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THE ECONOMICS OF TOURISM, AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION IN AFRICA

Introduction: the economics of wildlife tourism

Wildlife tourism can generate significant profits. It has long been a major foreign exchange
earner for many African governments through the revenues accruing from state-owned
protected areas and national park networks. In recent years the participation of the private
sector in wildlife tourism, and its incidence on private and communal lands in Africa has also
increased rapidly.

Much of the wildlife in east and southern Africa lies on private and communal lands and its
survival or destruction depends on the activities of these landholders. Wildlife tourism is
commonly seen as a mechanism for providing incentives to landholders in wildlife areas to
conserve wildlife - by creating a demand for wild animals and generating cash revenues it
makes wildlife into a resource that it is in the economic interests of landholders to conserve.
It is also seen as a way of increasing income for the residents of wildlife areas who have few
alternative income-earning opportunities. Simultaneously, a range of factors discriminate
against wildlife tourism as a profitable land use, including wider policy and legislation in the
wildlife sector and other areas of the economy, the mechanisms through which wildlife
tourism is implemented and tourism benefits distributed, and the availability of support to
wildlife enterprise development - also have an important influence on whether landholders
decide to engage in wildlife tourism.

We look at the economics of wildlife tourism for landholders in Africa. We argue that
conventional models of the financial returns to alternative land uses present an overly
simplistic view of the profitability of wildlife tourism. We outline how landholders'
participation in wildlife tourism depends on a wide range of factors including the returns of
wildlife tourism compared to agriculture or livestock ranching, the proportion of wildlife
tourism revenues which actually accrue to them and on-going trends in land tenure, land use
and livelihood patterns which impact on wildlife and their habitat.

The contribution of wildlife tourism to the national economy

Tourism forms an important component of national income in many east and southern
African countries, generating direct income as well as tax revenues. In 1995 receipts from
tourism totaled between US$ 150 million and US$ 1.6 billion in major wildlife-holding
countries of Africa. contributing between 1% and 7% of Gross Domestic Product, as

described in Table 1.

Table 1: The national value of tourism in selected African countries 1995

Country Tourist receipts Tourist arrivals Yo of

(1995 USS m) (*000) GDP
Kenya 300 691 7.29
Mamibia 146 300 5.06
South Africa 1593 4676 1.31
Zimbabwe 1635 1297 3.04

(From: WTO 1996, Ashley and Barnes 19946)



Wildlife-based activities comprise a major share of the tourism market in these countries. For
example in Botswana, it has been estimated that wildlife viewing accounted for
approximately half of total overseas’ tourist expenditure and generated up to US$ 3 million
income to the government in 1990, of which about half was from entry fees and about a fifth
from tax revenues (Modise 1990).

In Kenya, gross income from tourism was worth about US$ 500 million in 1995 of which
approximately 70% or US$ 350 million - can be attributed to wildlife tourism, representing
about 5% of GDP (Republic of Kenya 1996). This constitutes a significant net gain to the
Kenyan economy, as illustrated in Table 2, of US$ 45 million or 13% of the gross tourist
revenues accruing within the wildlife sector.

Table 2: Gross revenues and net returns to the wildlife tourism sector in Kenya 1995

Rate 1995 USS m
(Gross revenues from tourism 1995 00
Tourism revenues attributed to (70%) 350
wildlife sector
Foreign exchange retention (82.4%) 283
Operating surplus (30% of retained foreign exchange) 87
Gross capital charges (12.5%) 97
Foreign exchange premium (20%) 58
Net returns to wildlife tourism sector 45

{From: Norton-Griffiths and Southey 19935, Republic of Kenya 1996, EIU 1979)

The economic importance of wildlife tourism extends beyond its contribution to national
income. Although largely unquantifiable, wildlife tourism forms the basis of a range of
informal sector activities and relies on goods and services provided from secondary and
support industries such as food, beverages, fuel, textiles, furniture, construction, handicrafis
and other consumables. In Namibia it has been estimated that additional services provided to
game-viewing tourists are worth up to eight times as much as on-site expenditure (Ashley and
Barnes 1996).

Wildlife tourism also contributes to other national economic goals such as employment and
foreign exchange generation. For example, it has been estimated that game-viewing directly
creates over [ 000 full-time employment opportunities in Botswana (Barnes 1990) and
accounts for just under a tenth of national wage employment in Kenya (JICA 1995). In
Kenya, foreign exchange eamnings from tourism have since 1987 exceeded the combined
earnings of coffee and tea, the country's major traditional export crops and foreign exchange
earners (Ouko and Marekia 1996) and now contribute over a third of total annual foreign

exchange earnings in the country (Republic of Kenya 1996).

The private profitability of wildlife tourism

Wildlife tourism also generates substantial profits for a wide range of private sector
entrepreneurs. In Botswana, private sector earnings from game viewing were worth more than
eight times as much as government revenues in 1990, involving some 32 companies and 45
mobile operators (Modise 1990) and Generating gross output in excess of US$ 25 million
(Barnes 1990), as outlined in Table 3.






