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TracKS of giaNTS

between May and September 2012, Ian Michler and Ian McCallum 
walked, kayaked and cycled from one side of southern africa to 
the other. It was a grand adventure and they could have come back 
with swashbuckling tales of crocodiles, close calls and comrade-
ship. This journey, however, had a much deeper and longer-lasting 
purpose. Their route traced the great migratory paths of the 
continent’s elephants and, along the way, they talked, walked and 
connected with africa’s other giants – the conservationists, ecolo-
gists, scientists and researchers – who offered insights into the 
daily challenges they face. These encounters, combined with the 
physical difficulties of crossing the landscape, have given the two 
men a unique perspective on the state of conservation throughout 
the subcontinent. Here, ian Michler shares his impressions of a few 
of the major issues they learned about.

TeXT & PHOTOGraPHS by IaN MICHLer



GIANTS
in the tracks of
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TFCAs – THE LAST ROLL OF THE DICE

Since the colonial era, administra
tions in Africa have tried to protect 
their wildlife resources and, while 

there have been some successes during 
these 130 or so years, the big picture 
reveals an ongoing and increasing loss of 
both wildlife and habitat. And the prin
cipal reason is clear: during this same 
period, protecting wilderness has been a 
secondary matter to society’s political 
and economic forces. Entire ecosystems 
have been damaged or destroyed, and 
where protected areas have been 
declared, many have been designated 
without ecological consideration. 

In addition, many of these sanctuaries 
have been divided by boundary fences or 
infrastructural development, and they 
are managed under disparate policies 
rather than being treated as a single eco
system. As a consequence, Africa’s wild 
landscapes have become fragmented. 
And with burgeoning global human 
populations and the significant eco
nomic development planned across the 
continent, the situation could get a 
whole lot worse. 

In the fight to arrest biodiversity loss 
and fragmentation, the complementary 
concepts of transfrontier and corridor 
conservation have become Africa’s most 
significant macro policy initiatives. 
Wherever possible, protected areas  
must be relinked by wildlife corridors in 
order to create transfrontier conservation  
areas (TFCAs) – it is the last roll of the 
dice we have.  

If we cannot embrace this thinking at 
every level of decisionmaking – from 
planners on the local village council 
through to national presidents, as well as 
across every aspect of private sector 
activity – we will be faced with isolated 
and shrinking pockets of habitat that 
require everincreasing levels of manage
ment to keep the ecosystems intact. 
Without space, migration is not possible 
and there will be no freeroaming wild
life. This has critical consequences for 
the breeding and feeding behaviour of 
populations, the general health of eco
systems, the gene pools of species and, 
ultimately, our ability to reverse biodi
versity loss.  

It’s about adopting a more visionary 
attitude to landuse planning and intro
ducing ecological thinking into a para
digm that is currently dominated by 
commerce and politics. 

NAMIBIA – THE SUCCESS OF 
CONSERVANCIES 

It is a story that’s been told before but, 
because of its success, it’s worth repeat
ing. The Communitybased Natural 

Resource Management (CBNRM) policies 
that govern Namibia’s wildlife and eco
tourism sectors are regarded as the most 
effective of their type on the continent. 
Practised chiefly through conservancies, 
these natural resource management 
en tities have become the backbone of the 
country’s conservation efforts. 

During the 1980s, a number of envir
onmental and social justice NGOs, most 
notably Integrated Rural Development 
and Nature Conservation (IRDNC), set 
about tackling the dual challenges of con
serving ecosystems while promoting 
development and reducing poverty levels. 
Models were developed and, after the 
country’s independence from 
South Africa in 1990, the 
new government passed 
them into law. These policies 
heralded the return of land 
ownership to rural and tradi
tional communities and, 
more importantly, gave them 
full responsibility for their 
wildlife resources, water and, 
since 2001, forests. 

The first conservancy was 
gazetted in 1996 and now, 
almost 17 years later, there 
are 70plus recognised entit
ies, mostly in the north. 

F
or Ian McCallum, great friend, 
colleague and travel companion, 
and me the Tracks of Giants 
project (Tracks) embraces every
thing that is exhilarating about 
Africa. What started out as 
exuberant dreams about how 

best to make a contribution to the con
tinent’s conservation challenges has 
ended up, over a decade later, as a fully 
fledged initiative under the banner of the 
Wilderness Foundation in South Africa 
and WILD in the US. Right from the out
set, we identified transfrontier and cor
ridor conservation thinking as critical to 
solving many of those challenges, and the 
primary aim of our project is to bring 
greater awareness to these twin initiatives. 
But we also picked up on the ongoing 
human–animal conflicts that occur along
side the continent’s protected areas, as 
well as various other issues, including cli
mate change.  

We did this by focusing Tracks on the 
efforts and opinions of the people already 
working on the ground. It has been an 
incredible window into these individuals, 
companies and agencies – many of them 
the true giants of the conservation and 
ecotourism world – and what they are 
achieving. As McCallum so often says, ‘We 
want to say thank you for the significant 
work they have already done.’

And then there was the journey itself. 
The opportunity to string what would 
norm ally be at least four or five different 
field trips into one long expedition was 
too good to pass up. Besides, a continuous 
and extended period of time in the field is 
also the most effective way to collect 
information and conduct interviews. 

During the expedition, we crossed  
the Namib Desert on foot; cycled through 
the incredible mountains of Kaokoland; 
kayaked across the northern Okavango, 
up the Selinda Spillway and down the 
Savute Channel; walked across Chobe 
National Park; kayaked a magical section 
of the Zambezi River; cycled through 
Hwange National Park and across the 
Makga dikgadi Pans; and walked the  
magnificent beaches from Maputo to 
Cape Vidal. Picking highlights from any 
journey is always tricky – one recalls dif
ferent experiences for different reasons  
at different times – so, for both of us,  
all these sections were highlights in  
their own way.

Tracks was a long time in the making. 
Much of this has to do with one of the 
great injustices of our time, namely that 
anything to do with taking care of the 
environment ranks lowest in the priorities 
of both the government and private sec
tors. There is money for activities that 
destroy biodiversity, but almost nothing by 
comparison for those that rehabilitate or 
conserve. Consequently, it took time to get 
the necessary support – and many thanks 
to those who did come on board. 

We were however incredibly well assisted  
by a backup team comprising Sharon 
McCallum, Johnny Frankiskos, Frank 
Raimondo and Anton Kruyshaar, along 
with the rotating members, Mandla 
Buthelezi, Martin Peterson and Lihle 
Mbokazi. They were simply magnificent 
and their efforts were certainly instru 
mental in us achieving our goals. 

With the first stage of the greater Tracks 
project now over, we’ve turned our atten
tion to collating the data and interview 
material. In the months to come, we will 
be compiling a book and documentary 
films that will become the primary tools 
for the awareness phase of Tracks. We will 
also be presenting our work at the World 
Wilderness Congress in October 2013. In 
the meantime, though, here are some of 
the issues and debates that interested us 
along the way. 

Picking highlights from 
any journey is always 
tricky – one recalls different 
experiences for different 
reasons at different times



aBoVe  The primary focus of Tracks is to bring 
greater awareness to transfrontier and corridor 
conservation. our 5 164-kilometre route, shown 
here in yellow, linked many of the wilderness areas 
involved in such initiatives.

BeLoW  european Union beef subsidies have 
forced the Botswana government to construct 
fences to control foot-and-mouth disease. This has 
caused considerable disruption to the country’s 
migratory wildlife populations.    

oppoSiTe  cycling the tar roads was always a 
reminder of the conflict between the opposing 
forces of development and conservation.
 
preVioUS SpreaD  a core component of the 
project is to promote conservationists, scientists, 
Ngos and others doing vital work on the ground. 
When crossing northern Namibia, we teamed up 
with garth owen-Smith (flanked here by ian 
Mccallum, right, and me) and Margie Jacobsohn, 
founders of integrated rural Development and 
Nature conservation.

Transfrontier  
conservation 
areas (Tfcas) & 
Transfrontier parks (Tps)

      Treaty signed
      Memorandum of 
      understanding signed
      Conceptual phase

1.|ais|ais-richtersveld TP
2. Kgalagadi TP
3. Great Limpopo TP
4. Greater Mapungubwe TfCa
5. Lubombo TfCa
6. Maloti–Drakensberg TfCa
7. Luiwa Plains–Mussama TfCa
8. Kavango–Zambezi TfCa
9. Lower Zambezi–Mana Pools TfCa
10. Malawi–Zambia TfCa
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The first week of the expedition took us down the 
Skeleton coast of Namibia, then across the Namib 
Desert, which included hiking sections of the 
hoarusib river.
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HWANGE – TO PUMP OR NOT TO PUMP? 

The onset of spring across the subcon
tinent brings warmer temperatures and, 
in the years when conditions are dry, 

heated discussions regarding the fortunes  
of the elephants of Zimbabwe’s Hwange 
National Park. Each time, the theme  
and rally cry remain the same: the park’s 
water pumps are broken or out of diesel;  
elephants are dying and need to be saved. 

It was no different in 2012 when we 
cycled through the park in late June. 
Already, there were many reports in the 
national press of elephants and other  
species dying, along with calls to avert 
‘another disaster’. These statements invari
ably attract the attention of stakeholders 
from concessionaires, lodge owners and 
guides to journalists, filmmakers and con
servation NGOs, as well as the global band 
of loyal friends that Hwange enjoys. 

Given that this ‘crisis’ involving water,  
elephants and pumps has reared its head 
several times without resolution, some of 
these stakeholders have indicated that it’s 
time to look at things differently. That’s cer
tainly what biological scientist Dr Greg 
Rasmussen, who has been doing research in 
Hwange for the past 24 years, believes. ‘In 
short, the biggest predator of elephants is 
drought and so the pumping of water has 
allowed the population to be, conservatively, 
10 times higher than the system can sustain 
and the vegetation has suffered,’ he says. 

Forming part of the eastern sector of the 
Kalahari Sand Belt, Hwange has nutrient
poor soils and falls within a region that is 
prone to dry spells, even periods of pro
longed drought. Back in 1928, when he 
was charged with establishing a game 
reserve in the area, Hwange’s first warden 
Ted Davison solved this ecological ‘prob
lem’ by establishing the system of dams 
and boreholes that sustains the park today. 

Hwange now has almost 100 water 
pumps, and according to Rasmussen, ‘not 
only has the vegetation been destroyed, 
but the only surviving trees are those that 
can invest heavily in chemical (tannin) 
defence or thorns. Because these trees are 
investing in defence, they are not produc
ing viable seed or significant and useful 
leaf for the browsers.’

For many people involved in the 
Hwange debate, the water pumps are the 
heroes of the dry season drama. But 
according to Rasmussen and a growing 
group of observers, these pumps have, 
over time, established unnatural condi
tions that have enabled elephants to stay 
put throughout the dry season. He 
believes that not having to roam in search 

of water is linked to the current unnatural
ly high elephant breeding rates, which in 
turn are having an impact on the entire 
ecosystem. ‘I have done detailed studies 
on the vegetation in Hwange, and they 
clearly demonstrate that the system may 
be heading towards collapse,’ he warns.

Results from the studies show that other 
mammal species are suffering too: kudu 
and impala populations, for example, 

These cover 135  000 square kilometres, or 
approximately 16 per cent of the country, 
and are home to some 240  000 people. 
Since 1998 their total income generated 
from lease agreements, tourism and hunt
ing activities has risen from N$600  000 to 
N$45.8million (US$69  000 to US$5.2
million) reported in 2010.  

As significantly, habitats and wildlife 
are also doing well, with these successes 
being attributed primarily to the sense 
of empowerment that comes when 
ownership of the land is restored to the 
communities. There has been a substan
tial reduction in illegal hunting, and 
human–animal conflicts and land  
util isation policies are being far better  
managed. 

Another noteworthy feature of CBNRM 
is its contribution to corridor conserva
tion. Extending from the Angolan border 
in the northwestern regions, the conser
vancies now form a continuous link 
through the country to the Namib
Naukluft and Etosha national parks. In  
the northeast, the districts of Kavango, 
Otjozondjupa and Omaheke form an 
unbroken corridor that can be linked to 
the vast wilderness areas of northern 
Botswana.  

Given the global recognition and praise 
for these policies, surely Namibia’s 
approach holds something for other 
African states that are grappling with sim
ilar issues? While the specifics of each 
region and country differ, the vision – 
involving consultation, education, owner
ship and empowerment – is a sound and 
logical one.     

each time the rally cry  
is the same: [Hwange’s]  
water pumps are broken;  
elephants are dying and  
need to be saved

Kayaking the Selinda Spillway in Botswana, 
accompanied by our constant companions – herds 
upon herds of elephants. 
 
BeLoW  for the duration of the expedition, one of 
our support vehicles carried an elephant collar 
that emitted the radio signals to update our route 
map. afterwards, conservation Ngo elephants 
Without Borders placed the collar on a young male 
living in chobe National park, Botswana. We call 
him Tracks.

oppoSiTe, aBoVe  With close to 100 waterholes 
providing year-round drinking for its elephant 
population, hwange National park has become one 
of africa’s prime viewing destinations for this 
species. But for some ecologists, it’s a situation 
that needs to be reviewed as the greater system 
may be heading for collapse. 
 
oppoSiTe, BeLoW  We passed the 5 000- 
kilometre mark while walking through the  
Maputo Special reserve in Mozambique.
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However, the business interests of an 
Omani company, rather absurdly named 
Good Earth Power, may have more to  
do with it. Listed as the infrastructure 
en gineers, planners and logisticians, 
Good Earth Power claims that ‘the rail 
and port components of the project, 
once operational, will have the largest 
geographical coverage and potential 
throughput of coal in the world’. 

Its planning may be linked to India’s 
need for coal if that country builds the 
series of coalfired power stations that 
have been mooted. The Chinese are also 
reputedly floating big ideas about devel
oping a semiautonomous industrial 
zone and port on Africa’s east coast, 
which will allow them to process and 
export minerals from numerous mines 
across the subcontinent.

Besides the lack of transparency and a 
credible EIA process, environmentalists 
have other concerns. For a start, engin
eers would have to blast through the 
most pristine coral reef system along this 
stretch of coastline. The 12kilometre reef 
is the most significant breeding site for 
untold fish and other marine species, 
which include populations found in the 
waters of northern South Africa. Because 
of the Mozambique Current, two long 
breakwaters would have to be built to 
ensure the safety of large tankers and 
other cargo vessels. This in turn would 
have a substantial impact on longshore 
drift and erosion patterns for the reef sys
tems and the coastline. 

Once the development hits the beaches, 
the plan is to remove prime coastal dunes 
and the accompanying forests to reach the 
wetlands lying behind the dune system. 
This is where the primary harbour and ter
minal facilities will be, but to achieve this, 
approximately 10  000 hectares of wetland 
will have to be excavated and drained  
to depths of at least 25 metres. The conse
quences for the subterranean aquifer  
systems that feed it will be dire and  
the impacts are likely to spread as far as 
iSimangaliso in South Africa. 

Adding to these concerns, the govern
ment passed an expropriation decree in 

2010 to remove the south
ern portion of the Maputo 
Special Reserve, including 
the entire wetland lake 
system of Lake Piti, so that 
it may be included into 
the development plan. 
The legality of this action 
is currently being chal
lenged in the Mozambique 
courts.       

The shady nature of the 
project may have some
thing to do with the pro
file of the shareholders involved – senior 
ruling party ministers, officials and their 
families, some using representatives to 
hide their identities. Most of them have 
gained access to the project through the 
recent privatisation of the Mozambique 
ports and railways authority (CFM), 
which holds the leases to the land being 
sought by the developers. Mozambique’s 
record of having a nearzero tolerance 
for individuals or institutions that ques
tion or oppose government projects is 
not reassuring and intimidation and 
highlevel interference in procedures 
have already begun. 
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are down by as much as 75 per cent. And, 
with reduced prey and an open habitat 
that is poor for hunting, African wild dogs 
have steadily declined as the elephant 
population has risen. 

So, water is not the real problem. Under 
these conditions and when exacerbated by 
drought cycles, animals die mostly from 
hunger, not thirst. As a result, the mud
dled thinking that calls for money to 
maintain the pumps serves only to per
petuate the real looming crisis. ‘Hwange 
does not need more water – in fact there  
is an adequate amount. There is insuffi
cient food,’ says Rasmussen. He also has 
an ominous warning if the current situ
ation continues. ‘Hwange risks retreating 
to its former state 20 000 years ago – that 
of desert and shifting sand dunes.’

TECHOBANINE – UNWARRANTED 
DEVELOPMENT

Lying midway between Maputo and 
Mozambique’s border with South 
Africa, the tiny coastal enclave  

of Ponta Techobanine is set to become  
the country’s fiercest environmental  

battleground to date. The region is a 
marine and coastal forest haven on the 
very edge of the Maputo Special Reserve, 
and we walked some of this coastline with 
Paul Dutton, a ‘giant’ of Mozambican con
servation. As he says, ‘There are not many 
places in the world where you can view 
whales on one side of a dune system and 
elephants on the other.’ 

Techobanine also lies well within the 
boundaries of the Lubombo Transfrontier 
Conservation and Resource Area, which 
incorporates iSimangaliso Wetland Park, a 
World Heritage Site in South Africa that 
protects no fewer than four designated 
Ramsar wetland sites. However, all these 
splendid natural attractions and the biodi
versity they harbour are at risk if plans for 
a 30 000hectare harbour and industrial 
zone, which includes a coalfired power 
station and oil refinery, go ahead. 

To date, public discourse has been 
extremely limited, with dealings and 
de cisions taking place mostly within a 
tight circle of government members and 
their cohorts. Requests for the first com
pleted EIA to be made public were turned 

down but, according to sources, every 
member of that assessment team advised 
against the project. A new EIA – awarded 
with instructions for a favourable outcome 
– is currently under way.

The lack of information notwithstand
ing, sources say it is generally under
stood that the harbour’s main cargo will 
be metals and minerals, fertiliser and 
petroleum products, with Botswana’s 
2.6billiontonne Sese coal deposit near 
Morupule being the primary candidate 
in immediate need of a deepwater out
let. Reports suggest that the Techobanine 
port will rely on the construction of a  
1 400kilometre railway from these coal 
reserves through Zimbabwe to Mozam
bique, a project that could cost more 
than the entire port development.

Of interest here is how South Africa, 
with its existing deepwater ports of 
Durban, Coega and Richards Bay, is being 
overlooked. This has been attributed to 
the continued inefficiencies and under
investment in its rail network, plus Moz
ambique’s desire for greater economic 
independence from her neighbour.

There are not many places  
in the world where you can 
view whales on one side of  
a dune system and elephants 
on the other

The stretch from Maputo in Mozambique to  
cape Vidal in South africa has some of the  
most pristine and magnificent beaches africa  
has to offer. 
 
oppoSiTe, aBoVe  among the many daily tasks 
of our back-up team was finding the best lunch 
and overnight stops. The team played a vital role 
in the success of the expedition. 
 
oppoSiTe, BeLoW  ian Mccallum and i cross  
the Makgadikgadi pans as the sun rises over 
Botswana.

Wilderness Foundation www.wilderness 
foundation.co.za/tracksofgiants
The WILD Foundation www.tracksofgiants.org
World Wilderness Congress www.wild10.org


