
There’s a notice on a signboard in Namibia’s Etosha National 
Park that reads, “When There’s Nothing at the Waterhole.” 

OK, there’s usually something at the Okaukeujo water hole 
— dusty files of zebras trooping in through a phantom sea 
of mirages, thunderous elephants drinking, tank-like rhinos 
brawling, gaunt and panting lions. Quite a place, Etosha. 

But there are slower times. Times when the sun beats down 
on a view of silent rock and shrivelled scrub; soporific, stifling 
times when a dreadful emptiness seems to envelop 
the place.  Times when there’s ’nothing‘ at the 
waterhole.   

Back to the sign! Beneath the head-
line, there’s a list of what is at the 
waterhole, right under your 
nose (or over your head). Lit-
tle things — lizards, beetles, 
a roosting owl, weaver birds, 
ground squirrels...  A host 
of tiny lives, so easily unno-
ticed, but so full of interest 
once one has become aware 
of them. And so important 
to the integrity of the whole 
ecosystem. 

It’s strange what one can 
overlook. And so readily. We 
can fail to see the big picture by 
missing the small details that go to 
make it up. 

Which brings me, rather circuitously, 
to Namibia’s national parks.  Globally, and in 
Namibia, parks are  essential cornerstones for biodi-
versity conservation.  Namibia’s 21 parks cover 17 percent of 
the country, but for years they’ve been taken for granted. Ded-
icated conservation officers cared for them, tourists come to 
marvel at them, but with the prevailing poverty in the country 
and other traditional industries such as mining, agriculture and 
fisheries to invest in, the government saw no pressing reason to 
put enough resources into park management.  

The challenge was how to help the parks help themselves. 
On paper a national park may look good, but in reality if it is 
to serve any purpose it needs people to run it, patrol it, main-
tain fire breaks, monitor wildlife and vegetation, solve human/
wildlife conflict on the fringes, and manage visitors. So, how 
to get the parks noticed? How to make them valued?  Value. 
Or rather, price. Or let’s say worth. That was the word. There 
is the cliché about the man who knew the price of everything 
and the value of nothing. 

Namibia’s Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) 
with support from the United Nations Development Pro-

gramme (UNDP) and the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) launched the Strengthening Protected Area Network 
(SPAN) project in 2004. Instead of attempting to win politi-
cal support for the parks with rhetoric about the aesthetics 
of the wilderness or the global importance of biodiversity, 
MET set out to establish what the national parks were worth 
to the nation, in Namibian dollars and cents. 

The results of the research were sufficient to convince 
the most ecologically-indifferent economist. Tour-

ism is the third largest, and fastest growing, 
industry in Namibia, and the parks, 

particularly Etosha and the magnif-
icent Namib Naukluft Park, are 

the principle draw.  Economic 
analysis showed that parks 

contribute up to 6 percent of 
the GDP and the economic 
return on increased invest-
ment in parks would be as 
much as 23 percent. 

During the last seven 
years of the SPAN Proj-
ect, with its initial number 
crunching and a subse-

quent series of initiatives 
including awareness-raising 

about the park’s value, park-
related policy development, park 

management and business plan-
ning, incentive schemes for park staff 

(awards mean a lot to everybody) and pub-
lication of the Sandpaper magazine, the govern-

ment increased park funding threefold and created three 
new parks. 

With the proclamation of the newest Sperrgebiet National 
Park, almost the entire coastline of Namibia (1,570 km) is 
within the park network.  The Namib Skeleton Coast Park, 
it may be called, would be the 8th largest park in the world 
and the largest park in Africa, covering an area of 107,540 
km² (more than twice as the size of Switzerland!).   

The “charismatic megafauna” are thriving — the black 
rhino population in Namibia is the biggest in Africa — and 
so, too, are the little guys, the ones who are there when 
there’s ’nothing‘ at the waterhole, but who, in their small 
way, make up the glorious mosaic that is wild Namibian 
biodiversity and who help spur the economic prosperity and 
future hope for Namibia and her people. l
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