

 

Various experts interviewed in governmental and non-governmental organizations criticized the 

influence of the PPF and its claims to control various processes under KAZA. This was confirmed 

by a PPF staff member who had assisted the KAZA Secretariat in the past. In his opinion, the 

dominant role that the PPF claims in KAZA leads to other conservation NGOs not being adequately 

involved: 

 

Some of the NGOs […] think that the PPF is controlling the governments too much or 

that they are too influential and that other NGOs are not adequately engaged. These are 

some of the criticisms we hear and there are some of [sic] which I agree with. 

(interview, September 2018) 

 

According to experts who work for other conservation NGOs, a major problem is that the PPF 

brings its own vision and ideology into the KAZA initiative too strongly, which representatives of 

the partner countries see as an attack on their political authority. In almost all TFCAs in Southern 

Africa, the PPF plays a leading role (Ramutsindela, 2007), and claims discursive power over 

transboundary conservation. Through its proximity to the South African government, it exerts great 

influence on the management of transfrontier protected areas, especially on South African borders. 

Other governments perceive the PPF's cooperation with the South African government and its 

dominance in KAZA as a threat to their state sovereignty (Büscher & Schoon, 2009). Even though 

KAZA has a different dynamic because South Africa is not part of the initiative, the PPF claims a 

dominant role there as well. An employee of a conservation fund, who acted as a consultant for the 

PPF in the Ai-Ais Richtersveld Transfrontier Park, explained in an interview that the PPF is used to 

taking the lead in the management of TFCAs. The partner governments of KAZA see their state 

sovereignty particularly threatened by the implementation of the Simalaha Conservancy. By 

implementing Simalaha directly in cooperation with the local TA, the PPF has gone beyond its 
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original tasks in the areas of consultation, coordination and management. An employee of the PPF 

confirmed this change of focus in an interview about his current activities, which increasingly 

include project management and fewer advisory services. He described the dual role of the PPF in 

KAZA as an 'implementing consultant.' According to the staff of other conservation NGOs involved 

in KAZA, it is precisely this dual role which is problematic: 

 

The PPF is trying to implement now. And that is a problem and people don't like to see 

that. As you might have already noticed there is a strong ownership among the 

governments and also in the KAZA Secretariat as its staff is also from the partner 

countries. And the ministries (of the partner countries) as well as the (KAZA) Secretariat 

are sometimes struggling with the PPF vision and are actively opposing their proposals. 

The PPF has not such a strong role in KAZA as in the other TFCAs because South 

Africa is not part of it. But they want to have a stronger say as they implement more and 

more. (interview, September 2018) 

 

Look, the issue with the PPF in KAZA is that they administer the Secretariat but at the 

same time they want to be a field implementer. You can't be both. It's a conflict of 

interest. You cannot sit in the background helping the Secretariat to formulate decisions, 

administering and managing its funds – so basically calling the shots – and at the same 

time be the field implementer which relies on these decisions and channeling of funding 

through KAZA. (interview, September 2018) 

 

This perspective on the role of the PPF is widely shared among actors involved in KAZA. It 

is important to note that the PPF finances the projects it implements within KAZA exclusively with 

its own funds (that is, donor funds channeled through the PPF itself) and does not rely on KfW 

money through the KAZA Secretariat. The critical perspectives of other organizations towards the 

PPF are therefore not about other donors' funds having to be shared with the PPF, but fundamentally 

about an external organization that does not represent the partner countries becoming actively 

involved in project implementation. Even if the partner countries were to demand that the PPF 

reduces its influence, KAZA is dependent on its support, as the KAZA Secretariat does not have the 

necessary capacities to fulfill its own tasks. The PPF has provided financial support on several 

occasions in the past, including keeping the KAZA Secretariat operational. Moreover, the 

involvement of the PPF was a condition imposed by KfW on the partner countries to finance KAZA. 

A former staff member of the KAZA Secretariat expressed his view on the ambivalent role of the 

PPF in KAZA as follows:  

 

The PPF is renowned for TFCAs around the SADC area, but it could also be done by 

others. [...] One of the prerequisites of KfW funding was that PPF becomes the fund 

manager, which is kind of reverting our commons. That requirement needs to be 

relooked [sic]. The countries think: Why South Africa? Why the PPF? We have a whole 

consortium of NGOs that can do this. [...] KAZA is supposed to be for the partner 

countries and they want to hold on to that authority. It is not for donors like the PPF. 

But on the other hand, if the partner countries would be left alone to sustain the project 

on their own it might crash. (interview, September 2019) 
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Since the representatives of the partner countries often perceive the behavior of the PPF as an attack 

on their political authority or as a threat to the sovereignty of the state, they tend to refuse to 

cooperate (notes on KAZA workshop 2019). In the context of the influence of international 

conservation and development actors in TFCAs, Ramutsindela (2010, p. 25) and Noe (2019) speak 

of neo-colonial relations between donor and recipient organizations. 

The Simalaha Conservancy, KAZA's flagship project, plays a special role in the shift of 

political authority. Although contested, the project gives the PPF greater influence over the 

implementation of transboundary conservation by bypassing the bureaucratic governance processes 

of partner governments through direct cooperation with the Barotse TAs. This cooperation has led 

to results with rewilding, chiefly the wildlife reintroductions and community-support programs, 

which are now presented as an effect of the KAZA initiative. This means that the partner 

governments also benefit from the cooperation because Simalaha can be referred to as a success 

story of KAZA. Whether the Zambian government or the PPF steer the conservancy, it is important 

to note that the governance regime is not really community-based. As the previous section has 

shown, while Simalaha has established CBNRM institutions to involve local communities, in 

practice, the conservancy still works in a top-down manner, under the supervision of the PPF and 

the DNPW, and is perceived as such by most local sanctuary residents (see Lacan, forthcoming).  

So far, we have shown that rewilding is an emerging paradigm taken up and advanced by 

KAZA, but that it is embedded in power constellations riven with tensions between national 

governments and NGOs. While the PPF holds a dominant implementing role in Simalaha and its 

influence overlaps or even competes with that of the Zambian government, there are wider power 

dynamics at play in KAZA. Partner governments remain wary of the PPF's influence. However, 

KAZA and the Simalaha Community Conservancy not only bring NGOs and governments to work 

together, but also TAs and local communities, whose powers are also shifting. 

 

5. The shifting power of traditional authorities 

In this section, we turn to the role of traditional authorities: How does rewilding influence 

their power? After Zambia's independence, during the 1960s, legal reforms deeply weakened the 

Barotse government, which became subordinated to the national government and lost control over 

the Barotse treasury. In 1969, the Barotseland agreement, which had been signed in 1964 and had 

secured the autonomy of and granted special powers to the Barotse government, was unilaterally 

abrogated by the Zambian government. The Barotse government was stripped of its administrative 

powers and rights over fishing, wildlife and land enshrined in the Barotseland Agreement (Hogan, 

2014, pp. 915–917; Zeller & Melber, 2018, pp. 305–306). Today, the Barotse government has been 

left disempowered (interview with Barotse prince, October 2022), and its capacity for policing and 

law enforcement of natural resource management is weak. According to the Ngambela, the highest 

councilor within the Barotse government, Barotse authorities especially lost power in wildlife 

management:  

 

Certain legislation by the house of parliament was made which removed some of the 

power of the local authority, of the national [Barotse] authority, and gave it to 

government. Wildlife is such issue, especially in wildlife [sic]. There is very strong 

removal of authority from the traditional leadership to central government through the 

ministry. (interview, August 2023) 
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Barotse authorities were also disempowered in fisheries and in forestry management, although they 

retained some control in practice, especially of forests. With the Barotse treasury having escaped the 

control of Barotse authorities since the mid-1960s, the lack of material resources and the low 

capacity for law enforcement severely constrains Barotse power. Land management remains the 

only domain actively controlled by the Barotse authorities (interview with Ngambela, August 2023).  

In practice, in Simalaha, traditional authorities play an important role. We focus here on the 

western, Barotse part of the conservancy. As mentioned, Simalaha involves TAs through its 

institutions, via the Trust Board. Beyond the Trust Board, the conservancy relies significantly on 

traditional leaders to reach out to the communities. Every community meeting organized within 

Simalaha needs to be facilitated by traditional councilors and must always involve them. In the 

management of natural resources, Barotse leaders remain important. Land is customary in Simalaha: 

even though all land in Zambia belongs to the president, in chiefdoms, customary land is entrusted 

to the traditional chief (Hall et al., 2017). It means that the Barotse Chief, who represents the Barotse 

King within his chiefdom, can allocate some of the land (when not reserved for Barotse royals or 

titles) for the use of common people. The person who has been allocated this land is entrusted with 

land management duties on behalf of the Chief, and their descendants can inherit the land (without 

asking the Chief again). Any land disputes are dealt with by traditional councils, called kuta. This 

unfolds at the area level in a local court covering several villages, or, if the dispute cannot be resolved 

locally, at the chiefdom level, by the Chief's traditional council, or, as a last resort, at the kingdom's 

(highest) kuta.  

Barotse authorities also play a key role beyond land management. In Simalaha, wildlife 

management is entirely in the hands of the conservancy in cooperation with the DNPW. Barotse 

leaders do not have any part in it. However, in fisheries management, traditional governance is still 

crucial. During the fishing season (May to November), fixed by Barotse regulations and national 

law, the sanctuary residents mostly stay in two fishing camps at the river. Fishing camps are under 

the watch of lindaleti (plural),9 caretakers appointed by the Barotse chiefdom's kuta. The highest 

ndaleti (singular) leads the camp (like a village headman) and oversees the Chief's fisheries on his 

behalf. Lindaleti also monitor local fishing practices and protect the riverine environment. One 

ndaleti explained for example: "Us, we cannot allow anyone to do things that will bring harm in the 

swamp/river. Because us we are like the chief's eyes so that when you do something, it should be 

able to help you tomorrow" (translated from Silozi, July 2023). If they notice someone destroying 

fish breeding areas, or use destructive fishing practices, lindaleti are supposed to reprimand this 

person, or refer them to the Chief's council, the kuta, for (traditional) judicial action. Within the 

Chief's kuta, the councilor (induna) with the title Akakamba is in charge of all fishing issues within 

the chiefdom.  

Nevertheless, the lindaleti do not work alone. The Barotse authorities overlap or even 

cooperate with the Department of Fisheries. Fisheries Management Committees (FMC) are locally 

elected community-based committees, trained by the Zambian Department of Fisheries and 

reporting to it. As indicated by the local governmental fisheries officer (interview, July 2023), it is 

a normal practice for the ndaleti heading a fishing camp to chair the camp's FMC. However, the 

cooperation between the Department of Fisheries and Barotse authorities is often riven with tensions. 

The district fisheries officer highlighted that Barotse leaders are more influential locally than the 

Department and sometimes allow and even profit from illegal fishing. Still, he indicated that the 

Department depends on the lindaleti as gatekeepers to conduct any action at the local level. On the 

 
9 Lindaleti or caretakers can have different functions: some Lindaleti are specialized in fisheries, others are 
responsible for forest management, others for livestock under Barotse governance.  
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other hand, lindaleti depend on the government for law enforcement. The creation of Simalaha 

changed the balance between governmental and traditional governance. The conservancy provided 

a boat and some of its wildlife guards to support the Department of Fisheries in patrolling on the 

river (interview with fisheries officer, July 2023). Simalaha also distributed nets that are compatible 

with fishing regulations to decrease overfishing. Overall, Simalaha tremendously strengthened 

governmental law enforcement of fisheries.  

At higher levels of management in the conservancy, the PPF and the national government, 

informants were reluctant to talk much about the relations between the Barotse authorities and the 

national government and how Simalaha had altered them. A senior PPF staff member, with close 

links with the Barotse government, insisted that Simalaha is not about Barotse or national politics, 

but they thought that the project fostered more dialogue between the Zambian and the Barotse 

government (unrecorded interview, July 2023). In August 2023, the Zambian TFCA coordinator 

worried in an interview about the impact of Chief Inyambo Yeta's recent death: which leader was in 

place mattered tremendously for the future of the project and the future cooperation between Barotse 

authorities and Zambian government.10  

For Louis, who had been close to Inyambo Yeta and deeply involved in the Simalaha 

conservancy, the Barotse government is still seen as a rival by the Zambian government:  

 

There is an innate realization from the government side that these are competing 

stakeholders. The BRE [Barotse Royal Establishment] is always a competing 

stakeholder. How? Because BRE was a nation before Zambia came into being. Even 

before Northern Rhodesia came into being. So, by nature of that, there will always be 

this suspicious eye of the central government looking over the BRE system, and it will 

be, I presume, from the political perspective, it's in the interest of the central government 

to weaken the BRE. The weaker it is, the better for the central government. (interview, 

July 2023) 

 

In this sensitive political context, he saw Simalaha as a great chance to develop a model, replicable 

around the Western Province, that creates employment, brings in economic development, and 

thereby boosts the influence of the Barotse Chief in Simalaha. Simalaha, for Louis, is 'a game 

changer':  

 

If that happens [Simalaha being expanded and replicated], the influence of this kuta [in the 

Sesheke chiefdom] will be huge, huge. These indunas [councilor], if we have sharp 

administrators, then it means that man [the Chief] will be very powerful. Because all these 

workers [employed by Simalaha and its extensions] will be more or less answerable to him, 

indirectly. They will recognize that it is because of this kuta that we have these jobs. It's 

because of this chief that we have these jobs, so that will not sit well with politicians. 

(interview, July 2023) 

 

 
10 A new chief was appointed in June 2024. In February 2025, and a personal communication with a community 
representative indicated rumors circulating in Simalaha about the new chief not supporting the conservancy 
like his predecessor. Personal communication with a Zambian conservation expert, however, contradicted the 
latter opinion.  
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Louis therefore saw Simalaha as a great opportunity for the Barotse Chief in the Sesheke chiefdom 

to expand his power, but foresaw rivalries with the national government in the face of this rising 

influence. Simalaha might open the way for a greater influence of the Barotse government by 

providing means to create economic activity and get access to financial and technical resources 

through the support of NGOs like PPF, international donors, and governmental departments.  

However, the conservancy is also deeply contested on the ground, especially because of the 

human-wildlife conflicts brought about by rewilding. These conflicts impact the power of Barotse 

authorities over the local populations. Many residents of the western sanctuary complained bitterly 

that the reintroduced wildlife destroyed their fields and severely hampered farming. A decade after 

rewilding had started, local farmers felt that the promise of the conservancy's monetary benefits from 

wildlife sales and tourism had not been fulfilled. On top of that frustration, farmers who are also 

seasonal fishermen were harshly impacted by the law enforcement on fishing restrictions which 

tightened with Simalaha. Fishermen complained that not only did Simalaha bring wildlife that 

destroyed their crops, but the conservancy now also curtailed the other pillar of their subsistence, 

fishing, which they consider a financial safety net in times of poor crop harvests.  

Interviews with local residents showed this resentment towards the conservancy, and also 

towards their Barotse leaders who had failed to stand up for them. A few informants indicated that 

they had lost trust in Barotse leaders who had sided with the conservancy and stopped defending 

their people's interests. In March 2021, this resentment coalesced into a riot at the Chief's palace, 

where the conservancy's office was also located. Rioters residing in the conservancy threw stones at 

the palace and requested that their leaders hear their complaints (see Lacan, forthcoming for more 

details). Although the conservancy distributed fences to local farmers after the unrest, complaints 

about human-wildlife conflicts continued (as shown in the first author's interviews). This is probably 

because fences were not usually enough to protect people's entire farms, and the promised monetary 

benefits from the conservancy continued to be lacking.  

In interviews, councilors of the chiefdom kuta confided that their task as leaders was 

complicated by the conflicts raised by Simalaha. An area leader sitting in the kuta explained that the 

presence of wildlife created discontent and resentment towards him, as subjects thought that the 

mandunas (traditional councilors) harvested all of Simalaha's benefits at the expense of the local 

population. The former head of the chiefdom kuta thought the discontent regarding Simalaha 

damaged people's link to their Barotse leaders (interview, March 2023). Talking to residents within 

the conservancy's sanctuary and in its close vicinity, it appears that the rewilding project also brought 

more subtle resistance. Traditionally, residents are supposed to contribute to cultivating fields 

dedicated to the Chief near the sanctuary. Discussions with the local leader in charge of supervising 

the fields and several sanctuary residents suggested a growing reluctance to fulfill this task, because 

of the resentment caused by wild animals and the destruction they caused in people's fields.  

Rewilding and conservation measures at the river have seemed to erode the link of trust 

between residents and their Barotse leaders. Residents' requested to be better represented and 

listened to by the conservancy and the Barotse authorities (see Lacan, forthcoming for more details). 

Overall, while Simalaha provides opportunities for the local Barotse government to work with 

national and international actors, to draw financial and technical resources to their area of 

jurisdiction and boost their capacity of steering local economic activity, the conservancy also brings 

conflicts that might destabilize Barotse governance at the local level by damaging the link between 

Barotse leaders and their subjects. In general, extending the power of TAs in the KAZA region was 

not part of the TFCA's objectives.  

The political motivation for launching the KAZA initiative in the first place was to weaken 

authorities that challenged the power of the states at the time (Dittmann & Müller-Mahn, 2023). In 
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the early 2000s, large parts of what is now the KAZA region were still suffering the aftermath of 

various political conflicts. The KAZA component of Angola in the Cuando Cubango province was 

the scene of military conflicts of the Angolan civil war until 2002. Beyond the end of the civil war, 

south-eastern Angola as well as neighboring areas in Zambia and Namibia continued to be marked 

by violent conflicts and raids by militant groups (Kangumu, 2011). In Zambia's Western Province, 

secessionist claims started to crystallize among minority groups from 1969 in reaction to the 

unilateral abrogation of the 1964 Barotseland Agreement, and these became more concrete from the 

1990s (Zeller & Melber, 2018). Across the Zambezi river in Namibia, authority disputes between 

the Mafwe, Mashi and Masubiya TAs, as well as the Caprivi secessionist movement, threatened 

Namibia's internal sovereignty after the country gained its independence from South Africa in 1990 

(Lenggenhager, 2018). Namibia's first president Sam Nujoma saw KAZA as an opportunity to 

demonstrate the presence of the state with a prestigious new government project.  

An NGO staff member involved in KAZA's creation suggested in an interview that the whole 

establishment of KAZA was driven by the desire to create stability in an area where some TAs 

opposed the sovereignty of the new independent states. According to Ramutsindela (2019), TFCAs 

with their philanthropic narratives are used by governments as depoliticizing strategies at the sub-

regional level to silence local opposition movements. Similarly, Linell et al. (2018) argue that 

TFCAs can be seen as a tool to enhance the legitimacy of national leaders' power by appropriating 

international institutions at the national level (ibid., p. 66).  

In contrast to Namibia, the Zambian national state has played a less supportive role in 

developing community-based conservation amid national economic difficulties. Its efforts on 

CBNRM have mostly focused on GMAs around national parks and resulted in limited devolution of 

wildlife management rights to local communities. Outside of these areas, local experiments 

flourished with less state interference (Jones et al., 2006, pp. 13-19; Nelson et al., 2021). This might 

have provided more room for TAs in community-based conservation to pursue their own agenda 

without much control by the national government. Simalaha is one of the latest community-based 

conservation experiments. On the Barotse side, unlike in north-eastern Namibian conservancies, the 

control over land in Simalaha had remained in the hands of Barotse authorities and was not secured 

through the conservancy. However, because the Barotse were stripped of their authority and treasury 

after Zambia's independence, the direct cooperation between PPF and the TAs in Simalaha provides 

the latter with a new access to financial, technical and human resources and opportunities for TAs 

to expand their powers and take a significant role in regional large-scale conservation within KAZA. 

Conversely, cooperating with TAs enables the conservancy, the PPF and KAZA to gain legitimacy 

for the Simalaha project, by foregrounding the support of TAs as local – or even community – 

support. At the same time, it fosters the expansion of the conservation and rewilding agenda 

promoted by KAZA and the PPF beyond public land to customary land under the control of 

traditional authorities. Nevertheless, as we have demonstrated, the regional conservation agenda and 

TAs' authority remain challenged by conservancy residents at the local level.  

Nevertheless, Simalaha remains a special case. In KAZA, as mentioned, PPF's direct 

involvement as implementer makes it unique. As the first conservancy in Zambia, it also uniquely 

involves two TAs directly in the management of the conservancy (via the Trust Board) and ensures 

a larger share of financial benefits from the conservancy to traditional leadership than in the usual 

Zambian community-based conservation model. The Liuwa National Park in Western Zambia, 

corresponding to former hunting grounds of the Barotse King, also employs a hybrid conservation 

model involving the Barotse Royal Establishment and the NGO African Parks, but it remains 

primarily under the control of the national government, in contrast to Simalaha. The Sioma-Ngwezi 

National Park is also solely controlled by DNPW, even though its former status as Barotse hunting 
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territory resulted in a special authorization for Barotse subjects to reside within the park. No other 

local conservation project involves TAs as tightly as Simalaha in the Zambian part of KAZA. 

 

6. Conclusion: The political ecology of rewilding in KAZA 

This article argues that rewilding imbricates shifting power constellations across multiple 

scales. It shows that rewilding not only reactivates longstanding tensions between national 

governments and NGOs competing for influence at the KAZA level and on the ground in Simalaha 

but also creates new opportunities for local communities and traditional authorities to connect 

directly with national and international conservation actors, thereby transforming their access to 

power. The article makes two key contributions. First, it shows that rewilding is a new paradigm 

connecting to preexisting conservation framings in KAZA that reshapes the political authority of 

conservation actors at local and regional levels. Second, it foregrounds the importance of a multi-

scalar research approach for tracing how rewilding catalyzes power dynamics across interconnected 

scales.  

 Rewilding in southern Africa marks a new phase in conservation that combines biodiversity 

conservation, commodification of wildlife, and shifting political authority. As exemplified by the 

Simalaha Community Conservancy within the KAZA TFCA, rewilding is more than an act of 

ecological restoration; it is deeply embedded in complex governance configurations, historical 

legacies, and contested claims to power and legitimacy across scales. While promoted as a 

community-based and locally rooted initiative, rewilding in Simalaha operates through a hybrid 

governance model in which national governments, international NGOs, and TAs negotiate authority 

and ecological and financial resources.  

This article has shown that KAZA merges together many conservation paradigms – 

community-based conservation, transboundary conservation, the new wildlife economy, and more 

recently rewilding. This flexibility to navigate through different conservation narratives provides the 

proponents of KAZA with enhanced political authority, international recognition and new funding 

opportunities. Though in its implementation it is reminiscent of older conservation paradigms, 

rewilding serves as a new 'brand' as it emerges as a growing narrative that repackages conservation 

around notions of re-establishing pre-colonial landscapes, restoring wildlife populations, ecological 

connectivity and human-wildlife coexistence. CBNRM, transboundary conservation and rewilding 

overlap and synergize in many ways, yet they also contradict each other. This is particularly obvious 

in the case of Simalaha, as the conservancy tries to pursue the goal of re-establishing ecological 

connectivity and at the same time it needs to fence its wildlife sanctuary to keep the wildlife within 

it and secure its wildlife-economy goals.  

Rewilding, while rhetorically framed as a community-based initiative, often fails to translate 

into genuine local empowerment (Lacan, forthcoming). In Simalaha, the central role of the PPF as 

implementer – backed by international donors – stands in tension with both Zambia's state 

sovereignty and the promise of community ownership. Despite the language of decentralization and 

participation, decision-making power and financial control remain concentrated in the hands of the 

PPF and the DNPW. Meanwhile, the Zambian government's reluctance to legally recognize the 

conservancy model reflects broader concerns over the erosion of state control within KAZA's 

conservation framework. 

This struggle for authority is further complicated by the ambivalent position of the traditional 

authorities. While KAZA was conceived as a project to consolidate state sovereignty and 

governmental control over peripheral regions, transboundary conservation also leads to unexpected, 

and partly contradictory, political effects. The case of Simalaha highlights that conservation, and 
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here specifically rewilding, brings about ambivalent changes in the power of TAs. On the one hand, 

rewilding and community-based conservation – built on the direct cooperation with the PPF – offer 

new opportunities for TAs by granting access to financial, technical and political resources, thereby 

enhancing their governing capacity considerably (see also Mosimane et al., 2023, in Namibia). The 

cooperation of Simalaha and PPF with TAs also allows the rewilding agenda to take hold on 

customary land controlled by TAs. On the other hand, human-wildlife conflicts and stricter 

enforcement of environmental regulations, like in the case of fishing restrictions, fuel local political 

turmoil. Here, rewilding exposes the TA to community discontent and the fragility of legitimacy 

when conservation outcomes conflict with subsistence needs. Thus, rewilding does not simply 

empower or marginalize TAs – it reshapes their roles in complex and unpredictable ways. The 

powers of TAs are shifting within the multiple conservation paradigms set in motion by KAZA, but 

it is uncertain in which directions. The case of Simalaha shows that the big ambitions regarding 

regional integration, boosting the wildlife economy and ecological connectivity can clash with 

realities on the ground, where fragmented authority, institutional ambiguity, and local power 

constellations shape the implementation of rewilding efforts. 

Rewilding in KAZA simultaneously reconfigures ecologies, economies, and governance 

arrangements. The article has highlighted that understanding the trajectories of rewilding and its 

implications requires sustained ethnographic and political ecological engagement across scales (cf. 

Green, 2016; Shah & Harris, 2021). Developing a multi-scalar approach that combines ethnographic 

research on-the-ground and at the higher planning level is key to trace how political authorities are 

shifting in the imbrication of local and regional powers. Moving beyond celebratory promises of 

development, we conclude that interrogating power relations, conflicts, and the opportunities that 

rewilding creates is essential. Our research in the highly complex setting of KAZA shows that this 

is not a simple endeavor, let alone one that provides simple answers. The overlapping conservation 

paradigms at play contradict, but also synergize with the interests of governmental, non-

governmental, traditional or external authorities, as they are being reshaped through hybrid forms of 

governance. 
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