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ABstrAct: This research assessed the local community’s participation in protected area-based tourism planning at Ma-
jete Wildlife Reserve in Malawi. The assessment was based on the participatory planning elements from the commu-
nity participation framework for protected area-based tourism planning. A qualitative research approach was applied, 
and both secondary and primary data sources were used. Content analysis was used to analyse the data. Results show 
that the reserve has a system that allows continuous local community participation in the planning process, with fi-
nancial resources committed to support the process. Local people are represented by independent community-based 
organisations and traditional leaders during the planning processes. But the local communities have limited access to 
tourism information and tourism planning experts. The reserve also lacks an appropriate decision-making structure 
that can facilitate efficient flow of management decisions to local communities. There is need to empower local people 
and regard them as partners in the tourism planning processes so that they can influence decisions.
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Introduction

The need to promote ‘the common good of 
society’ has led to advocacy of different forms 
of planning over the years. With tourism being 
an important economic development sector, 
planning is mainly initiated to ensure that eco-
nomic benefits and visitor satisfaction are en-
hanced and community integration and resource 
protection are improved (Rasoolimanesh et al. 
2017; Giampiccoli, Glassom 2021). In some cas-
es, tourism planning is initiated as a response to 
negative impacts of tourism development and to 
make destinations more attractive and compet-
itive (Hall 2008). Contributing to the economy 

is one of the priority goals for tourism develop-
ment in many developing countries. Therefore, 
when planning for tourism development, factors 
that influence tourism’s success should always 
be considered (Gunn, Var 2002; Lalicic, Onder 
2018). These factors include the following: geo-
graphical relationship to markets, attractions and 
attractiveness, resources for development and 
stakeholder involvement (Gunn, Var 2002). As 
tourism mostly depends on cultural and natural 
resources, tourism planning further emphasises 
the protection of these resources.

Stone and Nyaupane (2018) have noted that 
any planning associated with protected are-
as involves addressing overlapping goals of 
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biodiversity conservation and local community 
development. Protected area-based tourism is 
believed to be the tool which provides linkages 
between biodiversity and community develop-
ment. For sub-Saharan Africa, community-based 
tourism is promoted around protected areas as a 
win–win strategy for local development and bio-
diversity conservation (Sène-Harper, Séye 2019). 
But Okazaki (2008) and Lekaota (2016) argue that 
the community-based tourism model works ef-
fectively on the basis of local community partici-
pation and empowerment. Although there is high 
consensus on the involvement of local commu-
nities in the tourism planning and development 
process, Ashley et al. (2015) have noted that there 
is little information on how local communities can 
be engaged in decision-making. Therefore, this 
research aims to assess local community partici-
pation in protected area-based tourism planning 
at Majete Wildlife Reserve in Malawi.

Tourism planning

There have been considerable changes in tour-
ism planning over the past decades. Tosun and 
Jenkins (1998) break the evolution of tourism 
development planning into five stages: the un-
planned tourism development era, beginning of 
partly supply-oriented tourism planning period, 
entirely supply-oriented tourism planning peri-
od, market- or demand-oriented tourism devel-
opment planning period and the contemporary 
planning approach period. These stages are con-
tinuous and have evolved over time, and as such 
they are not distinctive and separate. During the 
period of unplanned tourism development, tour-
ism planning was uncommon and many destina-
tions did not understand the impacts of tourism 
development. After this period, the main con-
cern was for tourism infrastructure development 
where tourism planning was primarily about 
building hotels, restaurants and transport facili-
ties (Tosun, Jenkins 1998). This led to haphazard 
development of tourism facilities as the major 
concerns were satisfying the rapidly increasing 
tourism demand and maximising profit. During 
the market- or demand-oriented tourism plan-
ning period, the focus of planning was on attract-
ing as many tourists as possible to ensure that 
tourist facilities operated at optimal levels. The 

supply- and demand-oriented tourism planning 
stages resulted in a number of social and envi-
ronmental consequences.

The negative impacts of tourism led to the 
need to consider environmental, social and cul-
tural issues alongside economic factors during the 
tourism planning process (Tosun, Jenkins 1998; 
Nunkoo, Gursoy 2016). As a result, several con-
temporary approaches have been adopted when 
planning for the development of tourism. These 
approaches include the following: the economic, 
industry-oriented approach, the physical/spatial 
approach, the system approach, the integrated 
planning approach, the comprehensive planning 
approach, the continuous and flexible approach, 
the strategic planning approach, the sustainable 
tourism development approach and the commu-
nity participation approach (Tosun, Jenkins 1998; 
Baidal 2004; Hall 2008).

The sustainable development approach to 
tourism planning emphasises the need to con-
serve natural, cultural and other resources be-
cause maximum tourism development depends 
on these resources (Stone, Nyaupane 2018). In 
other words, the approach seeks the develop-
ment of tourism that meets the primary objective 
of sustainable development, which is to provide 
lasting and secure livelihoods with “minimal re-
source depletion, environmental degradation, 
cultural disruption and social instability” (Hall 
2008: 62). It is argued that sustainable tourism 
development greatly helps the justification and 
meeting of conservation costs for a destination 
(Stone, Nyaupane 2018). In order to avoid en-
vironmental degradation, the approach empha-
sises the need to carefully survey and analyse 
environmental elements in the determination of 
the appropriate type and location of tourism de-
velopment (Inskeep 1994; Mowforth, Munt 2009). 
The approach is also aimed at equitable distribu-
tion of benefits and costs of tourism development 
and the need to involve local communities in the 
planning and development process (Dragouni, 
Fouseki 2018).

The community participation approach in 
tourism planning traces its origin to studies done 
in the late 1970s that criticised the negative so-
ciocultural impacts of tourism development (de 
Kadt 1979). This approach highlights the need 
for wider involvement of local communities in 
tourism and emphasises the need to involve local 
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residents in tourism planning and development 
decisions in order to minimise the negative im-
pacts and maximise the positive impacts of tour-
ism development in a community (Sène-Harper, 
Séye 2019; Lalicic, Weber-Sabil 2020; Zhang et al. 
2020). As noted by Nowack et al. (2018), tourism 
development in any region should improve the 
quality of life of the local community. The ap-
proach has mainly been revitalised by the need 
to achieve social involvement in the planning 
process, as advocated in Murphy’s (1985) work, 
which provides the basic reference point.

Bramwell et al. (2017) indicate that sustainable 
tourism research needs to go beyond analysing 
the behaviours of individual actors and rather 
consider wider social relations and structures 
and institutional roles. A protected area—as 
any tourism destination—has complex stake-
holder groups with different interests (Pyke et 
al. 2018). Therefore, community participation in 
tourism planning should aim to change the bal-
ance of power among the stakeholders to benefit 
all stakeholders, including members of the local 
community (Bahaire, Elliot-White 1999; Dodds et 
al. 2018; Panichm et al. 2018). As such, tourism 
planners need to understand the allocation of 
power among the different stakeholders involved 
in tourism planning and development processes 
and accept the need to place local communities 
at the centre of tourism development (Nunkoo, 
Gursoy 2016; Moswete, Thapa 2018). Although 
community-based tourism planning process is 
highly desirable, there are a number of opera-
tional, structural and cultural limitations to the 
approach in developing countries (Tosun 1999). 
Some of the limitations to community-based 
tourism planning include apathy, inadequate fi-
nancial resources, inadequate information, low 
education levels, unfair distribution of benefits, 
lack of trained human resource, centralised pub-
lic administration, lack of coordination and hu-
man–wildlife conflicts (Tosun 2000; Marzuki et 
al. 2012; Saufi et al. 2014; Bello et al. 2017; Dodds 
et al. 2018).

Community participation in tourism takes 
different forms which include employment, en-
terprise ownership, collective or individual man-
agement of community enterprises, leasing or 
investment of resources through joint ventures 
and participation in decision-making during 
tourism planning (Ashley, Roe 1998; Strydom et 

al. 2018; Mandić 2020). The focus of most stud-
ies in the sub-Saharan African region has mainly 
been on the performance of community-based 
initiatives and the impacts or prospects of pro-
tected area-based tourism (Mahony, Van Zyl 
2002; Mbaiwa 2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c; Novelli 
et al. 2006; Spenceley, Goodwin 2007; Stone, 
Stone 2011; Snyman 2012). Although the partic-
ipation of local communities in decision-making 
during the tourism planning processes leads to 
higher legitimacy of tourism policies and plans 
(Dragouni, Fouseki 2018) and facilitates the de-
velopment of more socially acceptable tourism 
with more benefits to local communities (Hall 
2008), most of the studies do not focus on the 
planning aspects. Therefore, this paper assesses 
the nature of community participation in tourism 
planning associated with protected areas.

Community participation framework for 
protected area-based tourism planning

The community participation framework for 
protected area-based tourism planning by Bello et 
al. (2016) has seven major participatory planning 
elements, namely timing of involvement, resource 
accessibility, representativeness, independence, 
influence and power, transparency, and the de-
cision-making structure. The participatory tour-
ism planning approach in this framework aims 
to achieve local community empowerment, sus-
tainable protected area tourism development and 
biodiversity conservation, as shown in Figure 1.

Bello et al. (2016) argue that the timing of in-
volvement of local people is critical in any par-
ticipatory development process. local communi-
ties should be involved early enough during the 
planning process (Gray 1989; Bramwell, Sharman 
1999; Nkemngu 2014). Furthermore, participants 
should have access to financial, informational, 
human and material resources to facilitate their 
effective participation in the planning process 
(Paul 1987; Pearce 1991; Rowe, Frewer 2000; 
Tosun 2000; Hall 2008). In the context of partici-
patory tourism planning, Bello et al. (2016) indi-
cate that local communities need to be represent-
ed by legitimate individuals who are identified 
by the local people. The other planning element 
in the framework is the independence of the lo-
cal community representatives. As argued by 
Rowe and Frewer (2000: 13), the representatives 
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“should be independent of any affiliation to the 
sponsoring body”.

The framework further advances the need 
for local people to gain influence over aspects of 
the tourism planning process. This is achieved 
when the local communities are empowered 
and regarded as partners in the process. Power 
arrangements are critical in the analysis of the 
political dimensions of tourism issues at commu-
nity level (Nunkoo, Gursoy 2016). The tourism 
planning process is also expected to be transpar-
ent enough to ensure that the local people that 
surround the protected areas see how the process 
is progressing and how decisions are being made. 
Such transparency would reduce any possible 
suspicions about the motives of the planning au-
thorities or other stakeholders (Bello et al. 2016). 
lastly, to facilitate effective local community par-
ticipation in the planning processes, appropriate 
mechanisms in structuring the decision-making 
process should be applied (Rowe, Frewer 2000). 
As such, Bello et al. (2016) recommend that the 
planning authorities should be open regarding 
the underlying reasons behind the decisions 
made during the planning process.

Research context – protected area tourism 
planning process in Malawi

Any protected area needs a management plan 
that outlines how it should be protected, used, 

developed and managed (Eagles et al. 2002; 
Dudley, Stolton 2018). The protected area man-
agement plan addresses a number of issues per-
taining to the desired state of the protected area. 
In Malawi, protected area-based tourism is main-
ly planned within the framework of the protected 
area general management plan. Comprehensive 
planning for protected areas in Malawi started 
in the early 1980s, with the preparation of the 
Principal Master Plan for National Parks and 
Wildlife Management in 1983 (Clarke 1983a). 
Other protected area master plans for the south-
ern, central and northern regions, with sections 
for specific national parks and wildlife reserves, 
were also drawn up in 1983 (Clarke 1983b). These 
protected area master plans have formed the ba-
sis for specific protected area management plans 
that have been developed over time.

Fig. 1. Community participation framework for protected area-based tourism planning. 
Source: Bello et al. (2016).
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Table 1. Protected areas in Malawi (wildlife reserves 
and national parks).

Name of protected area Size (km2)
Majete Wildlife Reserve 704
Mwabvi Wildlife Reserve 135
Nkhotakota Wildlife Reserve 1,800
Vwaza Marsh Wildlife Reserve 1,000
Kasungu National Park 2,100
lengwe National Park 900
Nyika National Park 3,200
liwonde National Park 548
lake Malawi National Park 94

Source: Department of National Parks and Wildlife.



 COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN TOURISM PLANNING AT MAJETE WILDLIFE RESERVE, MALAWI 89

The other protected area tourism planning 
is done within the national tourism planning 
framework, and this is a more site-specific plan-
ning with tourism developments of national 
interest proposed at a particular site within 
a protected area (Malawi Government 2001, 
2005; Department of Tourism 2006). Malawi has 
four wildlife reserves, namely Majete, Mwabvi, 
Nkhotakota and Vwaza Marsh, and five na-
tional parks, namely Kasungu, lengwe, Nyika, 
Liwonde and Lake Malawi (Table 1 and Fig. 2).

Majete Wildlife Reserve

Majete Wildlife Reserve is located in the 
southern region of Malawi (Fig. 2). Part of the 
reserve, i.e., the area around Majete Hill, was 
first proclaimed a ‘non-hunting controlled area’ 
in 1951 (Hayes 1972). The reserve, covering an 
area of 520 km2, was proclaimed as a protected 

area in 1955 and was extended by 184 km2 in 1969 
to include some dry-season water sources, such 
as the Shire River, for wildlife (Department of 
National Parks and Wildlife [DNPW] 2000). The 
reserve was then declared in its present state by 
the Proclamation of Alteration of Boundaries in 
1976. The reserve now covers an area of 704 km2 
(DNPW 2000). The major part of the reserve lies 
within the Chikwawa District (about 90%), while 
the extreme northern section lies within the 
Mwanza District (DNPW 2000). The reserve also 
borders the Neno and Blantyre districts.

Majete Wildlife Reserve is under the manage-
ment of the conservation organisation African 
Parks. The reserve is government-owned and was 
under the management of the DNPW until 2003, 
when African Parks was given a 25-year full man-
agement responsibility. The reserve is the first in 
Malawi to be managed under the Public–Private 
Partnership model. Though African Parks is a 
not-for-profit organisation, the management of 
Majete is based on a business model with a focus 
on making the reserve self-sufficient in its oper-
ations. In this regard, the General Management 
Plan for the reserve is a business plan that re-
flects the model of protected area management 
for African Parks.

With regard to literacy levels, for the popula-
tion aged ≥15 years, the literacy rate in Malawi 
was 75.5% in 2020 (National Statistical Office 
[NSO] 2020). In the case of the Chikwawa District, 
from where the local community participants for 
this study were selected, the literacy levels are 
below the national rate, at 66.9% (NSO 2020). The 
lower literacy levels in the case study district ren-
der the uptake of new initiatives, such as tourism 
development, among local communities difficult. 
The low understanding of the tourism industry 
and higher incidence of poverty lead to apathy 
among the local people in terms of involvement 
in most planning processes as most of the local 
people are preoccupied with activities related to 
their basic survival (Stone, Stone 2011).

The focus of this research is on the reserves’ 
2013–2017 business plan. This plan served as a 
working document for the management and de-
velopment of the reserve during the five-year pe-
riod. The five-year plan formed the basis for the 
reserves’ annual business plans, which were for-
mulated and rolled out each year to reflect var-
ious changes in the management of the reserve. 

Fig. 2. Malawi’s Protected Areas, according to the 
National Parks and Wildlife Act.

Source: Department of National Parks and Wildlife.



90 FElIx G. BEllO

These plans were produced by the management 
team of the reserve after involving various stake-
holders to varied degrees. In acknowledging the 
need to make tourism the hub for economic activ-
ities, African Parks develops a separate tourism 
development strategy/plan for the reserve from 
the business plan for the reserve.

African Parks has developed a constituency 
for conservation and cultivated a working rela-
tionship with various stakeholders, including 
tour operators, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), local district assemblies, DNPW and 
local communities through community-based 
organisations (African Parks 2013b). The agen-
cy interfaces with local communities through 
community-based organisations (CBOs), the 
Majete Wildlife Reserve Association (MWRA) 
and traditional leaders. A CBO is a village-level 
committee responsible for coordinating natural 
resource management and developmental ac-
tivities on behalf of the villages under a Group 
Village Headman. The MWRA is a grouping of 
chairpersons of the 19 CBOs that surround the 
reserve. Traditional authorities surrounding the 
reserve, representatives from interested NGOs 
and government departments from Chikwawa, 
Mwanza, Blantyre and Neno district councils 
are co-opted members of the MWRA (MWRA 
minutes 2007). There is also a Joint liaison 
Committee (JlC), which is composed of key 
stakeholders representing relevant government 
institutions, traditional authorities, NGOs, CBO 
representatives and African Parks (JlC minutes 
2005).

African Parks conducts monthly meetings 
with CBOs, quarterly meetings with the MWRA 
and the JlC and annual general stakeholders’ 
meetings. At the CBO and MWRA levels, African 
Parks is mostly represented by junior officers, 
while very senior officers represent the agency at 
all the JLC meetings (MRWA minutes 2011–2012, 
JLC minutes 2011–2012). Various stakeholders 
are mainly asked to provide their input on tour-
ism development and other management issues 
through these meetings. African Parks also car-
ries out socioeconomic surveys in communities 
around the reserve in order to profile local peo-
ple’s livelihood. The information from such sur-
veys assists African Parks in documenting the 
challenges being faced by the local communities, 
and the same data is used to support community 

development project proposals that are submit-
ted to various donors by African Parks on behalf 
of the local communities.

Methodology

A qualitative approach was applied for this 
study. Qualitative research provides “a detailed 
account of what goes on in the setting being in-
vestigated” (Bryman, Bell 2007: 418). In-depth 
semi-structured interviews were used as they are 
non-directive and provide a better understand-
ing of opinions, values, attitudes, feelings and 
the things that people have in common (Arskey, 
Knight 1999; Chisnall 2005). The 36 participants 
for this research were recruited through a purpo-
sive sampling approach. Purposive sampling was 
used to facilitate the selection of information-rich 
participants with respect to the aim of the study. 
The participants were drawn from among the 
local people surrounding the reserve, African 
Parks, DNPW, Department of Tourism, NGOs 
and tourism operators, as outlined in Table 2. 
Only senior officers from African Parks, DNPW, 
Department of Tourism, NGOs and managers of 
tourism operators were selected. The local com-
munity participants were sampled from three 
CBOs, and only those who had lived in the area 
for at least 10 years and had done primary school 
education, as well as CBO leaders, were selected. 
Accessibility and distance from tourist facilities 
were the major factors used in the selection of 
the three CBOs (namely Bwemba, Kandeu and 
Mthumba). The Bwemba CBO is along the tour-
ist route and near the reserve’s entrance, hence 
the closest to tourist facilities in the reserve. The 
Kandeu and Mthumba CBOs are easily accessible 

Table 2. Profile of study participants.

Stakeholder group Male Female Number of 
participants

local communities 11 5 16
African Parks 2 1 3
DNPW 3 0 3
Department of Tourism 4 0 4
Tourism operators 5 1 6
NGOs 4 0 4
Total 29 7 36

DNPW – Department of National Parks and Wildlife; 
NGO – non-governmental organisation.
Source: author’s field data.
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communities, but on the blind side of any tourist 
activity associated with the reserve.

The total number of participants was guid-
ed by the attainment of theoretical saturation 
(Patton 2002). In this regard, data collection 
was stopped when no new categories or themes 
emerged from the interviews, signalling that 
data collection was complete. All the interviews 
were digitally recorded after getting consent 
from the interviewees, and the researcher did 
all the interviews face to face. A semi-structured 
interview guide was used for each stakeholder 
group, and some of the questions included the 
following:
 – Is your local community involved in tourism 

planning associated with the protected area? 
How? Why or why not?

 – What participation methods are used?
 – What are the benefits of your community’s 

participation?
 – How does your community interact with oth-

er stakeholders involved in tourism planning?
 – What is the role of your organisation in tour-

ism planning?
 – What are the barriers for local community 

participation in tourism planning?
The paper has also made use of data collect-

ed from secondary sources (both published and 
unpublished), which include policy documents 
on wildlife and tourism in Malawi, African 
Parks’ annual reports and minutes of stakehold-
er meetings.

Content analysis was used to analyse the qual-
itative data from the interviews and documents. 
The six steps of data analysis and interpretation, 
as proposed by Creswell (2009), were followed 
in this study to analyse the data, and these steps 
are as follows: organising and preparing data for 
analysis, reading through all the data, coding, 
description, representation and interpretation. 
All the interviews were transcribed verbatim to 
ensure that a detailed record of all the interviews 
was captured. The data was then coded. The 
codes used were predetermined topics or themes 
that address a larger theoretical perspective in 
the research. During the coding process, similar-
ities, consistencies and possible interpretations 
were also noted. The themes have been present-
ed in narrative passages to convey the findings of 
the study.

Results and discussion

The discussion is organised based on the 
seven participatory planning elements from the 
community participation framework for protect-
ed area-based tourism planning, proposed by 
Bello et al. (2016).

Representativeness

The local communities around the reserve 
were represented in the planning processes by 
CBO leaders and traditional chiefs. In order to 
avoid traditional chiefs’ domination of the local 
community representation in the planning pro-
cesses, they were not allowed to be part of an 
executive committee for a CBO. As explained by 
a participant from an NGO—the Coordinating 
Unit for the Rehabilitation of the Environment 
(CURE):

…the use of community organisations has been tried 
in development projects and you will find that most of 
them included the chief. But whenever the chief is active 
in these communities, there are always problems which 
arise. Firstly, he is the owner of the land and so when it 
comes to things of sharing benefits, he will share with 
his peers, children and so on…so, to circumvent that, 
normally we involve them but not as an active member. 
So, you can have a chair from the rest of the village with 
up to 10 committee members and then you say, okay 
fine, and then our Village Headman or Group Village 
Headman becomes our advisor [Mwimba].

The CBO system has been endorsed by the 
local people and ensures that traditional chiefs 
do not interfere in the daily operations of the 
organisations that are established to represent 
local people in the planning processes. The com-
munity organisation eliminates the challenge of 
traditional chiefs’ domination in tourism devel-
opment activities faced by local communities in 
developing countries. In order to avoid antago-
nism between the traditional power structures 
and the CBO structures, representatives of tradi-
tional chiefs are members of the JLC at Majete. As 
noted by Novelli and Scarth (2007), and Chiutsi 
and Saarinen (2019), such community organ-
isations are more inclusive and are expected to 
facilitate transparent and effective participation 
while removing the mistrust some local people 
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have towards being represented only by tradi-
tional chiefs in the planning process.

In addition to having direct interaction with 
African Parks’ education and extension officers 
in their respective villages, local communities 
are represented by CBO representatives at the 
MWRA and JlC meetings where tourism devel-
opment issues are also discussed (MWRA min-
utes 2011–2012, JLC minutes 2007–2012). At the 
JlC meetings, the CBO representatives are also 
joined by traditional chiefs. There is a fair rep-
resentation of the local communities, and this 
ensures that local people are accorded with the 
opportunity to contribute to the planning process 
and defend their interests. The tourism planning 
process needs to be representative of all affected 
interests (Dolds et al. 2018; Panichm et al. 2018; 
Strydom et al. 2018). As indicated by 96% of the 
respondents (n = 36) from the local communi-
ties, DNPW, African Parks and NGOs, the local 
people are happy with their representation in 
the planning processes. Only a few respondents 
were not content as they felt that some represent-
atives were not committed to their roles as they 
were frequently absent from meetings.

Timing of involvement

It emerged from the study that the initial stages 
of the tourism planning process are initiated and 
designed by the management agency (African 
Parks 2013b). Furthermore, there is continuous 
engagement of local communities throughout 
the year discussing the progress being made by 
African Parks, and such engagement informs the 
annual business plan for the reserve. It was ex-
plained by one of the CBO leaders.

…as a CBO we carry out several activities in-
cluding community meetings in our villages. We 
conduct such activities on our own and together with 
African Parks staff. We report issues from our CBO at 
Association meetings and issues which are not resolved 
are then taken to Joint Liaison Committee meetings. We 
do this throughout the year. Some of the issues being 
implemented come from these discussions which are 
on-going throughout the year [Malizani].

In any development planning process, local 
people should be involved as early as possible 
or as soon as practical in the process (Gray 1989; 

Bramwell, Sharman 1999; Rowe, Frewer 2000). 
The reserve has a planning system that allows 
continuous local community participation, there-
by allowing timely involvement of local people 
in the processes that lead to the development of 
annual business plans for the reserve. It is neces-
sary to subject any underlying assumptions and 
the agenda setting for tourism development in 
protected areas to public debate. Local commu-
nities need to have a fair understanding of the 
structure of the tourism industry, as well as its 
benefits and costs, before they can meaningful-
ly participate in the planning process (Simmons 
1994; Lekaota 2016; Chiutsi, Saarinen 2019). It 
is therefore vital for all key stakeholders in any 
planning process to be involved early enough 
since “failure to include them in the design stage 
only invites technical or political difficulties dur-
ing implementation” (Gray 1989: 65).

Independence

The establishment of the CBOs was facilitated 
by the management agency. Though this is the 
case, the selection of representatives from these 
community structures is solely the responsibility 
of the local people. Furthermore, African Parks 
has no control over the appointment of tradition-
al chiefs who are chosen per chieftaincy customs 
for a particular tribe. These traditional chiefs 
are—at some point—invited to participate in the 
planning processes. As explained by one CBO 
leader:

…we manage our CBOs on our own though we get 
some support from African Parks. Executive Committee 
members are elected by the people themselves. People 
choose those they feel will represent them well. At the 
association and the Joint Liaison Committee, it is the 
same; leaders are elected by local people [Malizani].

Haywood (1988), and Novelli and Scarth 
(2007) argue that local communities should be 
allowed to select their own representatives to 
participate in the tourism planning process. CBO 
leaders representing local communities in the 
tourism planning processes are elected by local 
people from the surrounding villages. During 
JlC meetings, local senior chiefs or Traditional 
Authorities (TAs) are also invited to take part. The 
identification of local community representatives 
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to be involved in the tourism planning process 
is independent of any affiliation to the protected 
area management agency. But it was noted that 
African Parks still takes a leading role in coordi-
nating the activities of the organisations and—at 
times—in providing financial support or assist-
ing in the identification of potential sponsors for 
community projects (African Parks 2013a, 2013b). 
It was acknowledged by all participants from the 
management agency that the community organ-
isations carry out most of their activities inde-
pendently (mainly conservation-related activi-
ties) and only report to the agency on what they 
have been doing in their respective communities.

Influence and power

The study has revealed that local communi-
ties have very low understanding of tourism-re-
lated issues. As a result, their contributions dur-
ing the planning processes are skewed towards 
the needs of the management agency. It was ex-
plained by a participant from the NGO Wildlife 
and Environment Society of Malawi (WESM).

The local people have very little understanding 
of tourism. In our programmes we have engaged the 
local communities surrounding Majete. These people 
would want to benefit from the parks but due to high 
poverty levels in these communities people accept to 
be engaged in any tourism-related income generating 
activity which has a sponsor. There are IGAs [Income 
Generating Activities] which are not doing well and 
we have come to an understanding that given a choice 
these people couldn’t have started those IGAs. It looks 
like the local people have very limited choices if any at 
all [Msonda].

The protected area management agency initi-
ates the planning process and is responsible for 
the plan’s implementation (African Parks 2013b). 
As a result, during the planning processes, the 
local communities are influenced to opt for rec-
ommendations that the management agency 
puts forward and that they will be in a position 
to implement. As explained by one tour operator, 
the focus of local communities in tourism devel-
opment is mainly on the sharing of benefits such 
that the local people are mostly enticed to opt for 
protected area- or tourism-related income-gen-
erating activities which other stakeholders have 

promised to support. Due to limited capacity, the 
local communities have mainly been recipients 
in the whole process, as indicated by one CBO 
leader:

…you know I have to be honest; we lack the capacity 
as a community to be fully engaged in tourism or any 
income generating activities which we feel can benefit 
us more. We talk about such activities but at the end of 
the day we say yes to what we are told will get support 
from either some of these NGOs or the tour operators 
or government. That’s how things are here [Mofolo].

It was further explained by all participants 
from African Parks that, at Majete, they have had 
requests from the local communities for them to 
be engaged in tour guiding but this is failing to 
materialise as the communities lack the capaci-
ty. Though getting involved in tour guiding has 
been the wish of the local people, by the time of 
this research, no stakeholder had so far offered to 
initiate the process of training the local people in 
tour guiding. As recommended by Wells (1996), 
Choguill (1996), Novelli and Gebhardt (2007), 
Spenceley and Goodwin (2007), and Aslam and 
Bin Awang (2017), there is need for some exter-
nal support from other stakeholders to build ca-
pacity of the local people to ensure their effective 
participation in tourism.

The reserve’s annual business plans have a 
budget, and only developments or activities that 
African Parks has finances for—or would be in a 
position to secure funding for—are included in 
these plans (African Parks 2013a, 2013b). In this 
regard, the protected area management agency 
has an upper hand in influencing local people 
during tourism planning due to the control that 
the former has on finances and the better under-
standing of tourism development issues. As in-
dicated by Botes and Van Rensburg (2000), and 
Chiutsi and Saarinen (2017), when involving lo-
cal communities in development-related process-
es, professionals mostly disempower local people 
by telling them what to do. In most cases, local 
communities are not given the opportunity to 
choose options freely but are given preconceived 
proposals, and consultations only take place to 
legitimise the decisions of agencies initiating or 
sponsoring the process (Hawkins 1993; Garlick 
1999; Botes, Rensburg 2000; Rowe, Frewer 2000; 
Dube 2018). As such, the local communities 
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around the reserve are mostly not consulted with 
the intent of getting their recommendations but 
just to show that there was some public involve-
ment in the processes.

Transparency

The local communities indicate that there is 
no transparency with regard to most manage-
ment decisions, including issues of tourism de-
velopment associated with the protected areas. A 
CBO leader explains as follows:

…African Parks is doing a very good job here but 
the flow of information to us is at most times erratic. 
There is some secrecy on how some issues are being 
handled. We wished some lodges were developed in oth-
er parts of the reserve and not just around one area, 
near African Parks Headquarters for more villages to 
benefit. You see we first had Thawale Lodge then the 
campsite now another lodge, Mkulumadzi has also 
been developed around the same area. Why this is be-
ing done, nobody is explaining that to us. This is mak-
ing our friends around that area benefit more than us 
[Malizani].

In any community-based tourism planning 
process, it is essential for the participation pro-
cess to be transparent to ensure that local com-
munities are aware of what is going on and 
how decisions are being made (McCool 2009; 
Grybovych, Hafermann 2010; Nkemngu 2014). 
Transparency builds good relationships and mu-
tual respect among stakeholders because such 
local communities need to be consulted and up-
dated frequently on the progress of the tourism 
planning process (McCool 2009). From the inter-
views with local people around the reserve, it was 
noted that the local communities are not aware 
of the planned number of tourism establishments 
within the reserve and lack information on how 
tourism concessions are managed. In most cases, 
local people just notice things being done, not 
knowing how and when decisions were made. 
Seventy-five percent of the local community re-
spondents (12 out of 16) appreciate the role of 
tourism and favour more tourism developments. 
The other local community respondents indicat-
ed that the management agency had not provid-
ed any reason to them on why there are limited 
tourism establishments within the reserve.

It further emerged that local communities ex-
pect that the protected area management agency 
would be releasing information on most aspects 
about management of the reserve, including 
tourism development, park finances and how 
decisions are made. The lack of transparency 
is forcing the local people to feel that resourc-
es from donors meant for community tourism 
development or other community projects are 
being used for other activities. Though the lo-
cal leadership is aware that the audit reports 
for African Parks are public documents and 
available to the public, the audit reports are in 
English and too technical for most local people 
to understand (JlC minutes 2012; African Parks 
2013a). As noted by Tosun (2000) and Marzuki 
et al. (2012), inadequate or incomprehensible in-
formation and low education levels among the 
local people can hinder local communities’ effec-
tive participation in tourism planning processes. 
It should be noted that not all information per-
taining to protected area management, such as 
law enforcement, can be released to the public. 
But when there is that need to withhold infor-
mation for sensitivity, security or other reasons, 
local communities need to be informed of the na-
ture of the information being withheld and the 
reasons (Rowe, Frewer 2000).

Resource accessibility

African Parks commits financial resources 
for the development of the reserve’s business 
plan (African Parks 2013a). Any planning pro-
cess needs real commitment from the sponsor by 
ensuring that appropriate finances are available 
throughout the process (Rowe, Frewer 2000). As 
explained by participants from African Parks, 
their agency organises and finances all JLC meet-
ings and annual stakeholder meetings.

The study has also revealed that local com-
munities around the reserve do not have access 
to tourism experts during the planning process. 
It has emerged that African Parks does not have 
trained tourism planning experts at Majete and 
mainly relies on conservation education and ex-
tension officers when engaging local people in 
their respective villages during the tourism plan-
ning process. These conservation education and 
extension officers mainly focus on environmental 
education and very little is done to educate local 
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communities on their roles in tourism planning 
and development associated with the reserve. 
Some work on building local communities’ ca-
pacity in tourism is done by a few NGOs, which—
at times—run programmes to train local people 
on the available tourism opportunities that can 
be exploited by the local communities. But the 
challenge is that there are few NGOs working on 
wildlife management and tourism, as indicated 
by a participant from CURE:

…as NGOs we are very minimal working in that 
area [protected area-based tourism] and we need to im-
prove in terms of awareness, institution should start 
doing that (…). So, most environmental NGOs will be 
talking more on agroforestry, food security, but those 
who are working in the wildlife sector are very few 
[Chidothi].

The limited access to tourism information 
has made local communities less informed on 
tourism issues, thereby negatively affecting their 
effective participation in the tourism planning 
process. As argued by Jamal and Stronza (2009: 
171), “…an informed public is a valuable ally 
for protected area administrators with respect 
to gathering support for policy, appreciating 
the purpose and mandate of the protected area 
as visitors, and assuming stewardship roles”. 
Murphy (1994), Nkemngu (2014) and Chami 
(2018) also argue that for a tourist destination 
to achieve the goal of sustainable development, 
there is need for cooperation among various 
groups such as NGOs, industry actors and the 
government. The lack of NGOs working in the 
tourism sector in Malawi to provide some civ-
ic education on tourism issues resonates with 
Dieke’s (2007) observation that in most sub-Sa-
haran African countries, there are few NGOs 
working in the tourism sector.

Collaborative outcomes in any planning pro-
cess depend on mutual understanding and ac-
cess to information regarding the issues under 
discussion (Gray 1989). Local communities need 
to have summaries of pertinent facts about tour-
ism presented to them in the simplest way possi-
ble, bearing in mind their literacy levels. Of the 
local community respondents, 88% (14 out of 16) 
explained that most of the visual and audio ed-
ucational material presented to the surrounding 
communities mainly focuses on environmental 

conservation. Though the main purpose of the 
designation of the protected areas is conserva-
tion, the management agency acknowledged the 
need for local communities to benefit from the 
reserve through tourism. In this regard, tourism 
development becomes critical in the management 
agency’s efforts to create a supportive constitu-
ency for conservation as tourism is one of the eco-
nomic activities allowed in the reserve to provide 
benefits to the surrounding local communities.

The other resource that has critically affected 
local communities’ participation in the tourism 
planning process is time. It was explained by a 
villager from Majete that:

…most of the people around here are not consistent 
in attending to protected area management activities 
due to lack of time. People prioritise attending to their 
household activities such as farming [Useni].

Most of the local people are preoccupied with 
subsistence farming and other activities, which 
they perceive would bring food for their families. 
local people need to have enough income to at-
tend to such planning activities without harming 
their ability to provide for their families (Rowe, 
Frewer 2000; Tosun 2000; Irvin, Stansbury 2004; 
Hall 2008). Thus, the inconsistent attendance at 
tourism planning meetings puts local communi-
ties at a disadvantage as they miss out informa-
tion needed for effective decision-making. As a 
result, other stakeholders—mostly tour opera-
tors, who consistently attend planning activities 
and are already well informed about the benefits 
of tourism, and the management agency—have 
an advantage in terms of influencing the deci-
sion-making process to their benefit.

Decision-making structure

The study revealed that African Parks is re-
sponsible for making final decisions on all tour-
ism planning issues. All the stakeholders are 
aware that the management agency has powers 
to make final decisions on all issues on tourism 
development. Other stakeholders are engaged in 
the planning process, where recommendations 
pertaining to some aspects of tourism develop-
ment are made. The Nominal Group Technique 
is mainly used at Majete during the planning 
processes in order to enhance stakeholder 
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participation. The process assists stakeholders to 
reach a consensus on various contentious issues 
when making recommendations.

The participation of local communities in tour-
ism development processes can maximise the so-
cioeconomic benefits of tourism for the communi-
ties if the local people are significantly involved in 
the decision-making processes (Scheyvens 1999; 
Sène-Harper, Séye 2019). African Parks claims to 
be focusing on creating opportunities for the local 
communities to participate in decision-making 
during the tourism planning process and in the 
sharing of benefits. In its efforts to develop sup-
portive local communities, African Parks allows 
the local people—through their CBO represent-
atives—to make decisions on how benefits are 
shared. It is only in the sharing of tourism ben-
efits that local communities have decision-mak-
ing powers through the MWRA, but with some 
oversight being provided by the management 
agency. It was explained by all the participants 
from African Parks that the agency provides the 
oversight to ensure accountability and transpar-
ency in the handling of finances mainly from the 
community campsite, which is the major source 
of tourism income for the local communities.

During quarterly JLC meetings, African Parks 
presents progress reports which are subject to 
discussion. It is in this forum that the local com-
munities make strides in their participation in 
the decision-making process because most of 
the unresolved issues between the MWRA and 
the management agency are discussed at this fo-
rum (JLC minutes 2012–2013). One CBO leader 
explained that the challenge being faced by local 
community representatives is that JlC meetings 
are short and issues affecting local people are not 
given much time during the discussions.

The local communities understand that not all 
their issues on tourism development can be im-
plemented, but their need is to have an improved 
flow of information regarding the rationale on 
which African Parks bases its final decisions re-
garding tourism development. It was argued by 
a CBO representative that

…things would be much better if the bosses of 
African Parks, not the extension officers can be coming 
to our local villages to explain some of the issues as they 
do at JLC meetings. This will assist in clearing some 
misunderstandings and misconceptions in our villages 

thinking that African Parks has solutions to all our 
problems. At times, we as leaders are not believed when 
we convey some of the decisions [Chiwanda].

The interface between African Parks and local 
communities at village level is facilitated by CBOs 
as well as the education and extension officers 
from African Parks. It is at these village commu-
nity meetings that all interested villagers have the 
opportunity to interact with management agency 
representatives. Unfortunately, these community 
meetings are mostly attended by junior officers 
who do not have immediate solutions and an-
swers to issues raised by local people. Most of 
the outstanding issues are further discussed at 
the MWRA or JLC meetings held quarterly, and 
the resolutions are mainly reported back to the 
communities by CBO representatives. But local 
community participants recommended that the 
senior management of African Parks should be 
directly engaging people at village level.

Conclusion

This study used the community participation 
framework for protected area-based tourism 
(Bello et al. 2016) to assess the tourism planning 
process at Majete Wildlife Reserve. Using the 
community participation framework, the paper 
has highlighted the need for local communities’ 
representation, good timing of involvement and 
independence of local communities during the 
planning process. It further looked at the trans-
parency, resource availability and the structure 
of decision-making during the planning process.

In tourism planning, local communities 
should be involved as early as possible and pref-
erably from the preparatory stages, through plan 
development and implementation, up to mon-
itoring and evaluation. As noted in this study, 
African Parks has a system that allows continu-
ous local community participation in the activi-
ties that lead to the development of the reserve’s 
annual business plans.

The protected area management agency at 
Majete commits financial resources for the tour-
ism planning process. In addition to the financial 
resources, local communities need to have contin-
ued access to informational, human and material 
resources, to facilitate their effective participation 
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in the planning process. This study has revealed 
that access to financial, human, informational 
and material resources is a major element in fa-
cilitating effective local community participation 
in tourism planning associated with protected ar-
eas. It has been noted in this study that local com-
munities’ limited access to tourism information 
and tourism planning experts is restricting their 
effective participation in the tourism planning 
process. Collaborative outcomes in any planning 
process depend on mutual understanding and 
access to information regarding the issues under 
discussion (Gray 1989). Therefore, it is essential 
for various stakeholders to facilitate access to re-
sources for local communities during the tourism 
planning process.

African Parks has facilitated the establishment 
of community organisations in their catchment 
area to facilitate the interface between the local 
people and all the other stakeholders during the 
tourism planning process. In addition to using 
legitimate local CBOs in the tourism planning 
process, the local community participants need 
to fairly represent their respective communities 
(Bramwell, Sharman 1999). This study shows that 
local communities value their representation in 
the tourism planning process through the CBOs. 
The local community representatives from these 
CBOs represent the communities, together with 
local traditional leaders.

local community representatives in any tour-
ism planning process are also expected to be inde-
pendent of any affiliation to any stakeholder in-
volved in the planning process or with interest in 
any related tourism development (Rowe, Frewer 
2000). In this study, local communities elect their 
own representatives through the CBOs. Further 
to this, the traditional leaders who participate in 
the tourism planning process by representing the 
local people are enthroned through a traditional 
process, which no other stakeholder can influ-
ence. Though there is a need for local commu-
nity representatives to be independent of other 
stakeholder groups, the local communities still 
need external support to develop their capacity 
to understand tourism issues. This can help en-
sure their effective participation in the tourism 
planning process.

As noted by Bahaire and Elliot-White (1999), 
and Chiutsi and Saarinen (2017), the issue of 
power relations and external influence has 

mainly been underemphasised in local commu-
nity participation in tourism. Empirical evidence 
from this study shows that local communities 
need to be regarded as partners in the tourism 
planning process. This ensures that they are not 
influenced to behave or act or take positions on 
an issue that is not in their own immediate inter-
est. In any tourism planning process, local com-
munities need to be empowered for them to have 
influence and control over issues and initiatives 
that have an impact on their livelihood. local 
community empowerment during the planning 
process is mainly achieved by ensuring that local 
people have access to resources. As noted in this 
study, local communities would like to have their 
capacities in tourism developed so that they can 
effectively influence the decision-making process 
rather than just rubber-stamping preconceived 
proposals.

In any tourism planning process, transparency 
among stakeholders on issues about tourism de-
velopment reduces any possible suspicions about 
the motives of the planning authority or other 
stakeholders. Deliberations among stakeholders 
during the planning process should be conduct-
ed in an open manner. local communities need to 
be aware of what is going on and how decisions 
are being made during the tourism planning pro-
cess. As noted in this study, local communities 
prefer to have a well-structured decision-making 
process that would facilitate better flow of infor-
mation about any tourism planning and develop-
ment decisions that may have a direct impact on 
their livelihood.

local community participants argued that the 
protected area management agency’s transpa- 
rency, together with a proper flow of tourism 
information, can facilitate their effective partic-
ipation in the tourism planning process. local 
communities in and around protected areas need 
to be updated with information on most of the 
aspects of protected area management, including 
tourism development, protected area finances 
and reasons underlying some management de-
cisions. As noted by Tosun (2000) and Marzuki 
et al. (2012), inadequate or incomprehensible 
tourism information can hinder effective local 
community participation in the tourism planning 
process.

The use of appropriate mechanisms in struc-
turing the decision-making process is another 
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major participatory planning element that facili-
tates the effective participation of local communi-
ties in tourism planning. This element is directly 
related to transparency as it involves setting up a 
planning system that is transparent and supports 
the flow of information to all stakeholders dur-
ing the planning process. It has been noted in this 
study that although the responsibility to make 
final tourism planning decisions is the responsi-
bility of the protected area management agency, 
the local communities’ major concern has only 
been the lack of a system that allows them to get 
information regarding the underlying reasons for 
the decisions that have been made. Although the 
local communities would be happy to be directly 
involved in the decision-making process, a trans-
parent decision-making structure can facilitate 
effective participation of local communities in 
tourism planning associated with the reserve.
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