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f Values of people and the 
environment. Implications for 
sustainable governance

Challenges for society and governance
Ecosystems and social systems in the Okavango Basin are interwoven in very complex ways. People do have 
both, economic as well as percepti ve, emoti onal and spiritual relati onships with their surrounding environ-
ment. All these factors shape their values and infl uence their decisions with regard to ecosystem services. 
These interacti ons have to be seen as embedded in a globalizing world that rapidly transforms, and which 
demands similarly rapid adaptati ons to these changes. A responsible and social governance policy is faced 
with the challenge of identi fying value-based decisions and frame conditi ons under which the extracti on of 
goods, and the conversion and the destructi on of ecosystems can be miti gated while taking into account the 
holisti c nature of human valuati on and environmental acti on.

The focus of the research project ‘The Future Okavango’ was on sustainable resource manage-
ment in the Okavango Basin, comprising the adjacent regions of the Okavango River in Angola, 

Namibia, and Botswana. 

Disclaimer:
This Policy Brief is based on the joint research results obtained in the 
research project “The Future Okavango” funded by the German Fed-
eral Ministry of Educati on and Research under Grant No. 01 LL 0912. 
It is summarizing topic-specifi c key fi ndings and recommendati ons; the 
comprehensive report ‚The Future Okavango – Findings, Scenarios, and 
Recommendati ons for acti on‘ is available for download on the TFO-web-
site (www.future-okavango.org).
Compiled by: S. Sti rn, M. Pröpper & T. Falk
Photos: M. Finkh, B. Kowalski, F. Maiato, M. Pröpper
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Key Findings 
and Recommendations
A general debate about the values of people and 
their threatened environments under massive 
processes of global transformati on is necessary. 
Policy needs to react to an increasing devalua-
ti on and commodifi cati on of resources.

Natural resources conti nue to play a very im-•
portant role in the livelihoods of households
in the Okavango River Basin.

Policy supporti ng rural development should acknowledge the diversifi cati on of household livelihood◦
strategies and the issue of (in)equity and social strati fi cati on.

Policies should secure more livelihood opti ons (e. g. the regulati on of casual labour, labour opportu-◦
niti es in the agro-industrial sector).

People value material and immaterial properti es of nature simultaneously.•

A focus on market-based material or monetary valuati on alone will not be successful in infl uencing◦
a sustainable behaviour.

Under global transformati ons people and households increasingly face trade-off s between goods from•
nature and goods from other sources and thus increasing commodify natural resources.

Decision-makers should take into account the material and immaterial values of existi ng ecological◦
and socio-cultural systems. A process of rapid transformati on of subsistence land use systems to-
wards cash-based consumer systems must be miti gated.

Development should not be considered only as driven by economic and cash-market-based values◦
and incenti ves but also in terms of the conti nuous functi oning of social-cultural systems and the
ecosystem.

Environmental rules and laws are insuffi  ciently enforced.•

Traditi onal and modern rules regulati ng the access to and the harvesti ng of natural resources need◦
to be harmonized and strengthened.

A consequent subsidiary enforcement system is recommended.◦

Environmental rules and laws are insuffi  ciently enforced
TFO’s governance analyses confi rm that both statutory and customary authoriti es feel responsible for regu-
lati ng natural resource management throughout the Okavango Basin. Nevertheless, it has also been ob-
served that the eff ecti veness of diff erent rules and laws related to natural resource management varies 
greatly. While the regulati on of land access functi ons relati vely well, the coordinati on of, inter alia, logging, 
grazing and hunti ng is rather ineff ecti ve, resulti ng in an unsustainable resources management.

On the one hand, insuffi  cient enforcement results from a lack of capacity among lower-level authoriti es. 
Traditi onal authoriti es on the other hand have been increasingly weakened in their capacity to regulate 
natural resource management. Nevertheless, the wide community is sti ll largely following customary law 
as far as it is in line with their deeply rooted cultural norms and beliefs.

Relation between traditional and national laws
Traditi onal and modern rules regulati ng the access to and the harvesti ng of natural resources need to be 
harmonized and strengthened. Insti tuti onal change is required in parti cular where new market opportu-
niti es encourage the commercializati on of natural resources.

Taking into account that it is especially costly for the states to provide insti tuti onal services in rural ar-
eas, the harmonizing of customary and statutory law can be an eff ecti ve means to monitor and enforce 
natural resource laws. In parti cular in the context of community-based natural resource management 
programs by-laws should be developed which are more strongly based on deep-rooted norms. A conse-
quent subsidiary enforcement system is recommended. Within defi ned frames, communiti es should be 
given authority to determine and enforce their own laws. In cases when norms and social sancti ons are 
insuffi  cient to ensure environmental law compliance, the state should reliably step in.



Local land users experience material and immaterial 
values of nature simultaneously in everyday activities
Stakeholders in the Okavango Basin value nature both for 
material (e. g. food, ti mber) and immaterial (e. g. belonging, 
religious) ecosystem services. Those services are typically 
not experienced in separate places and at separate ti mes 
(e. g. work and leisure), but simultaneously, e. g. while fi sh-
ing. Thus, changing land use and economic acti viti es will not 
only change the material services att ached to them but also 
the immaterial services provided during those acti viti es or in 
those places.

Under global transformations people increasingly face 
trade-off s between goods from nature and goods from 
other sources which aff ect their valuations, and also 
their consumptive behaviour
People in the Okavango Basin perceive their lives as being 
shaped by poverty, lack of jobs and defi cits regarding devel-
opment, and as part of a world that seems to be transform-
ing towards ‚modernity‘ with increased levels of consump-
ti on of things and services that are coming from ‚outside‘. In 
a setup that was formerly dominated by subsistence, cash-
incomes have now become enormously important. Cash is 
suddenly needed for all sorts of purposes (e. g. school fees, 
electricity) including to meet new desires for consumer 
goods (arti fi cial hair, cell phones, airti me etc.). That means 
that people havestarted revaluing their own lives with refer-
ence to those who have been successful in adapti ng to mo-
dernity. They overvalue things that they do not have. By the 
same token they tend to undervalue many of their natural 
resources. These things and services from nature are oft en 
being used and sold without even knowing their exact val-
ue; e. g. planks of ti mber, wild medicine, thatch grass. This 
whole process is driven by changing global structures and 
the advance of capitalism, and by an economic model that 
so far seems to be the main paradigm for environmental 
politi cal decision making.

Natural resources are collected by 98 % of the households for the purposes of building, energy, 
food, medicine – and are increasingly sold for cash income
Natural resources conti nue to play a very important role in the livelihoods of households in the Okavango 
River Basin. In the TFO core sites of Cusseque, Mashare and Seronga, natural resources are collected by the 
greater majority of the households (above 98 %) for the purposes of building, energy, food, medicine, and 
others. In each of the TFO-core sites, specifi c items play a parti cularly important role: In Cusseque, extracti on 
of honey amounts to 23 t and plays an important role in cash-income generati on (11.5 t or 50 % of harvest). 
In Mashare, the trade of thatch grass is already of high importance for 7 % of households, and fi sh is increas-
ingly becoming a commercial good. In Seronga, fi sh is a major contributor to food security, with 120 kg fi sh 
consumed per person per year for the whole populati on. However, grazing grass is by far the most important 
ecosystem good, and is extracted from the environment to the extent of 18 thousand tons per year. Yet, only 
42 % of the households own catt le.

But the use of natural resources is unevenly distributed across the rural households. Households making the 
most of the commercializati on of natural resources are oft en endowed with more assets (knowledge, skills, 
transport possibiliti es, access to cash). For households that have access to the market, the retail of natural 
resources can be a springboard to a ‚modern‘ industrial lifestyle. In parallel, there is a rising need for the sus-
tainable management of these resources to miti gate the growing inequity and to preserve biodiversity.
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Diversifi cation and stratifi cation of livelihoods
Policy supporti ng rural development should acknowledge the diversifi cati on of household livelihood 
strategies and the issue of (in)equity and social strati fi cati on within villages, in terms of wealth as well 
as the use of and access to agricultural assets and natural resources. In additi on to agricultural develop-
ment policies should also secure more livelihood opti ons (e. g. the regulati on of casual labour, labour 
opportuniti es in the agro-industrial sector). Since there may be unexpected outcomes of policies, e. g. 
the fact that access to cash may increase the collecti on of natural resources, holisti c approaches for rural 
development and natural resource use are required for policy design. Policy answer to globalization

The signifi cant and rapid advance of modernity comes along with 1) a transformati on of formerly cash-
less land-use systems based on subsistence towards cash-markets, and 2) unprecedented levels of con-
sumpti on of all sorts of new global goods requiring the input of all sorts of natural resources. This process 
requires a politi cal miti gati on or interventi on. Decision-makers should take into account the material and 
immaterial values of existi ng ecological and socio-cultural systems. The advance of markets and investors 
purchasing land and natural resources or importi ng commoditi es off ers short-term monetary opportuni-
ti es, but also poses threat (like cash-driven commodifi cati on of charcoal, thatch, ti mber, honey). Devel-
opment should not be considered only as driven by economic values and incenti ves, but also in terms of 
the conti nuous functi oning of social-cultural systems and the ecosystem.


