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Survival Test for Kenya's Wildlife 
Embattled ecologist David Western faces an uphill fight in his struggle to save 

Kenya's rich biological heritage-and the agency meant to protect it 

T w o  years ago, while working in Kenya's 
Amboseli National Park, elephant expert 
Joyce Poole encountered a gang of 28 Maasai 
tribesmen. Adorned in bright red shukas and 
carrying spears, the men told Poole they were 
out to avenge the loss of a fellow Maasai gored 
to death by an elephant. The vigilantes were 
out to get the attention of the Kenya Wildlife 
Service (KWS), too: "They told me they were 
going to kill 1000 elephants that day," Poole 
recalls. "Thev said that KWS wasn't listening 

owners like the Maasai share profits from 
wildlife while assuming some of the responsi- 
bilities for protecting it. Community-based 
conservation is hardly a new approach, but 
Kenya's national experiment could serve as a 
model for wildlife agencies throughout the 
developing world (see story on p. 5 1 1 ). 

Earlier this month, Western agreed tenta- 
tively to stay on as KWS director for another 
2 years. But he faces a daunting challenge. 
Part of the battle is winning over colleagues 

elephant and rhino poaching and banditry. 
Based on rosy estimates of steadily rising tour- 
ist revenues, KWS projected that it would be 
self-supporting for the first time by 1997. 

A key part of Leakey's strategy was to give 
KWS pride. That meant new vehicles, equip- 
ment. armaments. aircraft. and uniforms. and a 
doubling of salaries for the lowest paid rangers. 
In 1992, Leakey started construction of a grand 
new KWS headquarters. Completed in 1995, 
the building cost more than $2 million- 

to them." Thk goup speared a cape buffalo-ii and subordinates to his cause: Some obsirv- almost $1 million over budget. "The building 
plain view of tourists-and went on to spear a ers have criticized Western for a remote was a bit of a folly," says Richard Kock, who 
number of elephants, four ofwhich died. When management style that they say has put off directed KWSs veterinary unit under both 
park rangers fired into the air to drive off one KWS staff and potential donors. KWS is Leakey and Western. "But people were keen to 
group of elephants under attack, the have a big splash. It certainly made 
Maasai heaved spears at the rangers' 2 them feel proud." 
Land Cruisers. Leakey ran a tight ship. Staff "were 

KWS is supposed to control "prob- well turned out, willing to work, en- 
lem" animals-which can mean shoot- joying the work, getting rewards from 
ing them. But the Maasai lately have just the sense of achievement," says 
been taking matters into their own Kock. Zoologist Rob Brett, who was 
hands. Just last month, after a lion brought in to direct KWSs rhino pro- 
killed two goats on Maasai land, a gram, says that working under Leakey 
group of 44 Maasai marched on park was "a golden period for me. Every- 
headquarters in Amboseli and threat- thing worked fantastically well. It's 
ened to eradicate the park's lions, not a situation you often find in wild- 
says longtime Amboseli elephant re- life conservation in Africa." 
searcher Cynthia Moss. "If you have a At first, research was a low prior- 
situation like that," Moss says, "some- ity. Leakey "had more critical prob- 
thing is not working." Safari scene. Arnboseli rangers have struggled to keep wildlife le, to control, like poaching and 

Many things appear to be broken in in the parkband Out. security," says Jim Else, former deputy 
KWS, an organization that paleoanthropolo- verging on "operational and financial break- director for science at KWS. But slowly, 
gist Richard Leakey built into a strong-armed down," contended a commentary in the Feb- Leakey and Else freed up funds for research 
guardian of Kenya's biological wealth in the ruary-March issue of the journal of the East and provided a training ground for Kenyan 
early 1990s before resigning in 1994. In the hot African Wildlife Society, Swara, which called university students. "Without having a lot 
seat now is savanna ecologist David Western, the beleaguered service "a facade held to- of expenses, we developed a highly relevant 
who is presidingover KWS at a time when park gether by a demoralized field staff." program of applied research," Else says. One 
revenues are bottoming out and the service is study assessed the impact of Rothschilds gi- 
having a hard time meeting its $15-million-a- Grand plans raffes on the acacia forests at Lake Nakuru 
year budget. Drenched by El Nifio-driven KWS was formed in 1989 as a semiauto- National Park. The elephant program, under 
storms and wracked by political and ethnic nomous government corporation to replace Poole's supervision, looked for solutions to 
unrest, Kenya has suffered a 60% falloff in tour- Kenya's corrupt and ineffectual Wildlife the growing problem of human-wildlife con- 
ist revenue since last fall-monev that ~rovides Conservation and Management De~artment. flict, but also undertook more ex~erimental , . 
a third of the country's foreign-exchange in- 
come and 95% of KWSs operating budget. 

Even under such duress, Western is push- 
ing to extend the reach of KWS outside of 
Kenya's 26 national parks and 30 protected 
areas to "resolve the expanding number of 
problems that confront wildlife in Kenya to- 
day," Western says, and to preserve biologi- 
cal diversity country wide, not just in the 
parks. He's promoting an agenda of "parks 
beyond parks" and a network of community- 
based conservation projects in which land- 

- 
Leakey, then director of Kenya's National 
Museums, was appointed to run the fledgling 
agency, which had inherited the old de- 
partment's staff and infrastructure. Leakey 
cleaned house, built a crack force of anti- 
poaching rangers, and brought in new man- 
agers and researchers. By 1992, he had per- 
suaded the World Bank to give KWS a 5-year, 
$143 million loan to underwrite a Protected 
Area Wildlife Service program (PAWS), 
whose goals were to rehabilitate Kenya's 
national parks and, more urgently, to halt 

research. One study investigated controlling 
elephant fertility by vaccinating females with a 
contraceptive, the first field trial of its kind. 
"We were doing so much and were so moti- 
vated," Poole says. 

Things began to unravel, for Leakey at 
least, in June 1993, when a plane he was 
piloting crashed. Leakey eventually had to 
have both lees am~utated below the knees. - .  
Although some, including Leakey, suspected 
sabotage, an inspection of the aircraft found 
no foul play. Leakey was back at KWS by 
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November, only to come under increasing After the managers abandoned ship, the compass 8% of Kenya's land mass and only 
political pressure after the World Bank funds rank and file lost their enthusiasm. "The jun- about 10% of its native species. KWS was 
began flowing. Kenya President Daniel ior staff and ordinary rangers settled back going to live up to its legally defined mission 
arap Moi launched a probe of KWS that scru- into their old ways and said, 'Well, no point to protect all of Kenya's flora and fauna- 
tinized everything from high salaries for in making much effort as long as we continue and it would begin using more science and 
KWS's expatriate consultants to the agency's to get our salary,' " says Kock. "A culture of less firepower to do it. Says Western, "I place 
military capability. The probe found that inaction developed." the highest priority on the maintenance of 
Leakey was not Aperating by the 
book and accused him of ignoring a 
mandate to share KWS's wealth with 
communities. Although Moi asked 
him to stay on, Leakey resigned in 
March 1994, claiming he had lost 
the president's support. Moi ap- 
pointed Western to replace him. 

Western was in trouble from the 
start. Many senior managers and re- 
searchers were more loyal to Leakey 
than to KWS. "Essentially the whole 
management team left," saysKock. Else 
did not want to join what he calls the Tag, you're it. This elephant-tracking project reflects 
"initial stampede" and stayed about 6 KWS's more-applied research bent. 
months before resigning with no job 
lined up. Poole was among the scientists who A new focus 
quit KWS when Leakey did, in what she calls a Against this backdrop, Western tried to 
gesture of support4espite the fact that the implement a sweeping change in wildlife 
European Union had just committed $2 mil- consewation.ThePAWSprogram,hethought, 
lion for her elephant project. "From the day was too narrowly focused on safeguarding 
Leakey left," says Kock, "there was despair." Kenya's parks and game reserves, which en- 

bioloeical diversit". and the need to use bio- - 
logical information as the core of planning 
and managing." 

Western's first big move was to order 
KWS's research department to inventory the 
country's biological resources. In 1995, West- 
em began a 2-year process of reorganizing the 
entire staff. sendine manv Nairobi-based re- " 
searchers into the field. The newly decentral- 
ized agency's emphasis shifted from protec- 
tionism to presewing biodiversity, monitor- 
ing wildlife populations, and forming parmer- 
ships with landowners in community wildlife 
utilization and ecotourism enterprises. 

"The reorganization caused a lot of distur- 
bance," recalls remote-sensing specialist 
Wilber Ottichilo, who replaced Else as re- 
search director. About $500,000 of PAWS 
money was available for ecological monitor- 
ing, but the staff relocations made it hard to 
get work done. "Everything came almost to a 
halt," Ottichilo says. 
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Others have questioned Western's research research in Kenya. "We have expanded our Western with a grim challenge in sustain- 
priorities. One of his first decisions was to can- research role," Western says. ing his focus on community conservation 
cel the elephant contraception experiment, But the debate over KWS's direction is less as well as keeping KWS afloat. After al- 
which was nearing completion. Six mature cow about research funds than about Western's ready laying off 900 of his 4 100 employees 
elephants at a private sanctuary had been vac- management style, as he struggles to emerge to save money, Western says he plans to 
cinated with a pig-protein contraceptive in an from Leakey's shadow. The going is particularly cut another 300 jobs in the near future. 
attempt to permanently sterilize them or at rough, considering that Leakey himselfisoneof KWS occupies only two-thirds of its new 
least leave them infertile for a time. "If you're Western's biggest critics. "His management headquarters building; it rents out the rest 
going to have elephants in small enclosed areas, style has put off donors and people of good will, to generate revenue. Moss says pink-slip 
you have to cull them or have alternatives" to because he simply is not open, not a man who paranoia is palpable. "People are still very 
prevent overpopulation, explains Poole. Some inspires confidence or warmth," Leakey says. afraid they're going to lose their jobs," she 
$34,000 had already been spent on helicopter Western has also been assailed in the local says. "They tell me they are sitting in their 
spotting, darting operations, and serum moni- press, including the blistering commentary in offices every week expecting a letter saying 
toring when Western scrapped the project; the the journal of the East African Wildlife Society it's time to go." 
only remaining expense was about $6000 to penned by Robert Shaw, director of Kenya's Western acknowledges that KWS's fi- 
administer final boosters and continue moni- Institute of Economic Affairs and a founding nancial problems are an albatross around its 
toring. "We were getting antibody titers," sug- member of Safina, the opposition party Leakey neck. "It was a misstep in the beginning to 
gesting that the vaccines were having an effect, represents in parliament. Shaw wrote that push KWS down a blind alley by saying it 
explainsreproductive biologist BonnieDunbar "KWS has dangerously run down its core op- would be self-sufficient in 5 years," he says. 
ofBaylorCollegeofMedicine inHouston, who eration [the national parks], lived beyond its The overly optimistic income projections 
developed the vaccine. "But after we went to all means with several budgetary extravaganzas, resulted in the government in the past few 
that expense," she says, the project was can- and devoted a lot of time and energy to a series years phasing out most of its subsidy to KWS. 
celed. When she tried to find out why, she says of alternative [community conservation] pro- Yet during the same period, tourist revenues 
she was unable to get an appointment to see jects which are not working." fell far below expectations$l 1.6 million in 
Western. "One ofhis cronies came out and said Western claims the column was a political 1993-94 versus the PAWS projection of 
elephants were stomping $17.7 million-and donor 
people's houses and that contributions earmarked for 
spending money on con- 2 Wesfern "has put off KWS's salaries and opera- 
traception while that was $ tions were gradually phased 
occurring was politically ? donors and people of out, declining from $3.5 
unpopular," Dunbar says. good will." million in 1992 to zero by 

Western says the pro- ? 1996. Rather than amassing 
ject was aborted because it ' -Richard Leakey an estimated $8 million sur- 
was too experimental to plus by 1997, Western says, 
merit KWS funds and I attackbdonerro- KWS went into the red by tens of millions of 
that the elephant re- neous information. dollars. "KWS operations were heavily un- 
search program as a whole More broadly, he derwritten at the outset of PAWS, giving the 
was flawed. "I thought the disputes the con- illusion of wealth," he says. "Now we must 
standard of research was tention that morale cover the full burden." 
low, that they were not addressing crucial is- 
sues," he says. Instead, Western says, he has 
emphasized research on management issues, 
such as rehabilitating elephant-damaged eco- 
systems, satellite tracking of migration routes, 
and reducing human-animal conflicts. The 
revamped program also now has $350,000 
from the European Union for independent 
researchers who want "to tackle those funda- 
mental research questions that we don't think 
we should be doing," says Western. KWS 
should do more-applied research, he says: 
"identifying diversity, threats to diversity, and 
how thev can be resolved." 

Western has tried to beef up research in 
other areas. too. As PAWS fundine has dried - 
up, he has sought bilateral aid for projects rang- 
ing from wetland and marine ecosvstems to - 
antelope genetics and has just reached an 
agreement to bring in researchers funded by 
Colorado State University and Michigan State 
University to establish an early warning system 
on how key ecosystems might change over 
time. Western is also finalizing a major deal 
with the European Union to endow a $10 mil- 
lion biodiversity trust to support independent 

is flagging, citing a decline in elephant poach- 
ing in national par-own from 14 in 1994 
to only five last year. Countrywide, elephant- 
poaching incidents fell from 75 in 1993 to 29 in 
1996, although last year the number rose to 44. 
"Those figures tell a story about the efficiency 
of our forces," he says. "A lot of elephants have 
moved out of the parks, and we've shifted the 
rangen to where the threat is." - 

Indeed, some observers believe Western's 
appointment signaled a turn for the better. 
"Leakey beat his drum a lot, so that everyone 
thought he was doing a great job," says marine 
ecologist Tim McLanahan, who has been 
conducting a coral reef conservation project 
in Kenya for the Wildlife Conservation Soci- 
ety since 1986. "Western is a quieter leader 
than Leakey, so that may be taken as weaker. 
He's trying to set up an organization that will 
endure, and he's worked on the personality of 
KWS's internal culture and the way it relates 
to communities," McLanahan says. 

The road ahead 
Still, the increasingly vitriolic public at- 
tacks and flagging park revenues present 
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Although Western says he has received 
preliminary signals that the subsidy will be 
restored, the Kenyan economy is in dire 
straits. Nor is KWS likely to get another 
World Bank bailout. "We've been increas- 
ingly concerned and dissatisfied about how 
KWS manages its resources and sets priori- 
ties," says Agi Kiss, principal ecologist for 
the bank's African Environmental Grou~.  
"They've been spending more money outside 
of   arks with verv little effect on conserva- 
tioh. We're dissaiisfied enough so that we 
don't have a second loan in the ~ i~e l ine . "  . 

Nevertheless, Western says he is convinced 
he is pursuing the right course. "Whatever hap- 
pens on the financial side, I feel confident that 
the involvement of Kenyans and landowners is 
going to bode very well," he says, adding that he 
has at least achieved his initial goal "to inject a 
lot more biology into conservation here. That's 
happened and it's going to move forward. The 
seed has been planted." 

-Michael McRae 

Michael McRae is an Oregon-based writer who 
frequently reports on Afnca. 




