Pafuri Partnership - The Makuleke/Pafuri land claim and its success within ecotourism

By Ilana Stein of Wilderness Safaris

In the far north of the Kruger National Park lies a land known for its incredible biodiversity, its Stone Age history and fables of Crook’s Corner - and now as a dynamic successful partnership between community and ecotourism, writes Ilana Stein of Wilderness Safaris

The Makuleke concession, or Pafuri, has a remarkable geological and natural heritage. The intersection of two great rivers – the ancient, seasonal Limpopo, more than 65 million years old, and the young and perennial Luvuvhu River, actively carved their way through the sandstones of the region creating the impressive Lanner Gorge. Their intersection at Crook’s Corner creates a triangle of land that not only forms a meeting point of three countries - South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique - but is also a unique ecological region.

When the Makuleke tribe, living in the far north-east of South Africa, lodged a land claim in 1996 against the State for 24 000 hectares of the northernmost land within the Kruger National Park, conservationists looked on with concern. For the first time in South Africa’s history, one of the oldest proclaimed parks in the world – the  flagship of its conservation hierarchy – was seemingly under threat. This particular community had a legitimate land claim, as the old apartheid government had forcibly removed it from its lands 27 years earlier to make way for the “preservation” of wildlife. Conservationists had been eyeing the stretch of land between the Luvuvhu and the Limpopo as an area of conservation importance, and Kruger Park’s northern boundary was subsequently extended to the Limpopo. 

At the time few within the nature conservation hierarchy could envisage a black rural community actually claiming ownership of such a large and significant section of prime, and completely protected, national park – and continuing to protect and nurture it. This prejudice proved unfounded. In 1998, the potentially opposing parties realised how important it was to compromise and commit to a common goal; this being the true and real involvement of people in conservation. After much discussion between the Park authorities, community agencies and the legal teams, an innovative agreement was reached. The title deed became the tribe’s, with the commercial benefits flowing to the community – but the area was still to be managed by the Park authorities as part of the Kruger National Park.

The Makuleke community had their land; they now needed a partner with whom to create a sensitive and authentic brand of ecotourism. They chose Wilderness Safaris and signed a 45-year mutually beneficial lease where the Makuleke benefit from skills transfer, job creation, training, community development projects, lodge development and a share in business revenue. In return, Wilderness Safaris, is able to operate in perhaps the most remote, pristine and diverse area in Kruger and to share this with their guests in the form of Pafuri Camp and Pafuri Walking Trails. 

The story of Pafuri Camp is inextricably bound up with that of the Makuleke people. The Camp was built by a work force employed from the Makuleke community (where there is 70% unemployment of its population of around 15 000). Currently, 95% of Camp staff are Makuleke, and only essential skills are brought in from outside the community ranks. The community still lives where it was placed in 1969, about 75km south-west of its ancestral land, but is benefiting economically. In addition to employment opportunities, it receives eight per cent of the Camp’s revenue risk-free. 

Visitors to the area can enjoy spectacular scenery, diverse vegetation, wildlife and the incredible birding - but wildlife management is not simple. Wilderness Safaris has invested significantly in the conservation and security of the area to the tune of several million rands. This has included anti-poaching patrol, guide training and, in 2005, the relocation of six white rhino to the region - where they have been extinct for over a hundred years.

Finally there is education, and Wilderness Safaris’ Children in the Wilderness programme takes place once a year for some 50 Makuleke children to experience the place in which their grandparents once lived. During the programme, the Camp is closed for five days to paying guests and the children enjoy a fun-filled yet educational curriculum where they learn about their wildlife and natural heritage as well as life skills and about subjects such as HIV/AIDS and other relevant issues.

In only 14 months of operation both concession and camp have gone from strength to strength as a three-way alliance between the private sector, in the form of Wilderness Safaris, the land owners, i.e. the Makuleke Community, and the custodians of the land, ie the Kruger National Park, has begun to bear fruit. Guest occupancies have steadily climbed as word-of-mouth has grown the popularity of the camp, and even within this short space of time the camp has hosted repeat visitors.

As the camp and partnership goes from strength to strength, it is a model which will hopefully be exported elsewhere in the Lowveld and greater Kruger region and indeed throughout the country and into Africa.
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