
Case study F: Tanzania’s Wildlife Management Areas – community-based natural resource 
management or territorialisation? 

 
What are Wildlife Management Areas? 
 

Over the last 15 years, the Tanzanian government, with support from international NGOs, has 
established Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs) that cover over 10% of the country’s land. A WMA 
is a group several villages located in buffer zones of protected areas or conservation corridors 
(connecting protected areas) that sets aside part of their land for wildlife conservation. The WMAs 
are intended to ensure wildlife conservation by preventing habitat fragmentation while providing 
socio-economic benefits to the villagers.  
 
Who is involved in governing wildlife management areas? 
 

A WMA is managed by a community-based organisation with elected officials from the member 
villages. Government agencies like the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism, local 
governments and international conservation NGOs and donors are involved in establishing and 
managing the WMAs and the adjacent protected areas.  
 
Community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) or territorialisation? 
 

The conservation NGOs linked to the WMAs promote them as examples of CBNRM. CBNRM 
implies decentralisation of the decision-making process and active participation of local people. 
Other examples of CBNRM include community forestry projects, where community members are 
responsible for managing their forests and decision-making regarding access rights and benefit-
sharing, and collaborative fisheries management, where fishers determine restrictions on fishing 
methods or total catch allowed.  
 
Territorialisation, on the other hand, represents the act of excluding (or including) people within a 
given geographical boundary and controlling access to resources within that boundary. Where 
territorialisation is linked to conservation, it includes control over the land, the wildlife or biodiversity 
within that land, and the people whose access to the land and its resources is being restricted.  
 
Territoriality in the Selous-Niassa Corridor 
 

Bluwstein and Lund (2018) point to the WMAs as an example of territorialisation, where 
conservation is used as an excuse for the government to re-centralise control over land and natural 
resources. In the case of the Selous-Niassa Corridor, government officials carried out mapping 
exercises to define the territories of the WMAs in question. These activities were not fully 
participatory and, together with a long history of conservation-driven interventions in the area, 
continue the trend of creating conflicts and contestation in the area.  
 
In this case, while NGO employees and government officials may recognise flaws in the WMA 
boundaries, and the process of assigning those boundaries, they do not concede the need to 
revisit the mapping exercise and revise those boundaries. The pressure to pursue project 
deliverables and to maintain the discourse of support for the conservation corridor may undermine 
the opportunity to revisit the boundaries and rethink the logic of the WMAs and the conservation 
corridor. Bluwstein and Lund (2018) point to ‘territorial lock-in’ whereby different actors are 
unwilling to reassess the boundaries and the conditions being imposed.  
 
 



 

Questions for discussion 
1. How would you describe the governance of Wildlife Management Areas in Tanzania? 
2. What is territorialisation and how can it affect community based natural resource management? 

Who is included or excluded from a WMA and in what way? 
3. How could these challenges be overcome? 
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