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Abstract. This study examined the contribution of wildlife tourism and conser-
vation to employment generation and sustainable livelihoods of a community re-
siding adjacent to the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, Southern Africa. Adopting 
a qualitative approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with tourism 
stakeholders and focus group discussions with members of the community. The 
findings reveal wildlife tourism to have positively contributed towards providing 
diverse employment opportunities for the community. Additionally, the livelihood 
diversification strategies largely involved integrating the cultural and natural re-
sources with the wilderness experience of the region. However, a major concern 
is the significant lack of linkages between wildlife tourism and the local economy 
of the community. While the study concludes wildlife tourism to be an important 
economic sector for the community, it recommends further integration of micro 
and small local businesses into wildlife tourism so as to enhance the contribution 
of the Park and wildlife tourism to community livelihoods. 
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1. Introduction

Southern Africa’s wilderness areas and wildlife are 
a key component of the region’s tourism industry 
(Rogerson and Rogerson, 2018; Stone et al., 2020). 
The United Nations World Tourism Organisation 
(UNWTO) (2019) reports wildlife tourism to be 
one of the largest tourism segments on the African 
continent, comprising a third of the total amount of 
revenue generated from tourism. Natural resourc-
es, particularly as found in the form of such pro-
tected areas as national parks, game reserves and 
transfrontier parks, have become major drawcards 
for international tourists visiting the continent (Chi-
utsi and Saarinen, 2019; Eshun and Tichaawa, 2019; 
Saarinen, 2019). As a consequence, national gov-
ernments in the region have sought to harness the 
tourism potential of protected areas, to enhance not 
only the conservation initiatives involved, but also 
to improve upon the socio-economic conditions of 
surrounding local communities (Makindi, 2016; Ti-
chaawa and Moyo, 2019). The use of wildlife tour-
ism to improve the socio-economic conditions has 
emerged from the developmental potential that is 
inherent in tourism, as one of the largest global eco-
nomic industries. Owing to the scale and scope of 
tourism, the sector often intertwines with sustaina-
bility and development (Kimbu and Tichaawa, 2018; 
Siakwah et al., 2020). Several countries in Southern 
African countries are utilising their natural resourc-
es, argued to be their greatest competitive advan-
tage, to attain developmental goals (like poverty 
alleviation, employment generation and sustaina-
ble livelihoods) in rural communities, through pro-

moting wildlife tourism (Francis et al., 2016; Stone 
et al., 2020). 

Moswete and Thapa (2018) regard poverty allevi-
ation and conservation as being achievable through 
the linking of local livelihoods to biodiversity. In 
fact, while the focus of protected areas is strong-
ly on conservation, subsequent development of so-
cio-economic goals tied to the protected areas has 
occurred, with the goals concerned pointing to the 
provision of employment and livelihood diversifica-
tion opportunities through wildlife tourism (Mar-
garyan and Wall-Reinius, 2017). In the case of the 
transfrontier parks, the issues of conservation and 
socio-economic development are magnified, as they 
involve an increased number of natural resources to 
be conserved and additional host communities to be 
taken into account (Chiutsi and Saarinen, 2019; Ti-
chaawa and Mhlanga, 2015). Bhatasara et al. (2013) 
point to the biggest argument for transfrontier parks 
being their substantial capability to attract millions 
of tourists and to provide ample employment op-
portunities for the host communities, especially for 
the poorest population residing in the rural and re-
mote regions where the protected areas are located. 
However, Chiutsi and Saarinen (2019) question the 
extent to which the protected areas have actually re-
alised such socio-economic benefits. Most studies 
on transfrontier initiatives in the region have sought 
to examine the protected areas as political entities 
and assess the impact of their institutional arrange-
ments towards inclusive and collaborative govern-
ance (Moswete et al., 2012; Thondhlana et al., 2015; 
Mukobo, 2017; Chiutsi and Saarinen, 2019; Lekgau 
and Tichaawa, 2019). As such, the present study 
examines the contribution made by wildlife tour-
ism and conservation in the case of the Kgalagadi 
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Transfrontier Park in Southern Africa to employ-
ment generation and sustainable livelihoods in the 
surrounding community. 

2. Literature review

2.1. Transfrontier conservation initiatives in 
Southern Africa

Transfrontier conservation initiatives emerged as a 
reaction to the global recognition of the importance 
of international cooperation in conserving biodiver-
sity (Ramutsindela, 2007; Spenceley, 2008; Büscher, 
2013). Transfrontier parks, which are also known 
as ‘peace parks’, are premised to support biodiver-

sity conservation, sustainable tourism development 
and regional peace (Ferreira, 2004; Francis et al., 
2016; Moswete and Thapa, 2018; Chiutsi and Saari-
nen, 2019). Regarding tourism development, trans-
frontier parks are perceived as being viable means 
of mutually strengthening and growing the tourism 
industry of neighbouring countries, thereby con-
sidered a key to regional socio-economic develop-
ment with a narrowed focus on boosting the local 
economies of rural communities (Ferreira, 2006). In 
recent decades, the region of Southern Africa has 
witnessed an increase in the number of transfron-
tier conservation initiatives (Chiutsi and Saarinen, 
2019). Indeed, the region presently hosts ten trans-
frontier conservation areas (Fig. 1.)

The premise of wildlife tourism in transfrontier 
parks, such as being vehicles for job creation and 

Fig. 1. The geography of transfrontier conservation areas in Southern Africa
Source: Authors
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for livelihood diversification, results from the pre-
vious conceptualisation of the protected areas in the 
region (Cobbinah et al., 2015; Black and Cobbinah, 
2018; Fu et al., 2018). Historically, the establishment 
of protected areas in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) dur-
ing the colonial period disrupted the livelihoods of 
many of the region’s communities (Larkin, 2014; 
Francis et al., 2016; Epanda et al., 2019). Indeed, 
the conservation paradigm, during the period con-
cerned, was based on the use of exclusionary prac-
tices, in terms of which communities were forcibly 
removed and displaced from their traditional land 
which provided for their subsistence and livelihood 
(Mbaiwa, 2017). Traditionally, such communities 
relied on hunting, farming and gathering activities. 
Only at the beginning of the early twentieth centu-
ry was there a realisation of the significant role of 
communities for conservation (Mbaiwa, 2017; Za-
fra-Calvo and Moreno-Peñaranda, 2018). The rec-
ognition of community custodianship over the local 
natural resources, and subsequently their central 
role in conserving the natural environment, result-
ed from sustainability and sustainable development 
becoming global priorities (Cobbinah et al., 2015). 
Accordingly, many countries in SSA began commu-
nity-based natural resource management (CBNRM) 
programmes, alongside the development of remedi-
al policies, in order to  leverage wildlife tourism as 
a means not only for aiding conservation, but also 
providing alternative (and sustainable) livelihood 
options to the communities whose livelihoods had 
been strained due to the presence of the protected 
areas (Van Wijk et al., 2015). Wildlife tourism has, 
therefore, evolved on the premise that communi-
ties have the right to derive a sustainable livelihood 
from the natural resources in their area through in-
volvement in the sector. 

2.2. Sustainable livelihood approach (SLA)

The SLA has largely been used in exploring the con-
nection between protected areas and host commu-
nities. The approach aids in providing a basis on 
which the livelihoods of the poor can be under-
stood (Harilal and Tichaawa, 2018). A sustainable 
livelihood is built on an understanding of the term 
‘livelihood’, which is defined by Chambers and Con-
way as ‘comprising the activities, capabilities, and 

assets required for [establishing] a means of liv-
ing’ (cited in Mbaiwa and Stronza, 2010). Such an 
approach places focus on the assets of communi-
ties and how they can increase efforts to withstand 
shocks and vulnerabilities to their livelihood (Har-
ilal and Tichaawa, 2018). The approach focuses on 
accessing and interacting with, the five assets of the 
community, being natural, physical, human, social 
and financial (Mbaiwa and Stronza, 2010). Accord-
ing to Harilal and Tichaawa (2018), the natural as-
sets consist of natural resources, being air, water, 
plants, animals, land, forests, and other environmen-
tal resources; physical assets, being the infrastruc-
ture, tools, and technology required for day-to-day 
activities; human assets, being the knowledge and 
skills possessed by the different communities; so-
cial assets, being the community-based connections, 
networks, shared norms and values; and financial 
assets, being the monetary resources available to 
the community. The context of such an approach 
includes the history, economic factors, and demo-
graphics of the community (Lee, 2008). The SLA is 
particularly useful in providing an understanding of 
the manner in which the communities’ livelihoods 
are supported through wildlife tourism. 

2.3. Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, community 
livelihoods and wildlife tourism

The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, the first formal-
ly established transfrontier park in Southern Africa, 
was constituted in 1999 by South Africa and Bot-
swana (Moswete and Thapa, 2018). Located in the 
south-western region of the continent, the Park was 
formed from the merger of the South African Kala-
hari Gemsbok National Park (KGNP) and the Bot-
swana Gemsbok National Park (GNP) (Moswete et 
al., 2012). Although the two countries signed a bi-
lateral agreement to merge the two national parks 
in 1999, the existence of the Park dates back to as 
early as 1984, when the two countries first devised 
an informal agreement to conserve the unique Kala-
hari ecosystem (Peace Parks Foundation, 2019). The 
wildlife tourism features of the Park include its wild-
life resources, the wilderness landscape and its com-
munity-based tourism ventures (Botswana Tourism 
Organisation [BTO], 2015). Large mammals are the 



Refiloe J. Lekgau and Tembi M. Tichaawa / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 49 (2020): 93–108 97

major drawcard of the Park, with it accommodat-
ing several species, including the black-maned lion, 
cheetah, leopard, brown hyena, silver fox, gemsbok, 
springbok and wildebeest (BTO, 2015). Tourists can 
additionally view smaller mammals and various 
bird species in the Park (BTO, 2015). 

Initially, the main objective of the Kgalagadi 
Transfrontier Park was to maintain the ecological 
integrity of the region (Moswete et al., 2012). Sub-
sequent objectives of the Park were later developed 
to increase the tourism profile of the protected ar-
eas, as well as to realise the economic potential for 
adjacent communities (SANParks, 2015). Although 
guided by such objectives, it is important to note 
that the Park is governed by the individual poli-
cies of both Botswana and South Africa. Moreover, 
as wildlife tourism developments are autonomously 
managed by the two governing entities differences 
exist in the tourism infrastructure and wildlife-re-
lated activities between the South African and Bot-
swana sides of the Park (BTO, 2015). The South 
African side of the Park has been divided up into 
five segments in recognition of the local ownership 
and use of the Park (Thondhlana et al., 2015). Three 
of the five segments of the Park belong to both the 
Khomani San and the Mier communities, with an-
other separate segment belonging to SANParks 
albeit allowing access to the traditional commu-
nities for symbolic and cultural reasons (Dikgang 
and Muchapondwa, 2011). The community own-
ership of land inside the Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
Park has resulted from the communities’ success in 
a 1994 land claim (Kepe et al., 2005; Thondhlana et 
al., 2015). The two communities, traditionally con-
sisting of hunters and gatherers, had been forcibly 
displaced from their ancestral land inside the Kgal-
agadi Transfrontier Park in the 1970s, due to the 
creation of the KGNP (Schoon, 2013). Through the 
new democratic government of South Africa elect-
ed in 1994 had enacted the Restitution of Land Act, 
the wrongdoings imposed perpetrated towards the 
communities started to be righted (Dikgang and 
Muchapondwa, 2017). SANParks, in recognising 
the community’s subsistence off the natural resourc-
es inside the Park, began to develop and leverage 
wildlife tourism to create economic opportunities, 
including employment, entrepreneurial develop-
ments and other means of livelihood diversifica-
tion, while simultaneously ensuring the sustainable 

and non-consumptive use of the natural resources 
inside the Park. The community of Askham was se-
lected as the case study site for the current research, 
owing to its historical proximity to the Kgalagadi 
Transfrontier Park (Fig. 2). 

3. Study methods

The study adopted a qualitative research approach, 
which enabled the exploration of how wildlife tour-
ism in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park contrib-
utes to job creation and livelihood diversification 
for the adjacent communities. As two population 
groups were involved in the study, the data collec-
tion was conducted in two phases. The first group 
included 29 tourism stakeholders, who were pur-
posively selected, owing to their knowledge and in-
volvement in wildlife tourism in the case study area. 
The stakeholders included the owners or managers 
of formal and informal tourism businesses, tour-
ism marketers, and representatives of communi-
ty-based organisations and conservation agencies. 
Such stakeholders were considered relevant in terms 
of providing information about employment and re-
lated effects on the community’s livelihood in the 
case study area and hence, were found to inform the 
study’s objectives. The researchers reviewed relevant 
academic literature as well as conducting a docu-
mentary analysis with the view to understand the 
institutional structures, as well as cogent plans that 
have guided the development of wildlife tourism 
(see Lekgau and Tichaawa, 2019). The above aided 
in developing an interview guide that was used to 
conduct in-depth interviews with the stakeholders. 
The interviews usefully provided the basis for phase 
two of the data collection.

Phase two of the data collection included host 
community members. The nature of the study 
deemed it essential to include the views and opin-
ions of such communities because they are most af-
fected by wildlife tourism, and the community has 
historical connections with the Kgalagadi Trans-
frontier Park. During the specified phase, purpo-
sive sampling was used to select members of the 
community to understand the economic impacts of 
wildlife tourism. The participants included commu-
nity leaders as they were most likely to be aware 
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of the wider community’s views and to communi-
cate directly with the park managers and communi-
ty members employed in wildlife tourism and who 
had spent the majority of their lives in the commu-
nity. The 20 community members willing to take 
part in the study were then divided into two groups, 
comprised of 10 people each. Focus group discus-
sions were subsequently held with each group in 
turn.

Both the interviews and the focus groups utilised 
open-ended questions to allow for open and explor-
ative discussions. The questions sought to explore 
the contribution made to the provision of employ-
ment opportunities and, livelihood diversification, 
as well as the extent to which wildlife tourism inte-
grated into the local economy. The interviews and 
focus group discussions, which each lasted between 

40 and 60 minutes, were recorded verbatim (hav-
ing obtained prior permission from research par-
ticipants), transcribed and uploaded onto Atlas.ti, 
version 8. The qualitative data analysis software al-
lowed for the coding and thematic analysis of the 
data. Details of the thematic discussions are pre-
sented below, with reference made to FG1 (Focus 
Group 1) and FG2 (Focus Group 2). In some in-
stances, reference is made to the stakeholder group 
interviewed, rather than to the individual organisa-
tions or persons interviewed, in order to maintain 
their anonymity. 

Fig. 2. Location of Askham
Source: Authors
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4. Findings and discussion

4.1. Employment generation 

Wildlife tourism and conservation are promoted as 
economic tools that can be leveraged by host com-
munities resident near the protected areas. A key as-
pect of wildlife tourism is employment generation. 
The study sought to understand the extent to which 
it is realised through the wildlife tourism and con-
servation undertaken in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
Park. It was revealed the Askham community is re-
liant on wildlife tourism and the Kgalagadi Trans-
frontier Park for job creation. Many of the study’s 
respondents pointed to the positive impact that the 
sector has had on creating employment opportuni-
ties in the region. For instance, one respondent, a 
manager of a tourism establishment stated:

‘All I know is that there is opportunity [in wildlife 
tourism] and [that] this is [especially] important 
in South Africa, because of the [level of] unem-
ployment. So we [i.e. the tourism industry] need 
to create jobs, that is one of our responsibilities, to 
try and make it better for everybody. So I think we 
are really helping [in this regard] here in Askham.’

This view was reinforced by focus group partic-
ipants:

‘In this area, I think it is a very important sector 
because most of us are working in the wildlife tour-
ism industry. For example, in the Kgalagadi Trans-
frontier Park here, there aren’t much [i.e. many] 
opportunities, unless it is in wildlife tourism, such 
as in the Park or the lodges around the area. So, I 
think it is a big deal for us here.’ (FG1)

The study found wildlife tourism to be a crucial 
economic sector that has afforded livelihood oppor-
tunities for a substantial number of the local com-
munity. Such findings are particularly important 
when considering the remoteness of the Askham 
community, relative to the major cities in the re-
gion, with the nearest city being Upington, 180 km. 
away. The study findings in this regard draw par-
allels with wildlife tourism literature in Southern 
Africa, in that the sector provides much-needed op-

portunities for employment in communities that are 
remote from mainstream economic activities (see 
Cobbinah et al., 2015; Mbaiwa, 2017; Snyman, 2017; 
Black and Cobbinah, 2018; Stone and Nyaupane, 
2018). Indeed Snyman (2012) found that wildlife 
tourism in such remote regions is one of the largest 
employers and the biggest income providers for the 
surrounding communities. Many respondents in fo-
cus groups agreed with the contribution that wild-
life tourism had made in providing a much-needed 
source of income. One community leader passion-
ately described the broad contribution made by the 
Park to the communities in the Kalahari region:

‘The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park is really doing a 
lot for the community. So that is what the Park is 
doing on a broader scale, employing more people 
from the broader community within the Kgalaga-
di Transfrontier Park, within their wildlife tour-
ism camps. They are employing camp assistants, 
and they are employing guides within the Kgalag-
adi Transfrontier Park. Some years ago, they even 
availed some person, a master tracker within the 
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, [access] to the com-
munity, and he trained a lot of the San trackers. 
So, on a broader scale, I think the Park is doing 
a lot. They even have a forum on which these as-
pects of participating and supporting and consult-
ing are being discussed.’ (FG2)

  

The above statement highlights the contribution 
which is made by the Park not only to employment 
opportunities but also to diversity, in terms of the 
range of local employment opportunities. Moreover, 
the quote indicates the opportunities opened up for 
training in wildlife tourism, which further enhances 
the human assets available in the community. The 
particular importance of such opportunities lies in 
them allowing for livelihood diversification to occur 
through wildlife tourism even beyond the protect-
ed area itself. For example, tour guides and wildlife 
trackers can be an alternative means whereby the 
locals can participate in wildlife tourism. Further-
more, the contribution made by wildlife tourism to 
employment generation was affirmed by numerous 
respondents in the interviews that were held with 
several different business owners and managers. 
Typical responses were: 



Refiloe J. Lekgau and Tembi M. Tichaawa / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 49 (2020): 93–108100

‘Most of my employees are locals, as we always try 
to make [the] most use of the local people. We try 
to accommodate them.’ 

‘So all of my employees are locals, all local. People 
don’t want to come and live here; it’s too far from 
towns and city life. So it is easier to hire locals be-
cause they are used to the way of living here.’

‘I don’t think locals benefit that much from the 
Park. They [i.e. the community] do benefit from 
the subsidiaries, like myself. I think we provide em-
ployment for quite a lot of locals. Each one of these 
accommodation places does employ locals. Then, 
of course, you’ve got things like the Diamond Tea, 
where the locals are employed in things like cook-
ing and serving. And the shops in Askham, such 
as Agrimart, they employ a lot of locals as well. 
For example, you want someone there by the pet-
rol pumps, to be there for filling the cars up, and 
stuff like that.’

The above findings suggest that, while the Kgal-
agadi Transfrontier Park provides some job oppor-
tunities for the locals, it is the wider wildlife tourism 
industry that has the largest impact on employment 
generation in the region. 

4.1.1. Wildlife tourism establishments and employ-
ment generation 

The Kalahari Region contains a number of hos-
pitality establishments, including guest hous-
es, restaurants and activities, several included 
in the Red Dune Route, which is a collection 
of wilderness experiences and establishments 
stretching from Upington to the Kgalagadi 
Transfrontier Park (Open Africa, 2019). The ac-
tivities offered along the Red Dune Route are 
dune boarding, game drives, desert walks, guid-
ed walks, 4×4 trails, and other wilderness activ-
ities (Open Africa, 2019). The research revealed 
the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park to have sup-
ported the growth of such establishments, as 
the respondents explained that they were de-
veloped to complement the Park. For exam-
ple, one owner/manager of an accommodation 

establishment stated, ‘For me to establish this 
lodge without the Park, that would [have] be[en] 
useless’. Accordingly, the Kgalagadi Transfron-
tier Park is the largest tourism attraction in the 
area, and its pull of wildlife tourists has nur-
tured the growth of wildlife tourism establish-
ments. One respondent explained as follows:

‘So what happens here is that people try to com-
bine their experience at the Park with other attrac-
tions and activities in the area. Often, because the 
Park is [frequently] fully booked, people can stay 
at the guest houses in the area, spend a couple of 
nights at the Park and then partake in some ac-
tivities in the area. I think one of the main rea-
sons people come here is photography, so they can 
still do that, even if they are not in the Park for 
all their days here. So that gives us the opportuni-
ty to be a part of the experience.’

It was evident that the community of Askham 
depends on the wildlife tourism industry to provide 
employment opportunities through privately owned 
businesses. However, the wildlife tourism business-
es depend on the forces of nature, and policies of 
the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, as such, deter-
mine the scale of tourism permitted. The sustain-
ability of the associated employment opportunities 
is therefore questionable with the primary mandate 
of the Park being that of  conserving biodiversity 
which implies regulation of the volume and growth 
of wildlife tourism in the Park (Lekgau and Tichaa-
wa, 2019). 

Regarding the expansion of wildlife tourism in 
the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, a SANPark rep-
resentative explained:

‘There is an agreement with the community, and 
there is an agreement with the Botswana gov-
ernment. Initially, when the Transfrontier Park 
was started, they [the Botswana and South Afri-
can governments] agreed … that there is [a] cer-
tain amount of extension we can do and a certain 
amount of extension they can do. We’ve got an ex-
isting footprint, and we’ve got permission to do two 
more camps. One is a camp near Mata Mata, and 
the agreement is for ten sites. And we’ve got anoth-
er one wilderness camp; it has got no more than 28 
beds. We cannot extend more than that.’ 
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The above statement indicates some restrictions 
on the number of community members that the 
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park can absorb, but also 
the tourism pull of the Park and, consequently the 
region. This becomes especially important when ex-
amining the role of the establishments in the region 
to contribute towards employment generation. One 
manager of an establishment observed:

‘With these Park rules, it will affect the business 
operations. Because, what am I going to do when 
I don’t have enough money to pay my salaries, I 
am going to have to let two or three people go. So 
that may be the only thing I can do. I will still pay 
my salaries, but I will be forced to let one of the 
chefs go so that I can scale down because you can 
have some connection between the number of peo-
ple working with the number of employees.’

Another respondent stated:
‘We really do try to employ [the] locals. We have 
employed three locals, and I know the other lodge 
near us has employed about six or seven locals and 
they [i.e. the lodge] are much bigger compared to 
us.’ 

Overall, the importance of wildlife tourism for 
employment generation was limited by it generally 
occurring on a low scale. Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to recognise the value and size of the contri-
bution made to the Askham community. While the 
findings made support the idea that wildlife tourism 
is a job creator in the region, many of the jobs are 
menial and low-wage, as one respondent in the fo-
cus group stated: ‘Most of the people in this area are 
working like 12, 13, 14 years in the same position as 
waiters and cooks’ (FG2).

4.2. Livelihood diversification through wild-
life tourism

When examining livelihood diversification through 
wildlife tourism, it is important to consider the con-
text of the communities involved. Communities, 
such as the one under investigation have been sub-
jected to the historical injustices characterising the 
creation of protected areas, which led to their tra-

ditional mode of subsistence (consisting of hunt-
ing and farming) being severely disrupted resulting 
in high levels of poverty. The promotion of wild-
life tourism in the region is centred on maximis-
ing the potential for livelihood diversification in the 
region, including a wide range of both formal and 
informal activities. In South Africa, protected areas 
as the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park have sought to 
reconcile the above-mentioned historical injustices 
by means of reverting some land to the communi-
ty, as well as providing sustainable livelihood oppor-
tunities. The study respondents in the focus groups 
strongly highlighted their land ownership and their 
position as the beneficiaries of wildfire tourism and 
conservation in the Park. One community leader 
articulated this position in the following manner: 

‘Through government negotiation, the Park hand-
ed over the 25 000 hectares to the Mier area, and 
25 000 hectares to the Khomani San community. 
What is so good about the Park is that it is a tour-
ist attraction where lots of people go. These days, 
they do job creation projects, where they reach out 
to our community. They also make use of contrac-
tors, who are appointed to provide jobs.’ [FG2]

SANParks is legally bound to ensure that host 
communities are integrated into the wildlife tour-
ism and conservation activities pursued in the var-
ious parks (SANParks, 2016). The redistribution of 
land to communities is not only a means of cor-
recting the past wrongdoing, but also provides an 
opportunity to participate in Park-related activities, 
which can open up further livelihood-related activ-
ities. The study sought to explore the strategies lev-
eraged by communities to ensure their continued 
subsistence and income. It was found the Askham 
community to be diversifying their livelihood strat-
egies by means of intertwining their culture with 
the wilderness experience predominantly provid-
ed in the region. Especially in the focus group dis-
cussions, the participants recognised that the sector 
enabled community members to leverage their tra-
dition and cultural knowledge in terms of wildlife 
tourism. For instance, one respondent related:

‘In terms of other types of job creation and em-
ployment opportunities, there are your guides and 
trackers, because part of the experience is walking 
with the Khomani, or having a nature-based expe-
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rience that is translated from [i.e. by] the Khomani 
San guide, so there are a lot of guides and track-
ers also benefitting from wildlife tourism.’ (FG2)

The local community thus leverages their status 
as the oldest indigenous community in South Af-
rica to provide natural and cultural experiences to 
tourists. This was made clear by one conservation 
representative interviewed, who stressed that tour-
ists to the area primarily sought to interact with 
the Khomani San people, affirming ‘Everyone that 
comes here wants to know about the Khomani San 
[community]’. Wildlife tourism provides an oppor-
tunity for the community to use their inherent re-
sources (i.e. their cultural knowledge and natural 
assets) to derive a living from wildlife tourism. This 
argument is underscored by a representative from a 
community-based organization: 

‘It is twofold, because we have [a] cultural guide 
and then [a] nature guide. We have a pool of qual-
ified guides, which are mostly from the younger 
generation. We also work with your storyteller, and 
what you call your traditional guides. So, they do 
not necessarily have the formal skills; they have 
the traditional skills that are transferred from one 
generation to the next. So, it’s practical experience 
these guides have, through the veld school, as well 
as other community projects, where we transfer 
knowledge from the older generation to the young-
er generation. Some, like me, are fully qualified. 
Say 70% of the knowledge actually comes from 
[the] elderly within the community, which you 
cannot find in any reference books. It is commu-
nity knowledge from [i.e. on the basis of] which we 
do tourism this way.’ [FG2]. 

The above statement supports the assertion of 
wildlife tourism being complementary and contrib-
uting to conserving, local culture by providing a 
means of income for communities to continue liv-
ing as they are and sharing their local knowledge 
and experience. In addition, it shows the contribu-
tion of the sector to absorbing both the youth and 
elder members of the community into the tourism 
economy. Elsewhere, while other studies point to 
wildlife tourism as an important economic lever in 
rural communities due to it allowing for livelihood 

diversification (see Moswete et al., 2012; Chiutsi 
and Saarinen, 2017; Mbaiwa, 2017), an important 
finding in this research relates to the incorporation 
of youth in the wildlife tourism economy. The in-
clusion of local cultural knowledge in the tourism 
experience, therefore, facilitates the diversification 
of the livelihood opportunities of the community 
members. The above holds especially true for the 
Khomani San community that still lives tradition-
ally. Through the integration of local culture and 
traditional knowledge into the wildlife tourism ex-
periences a number of entrepreneurship oppor-
tunities have been taken up by the Khomani San 
community. A representative from a communi-
ty-based organisation outlined:

‘I think wildlife tourism is the biggest accelera-
tor from my perspective because the three success-
ful Khomani businesses actually came through the 
tourism development side. So, we have got three 
entrepreneurs, the kitchen, the living museum, and 
… a local tour operator, so that’s all tourism-re-
lated.’

The community also owns land both inside and 
outside the Park, as well as a farm, with its co-man-
aging the Khomani Cultural Landscape, a United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organ-
isation (UNESCO) World Heritage Site. The devel-
opments are largely intended for the Khomani San 
community and managed through the CPA and as 
such they do not represent the Askham community.

4.3. Informal livelihood activities supported 
through wildlife tourism

The contribution of wildlife tourism to livelihood 
strategies further extends to informal activities. Pro-
poor growth in terms of wildlife tourism intends to 
realise the economic potential of the communities, 
enable various livelihood activities, be they formal 
or informal, to reduce the level of poverty in the 
community (Truong, 2018). A key aspect of pro-
poor wildlife tourism entails including the informal 
sector in the rural regions, as doing so enables the 
entry of communities into the wildlife tourism mar-
ket (Truong, 2018). The selling of arts and crafts 
was a common informal activity evident in the 
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not being a viable option for economic gain. Ac-
cordingly, the effectiveness of wildlife tourism as a 
sustainable livelihood option for offsetting the vul-
nerabilities caused by wildlife conservation in the 
Park must be questioned as the local community 
experiencing some strain in its pursuit of sustaina-
ble livelihood activity. 

4.4. Tourism linkages

Investigating the contribution of the Park towards 
sustainable livelihoods and poverty alleviation ne-
cessitates exploring the linkages of wildlife tourism 
to Askham’s local economy. For wildlife tourism to 
contribute to poverty alleviation and local develop-
ment in such communities, local linkages are sig-
nificant (UNCTAD, 2017; Giddy et al., 2020). The 
linkages concerned describe how the sector spreads 
and shares opportunities for other small business-
es in the locality, meaning how integrated wildlife 
tourism is with the local economy. Overall, the in-
terview responses illustrate the minimal extent of 
linkages in the existing community. In general, the 
study found wildlife tourism establishments main-
ly source goods and services from the nearest ma-
jor urban centre, namely Upington. The owner of a 
wildlife tourism establishment stated:

‘We don’t get services and goods supplies here. I 
mean, the closest [town] here is Upington, so all of 
our services and stuff that we need is sourced … 
[there] … . I am talking about specialised services 
like I said. I won’t get a guy from Upington if we 
need to lay piping or something like that; we need 
somebody local. If we need to fix stuff, we will get 
somebody local. But if I have a refrigeration prob-
lem, [an] IT [information technology] problem or 
something like that, I need to get somebody from 
Upington, because there are no specialised per-
sons here. And, product-wise, there are no suppli-
ers here of anything. We buy … the local Khomani 
San curios, you know that kind of stuff; that’s the 
only thing that’s here.’ 

Likewise, a restaurant owner stated:
‘… sourcing locally is very difficult; it is not easy. 
Upington is our nearest city to go [to] for getting 
what we need. I also go twice a year to Johannes-

Khomani San community. The community found 
opportunities to sell their arts and crafts in the var-
ious lodges, and alongside the road leading to the 
Park. Responses received on the informal activities 
that the communities performed to earn some in-
come included:

‘Mainly, the community makes and sell[s] their 
crafts and some artefacts. I mean, it is not an in-
dustry that you need a lot of money to participate 
in, because you can make small stuff, and sell them 
to big businesses like us. And that is what the peo-
ple here do.’ 

‘The Park is including the communities to go there 
and work, to go there and practise making … and 
selling that craft, and also to do some dancing for 
the tourists from time to time.’

‘The tourists like crafts and the stock that I have in 
my shop is more Kalahari-based from the Khoma-
ni San [community], so I sell it for them.’

The importance of encouraging wildlife tourism 
in supporting the small and informal businesses of 
the host community is apparent. Stone and Nyau-
pane (2018) consider wildlife tourism as providing 
a market for the local producers and artists, allow-
ing for the development of a source of income from 
the sector. Considering the limited opportunities 
that exist for employment in wildlife tourism in the 
Park, such informal activities are important for pro-
viding alternative means of accessing a livelihood 
through wildlife tourism. However, the examination 
of such livelihood activities, according to the SLA, 
might undermine their sustainability. While the sale 
of crafts and dance performances for tourists might 
provide some income for the residents, such activi-
ties are evidently undertaken during the high tour-
ism seasons when both the lodges and the Park 
experience high tourist volumes. As the activities 
are not performed on a daily basis, the wages gener-
ated thereby might be little and scarce. What occurs 
during the low- tourism seasons, and how effective 
the livelihood diversification strategies are in com-
batting the dire socio-economic conditions in the 
region, is questionable. The study respondents high-
lighted the lack of other economic activities in the 
community, with agriculture (as discussed below) 
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burg to buy in bulk, especially for baking. What 
you don’t get in Upington, and other stuff, we or-
der via the Internet and courier it here.’ 

Although the owners and/or managers of wild-
life tourism establishments are willing to form link-
ages with the local producers they are unable to do 
so. Lack of available goods and services is   by far 
the biggest challenge which causes the establish-
ments to source goods from Upington. Another 
challenge identified was the limitations in the local 
environment natural resources .In Askham one fo-
cus group respondent elaborated: ‘There is nothing 
else here; nothing grows from this land. It is a very 
sandy and very dry area’. The demand for agricul-
tural products cannot therefore be met by local pro-
duce. An interviewee explained that they sourced 
their supply locally as much as they could, but that 
consistency was a problem in terms of local sup-
plies. One accommodation manager stated:

‘We can look to [the] locals for help with our busi-
ness functions, that is their labour. But, other than 
that, they cannot supply us with anything. Well, 
except for the Khomani San community that some-
times sell[s] eggs and other things on [i.e. along-
side] the road, but that is it.’ 

The study thus finds employment opportuni-
ties rather than supply chain linkages as the major 
source of impacts of wildlife tourism for the local 
community in this area.  

4.5. Dependency on wildlife tourism for em-
ployment and income generation

Despite the sustainability issues regarding wildlife 
tourism and employment generation in the region, 
apparent in the above discussion is the significance 
of the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park and wildlife 
tourism to job creation and income generation for 
the Askham community. The Askham community 
depends heavily on the existence of wildlife tourism 
in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park for their liveli-
hood activities. The situation of local dependence 
was reinforced by one respondent:

‘Some of our people still go to the white people and 
work on farms. Some ... have started small busi-
nesses … selling stuff like wood, and so forth. Some 
are selling craft[s], that’s also a way of [making a] 
living. And some people are working for the Khom-
ani San Communal Property Association, for the 
CPA. They are working for that organisation. Some 
will be working for the Kgalagadi Lodge, and some 
are unemployed. Most of the people are unem-
ployed, and those people who are having livestock, 
they are living from [i.e. off] those.’ (FG2)

The use of natural resources is central to the live-
lihood activities of the region. Evident in the quote, 
and the earlier discussion, is the fact that the wild-
life tourism sector supports both informal (selling 
wood) and formal (lodges and restaurants) liveli-
hood activities. Other studies agree that natural 
resources lie at the core of most, if not all, of the 
livelihood strategies of rural communities (Spence-
ley et al., 2010; Cobbinah et al., 2015; Epanda et 
al., 2019; Manwa and Modirapula, 2019). Wildlife 
tourism provides a more stable means for income 
generation than farming and hunting for the com-
munity. A representative of a community-based or-
ganisation stated as follows:

‘So, wildlife tourism is [a] big deal for us here. It is 
a huge source of income. If it wasn’t for these jobs, 
nobody will [i.e. would] be able [to] send their kids 
to school, or even [to] have a small house or some-
thing like that.’ 

The above statement was supported by another 
participant in the focus group, a community repre-
sentative with considerable experience in working 
on the Park–and–people relationship:

‘There is a difference in what wildlife tourism and 
the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park do, because they 
give people in Askham jobs, so, from my side, it’s 
good. Most of the people employed at the Kgalaga-
di Lodge and [at] the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park 
are from here [i.e. Askham].’ (FG1)

These results position wildlife tourism and the 
Park as being at the very core of all economic ac-
tivities in the region. This confirms similar findings 
about wildlife tourism as an important econom-
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ic sector in rural regions near protected areas 
(Spenceley et al., 2010; Black and Cobbinah, 2018; 
Moswete and Thapa, 2018; Stone and Nyaupane, 
2018). Whether wildlife tourism is a sustainable 
livelihood activity, particularly in cases like Askham 
where much of the community relies on the sector, 
is a matter for debate. Indeed, the need to combat 
the coronavirus pandemic, which has had a dev-
astating impact on protected areas and the nature 
tourism industry has become an issue of interna-
tional concern (Hockings et al., 2020). In South 
Africa the spread of COVID-19 has had devastat-
ing consequences for tourism-dependent communi-
ties (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2020). Its impact has 
been particularly damaging for communities like 
Askham, with limited economic activities beyond 
wildlife tourism. The suspension of travelling, albe-
it temporary, especially for tourism-related reasons, 
means that the wildlife tourism establishments can 
neither pay their employees’ salaries nor afford to 
absorb additional members of the community into 
the tourism economy. In Askham, the situation is 
exacerbated by the fact that employment is one of 
only few ways of sourcing an income in terms of 
wildlife tourism and the Kgalagadi Transfrontier 
Park. Consequently, with COVID-19, the depend-
ency of the local community on wildlife tourism 
threatens the availability of income and subsistence 
for the foreseeable future. 

5. Conclusion

Wildlife tourism is a significant focus in the ex-
panding literature produced recently by tourism ge-
ographers in Southern Africa (Rogerson and Visser, 
2020; Stone et al., 2020).This research investigated 
the extent to which wildlife tourism in the Kgalag-
adi Transfrontier Park contributes towards employ-
ment generation and livelihood diversification for 
the local community of Askham. Use of the SLA 
proved valuable in gaining an understanding of how 
the communities leveraged their (particularly hu-
man, social and natural) assets (mainly the Park) so 
as to access a sustainable livelihood through wildlife 
tourism. The study found wildlife tourism to be the 
main employer in the region, with the community 
members earning an income from working in the 

local wildlife tourism establishments, incorporating 
their culture so as to be able to provide diverse wil-
derness experiences and to be able to sell their arts 
and crafts. Nevertheless, one major concern high-
lighted was the sustainability of employment and 
income generation from wildlife tourism, due to the 
low tourism scale permitted in the Kgalagadi Trans-
frontier Park, as well as the inherent characteristics 
of tourism. The community was shown to depend 
greatly on wildlife tourism, and, therefore, to be 
much affected by the factors influencing the sector. 
It is concluded that while wildlife tourism is an im-
portant economic sector providing diverse employ-
ment opportunities for the community, a substantial 
gap exists in integrating wildlife tourism and the lo-
cal economy. 

The study presents some policy implications for 
leveraging the Park as a tool for poverty alleviation 
and the creation of sustainable livelihoods. In en-
hancing the contribution of the Park to the eco-
nomic development of the community, it is crucial 
to facilitate the entry of micro and small-scale eco-
nomic/livelihood activities into the wildlife tourism 
economy, thereby maximising the contribution that 
the sector could make for providing viable sources 
of income. The above might largely point to inte-
grating small-scale suppliers into the supply chain 
of the wildlife tourism establishment. Further, ow-
ing to the apparently limited employment capacity 
in the Park, the additional development of commu-
nity-led wilderness experiences would assist to in-
corporate additional members of the community 
into the sector, particularly as doing so could re-
quire utilising the cultural knowledge of the com-
munities. Moreover, in protecting, and sustaining, 
the community’s livelihood, lessening dependen-
cy on wildlife tourism to other alternative means 
emerging from the natural assets inherent in the 
region could be crucial. The current research-
ers do not intend to discredit wildlife tourism as 
a viable economic sector for alleviating poverty in 
the region, but they only wish to suggest that sole 
dependency on the sector could have dire conse-
quences. One limitation is that study findings can-
not be generalised to the other transfrontier parks 
in Southern Africa. However, the results provide the 
basis for further research into the contribution of 
wildlife tourism to transfrontier conservation are-
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as, in terms of employment generation and sustain-
able livelihoods.
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