Co-Existence Good for People and Wildlife, Conservationist Says
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As a young man, David Western spent four years herding cattle and goats with red-robed Masai tribesmen in the Kenyan bush. There, he found something remarkable. 

While cattle grazing is believed to lead to deforestation and the destruction of wildlife, Western learned what the Masai already knew: his cattle fertilized the land and actually improved its diversity. 

The experience shaped Western's outlook on conservation. He increasingly believed humans (and their farming activities) and wild animals (and their habitat) could co-exist and benefit from each other. Western became a leading advocate for involving local communities in conservation efforts. 

His philosophy has pitted him against those who have argued that wildlife must be protected from humans. Integration or separation? How best to promote environmental diversity? It's a classic conservationist dilemma. 

In Kenya, Western, a shy academic, appears to have emerged a victor. As a director of the Kenya Wildlife Service in the 1990s, he channeled resources away from anti-poaching and policing activities and into efforts supporting wildlife associations in communities bordering the national parks. 

In recent years, Kenya's wildlife has rebounded. The elephant population, at an all-time low of 19,000 in 1989, is now close to 30,000. Kenya's mushrooming eco-tourism business, which seeks to give local communities economic incentives to save wildlife, suggests a turn toward the integrationist school of thought. 

"I got into this because I like wildlife," Western said over chicken pie recently at the Carnivore Restaurant on the outskirts of Nairobi National Park. "But I have no interest in saving wildlife at the expense of human development." 

Western, a Kenyan citizen, is the son of British settlers, and grew up in Tanzania. He teaches "Conservation and the Human Predicament" at the University of California in San Diego. He's a senior conservationist with the Wildlife Conservation Society in New York City and helped found the private Africa Conservation Center in Nairobi. 

Repeat Photography 

Together with photographer Ray Turner, Western recently embarked on a project, funded by the National Geographic Society Committee for Research and Exploration, to replicate photographs of Kenya's landscape taken 80 to 100 years ago. Such "repeat photography" is considered an easy and effective tool for reconstructing environmental change. 

Western has already made important discoveries. Similar to what has happened in the United States, much of Kenya's grasslands has turned into thick shrub. On the other hand, as more people have acquired land titles, they have helped curb deforestation by planting trees and terracing their farms. 

"It's a surprising conclusion," said Western. "More people, less erosion." 

The project also focuses on how Kenya's national parks, created 50 years ago, have changed the landscape and affected the elephant population. 

"When you take the human element out of the park, you always have a slump in diversity," he said. 
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Western says a road cutting through Tsavo, home to Kenya's largest national park, illustrates a valuable point. In the national park to the left of the road, elephants, destructive eaters who often break down whole trees, have turned the land into grass. On the commercial ranches to the right of the road, cattle have finished much of the grass and turned the land into tree-lined shrub. 

"Elephants and cattle create a landscape suitable for the other," Western said. 

Range Wars 

For another project, Western is bringing together commercial ranchers from Arizona and New Mexico with Kenya's Masai herdsmen. Last year, the American cowboys visited Kenya; soon, the Masai will reciprocate with a trip to the United States. 

At issue: how to increase the productivity of rangelands, while at the same time protecting wildlife. In the past, "range wars" have pitched ranchers and conservationists against each other. 

Western, not surprisingly, believe they should work together. 

"Ranchers and conservationists face a common threat," he said. "Land pressures and commercial development lead to the subdivision and deterioration of the open rangelands. For both livestock and wildlife, that loss of mobility raises the specter of drought and herd losses." 

The solution, Western believes, is to maintain large tracts of land that can accommodate both cattle and wildlife. 

The Original Cowboys 

The Masai migrated from what is today the Sahara desert to East Africa with their cattle 9,000 years ago. "They are the original cowboys," said Western. 

Now their experience parallels that of U.S. commercial ranchers in the early 1900s. Like the U.S. cowboys before them, the Masai are now forced to push for land subdivision due to commercial pressures. This makes economic sense in the short term, but is considered bad long-term management. 

In Malpai, which straddles the Arizona-New Mexico border, the commercial ranchers who are participating in Western's exchange program have established an 800,000-acre (325,000-hectare) co-op—including 300,000 acres (120,000 hectares) of grassbanks—that unites individual ranches into one grazing land. The idea is to move the livestock into bigger herds and move them around more. 

It's not an easy task. American cowboys have a fiercely individualistic reputation, and usually have no experience of working together, said Western. 

However, they can learn from the Masai, who have a long tradition of redistributing cattle in a social network, particularly in dealing with drought. 

"The Masai's future is the cowboy's past, and the cowboy's future is the Masai's past," said Western "Cattle can be good and bad for the land. It's about how you manage them." 
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