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D
riving near my home on Tanzania’s 

Maasai Steppe, I recently came 

across a young male lion – the 

brother of a collared lion named 

Lala – courting a lioness. Lala’s brother is 

awaiting a name from the local community 

since it appears his coalition is establishing its 

territory here.

 I see lions around our home more regularly 

now and take joy in hearing their roars 

resounding in the night. But it wasn’t always 

this way. Ten years ago, the presence and 

calls of the lions were mostly absent. Those 

were darker days; a time when our team was 

too often called to the scene of conflict to 

find a lion had been speared or poisoned in 

retaliation for attacking a family’s livestock.

 I co-founded African People & Wildlife in 

2005 because I wanted to make a meaningful 

impact on big cat conservation. Tanzania 

holds one quarter to half of the world’s 

remaining wild African lion population. 

There are an estimated 25,000 lions left in 

Africa, and they are listed as vulnerable to 

extinction by the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

Tanzania is a critical country for the 

conservation of lions as well as cheetahs 

and leopards. The decline in lion numbers 

has been attributed to conflict with humans, 

habitat loss and other threats. Cheetah and 

leopard populations have also come under 

extreme pressure.

One of our goals at African People & 

Wildlife is to protect and restore healthy 

populations of these iconic, ecologically 

important species in northern Tanzania.

 When my husband, Charles Trout, and I 

first began working in the region in 2000, 

our primary focus was on saving big cats. But 

once we started to engage with the people 

Strategic alliances with communities yield sustainable conservation initiatives
that benefit both people and wildlife.
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around us, we soon discovered we would need 

to broaden our lens. The majority of northern 

Tanzania’s rural communities live off the land 

and raise livestock as a way of life. But after 

thriving in the region for centuries, climate 

change, increased competition for natural 

resources and conflict with wildlife threaten 

their livelihoods.

 As Charles and I learned about people’s 

challenges and hopes for the future, we 

realised that including local communities in 

conservation efforts could ensure a future 

where people and wildlife mutually benefit. 

We began to search for win-win scenarios, 

struck by the inspiring notion of balance. And 

together with a Tanzanian team, we found 

ourselves developing an organic and holistic 

community-driven model for conservation.

The core challenge we originally worked 

on was helping communities keep their 

valuable livestock safe from lions and other 

large carnivores. To illustrate the magnitude 

of the problem, one community member told 

us he used to lose 25 per cent of his cattle 

in an average year. Historically, people in 

this scenario often retaliated with spears or 

poison. This type of revenge killing has been a 

major cause of declining big cat populations, 

not only in Tanzania but in many countries 

around the world. Once our team understood 

the issue from the perspective of rural 

communities, we began collaborating with 

them to find a solution.

Built from dried thorn, the corrals livestock 

owners were using to protect their herds 

were not always effective. Together we 

developed a new design using poles from 

living Commiphora trees as fence posts. The 

trees would not rot like traditional wooden 

poles, and they would help regenerate the 

landscape with new growth. The first ‘Living 

Wall’ – a circle of trees reinforced with chain-

link fencing – was built in 2008. The result 

of community ideas and input, this design 

has remained extremely effective at keeping 

livestock safe for the past 12 years. Many 

‘Living Wall’ owners tell us they are saving 

money, enjoying a reduced workload, and 

sleeping better at night. As a result, they 

express more positive opinions about living 

alongside wildlife.
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A Maasai woman 
outside of her 
family's Living Wall in 
northern Tanzania.
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A Living Wall 
conserves lions by 
protecting livestock in 
the West Kilimanjaro 
landscape. 

The core challenge we originally worked on was helping 
communities keep their valuable livestock safe from lions 
and other large carnivores. 

Acres managed by 
the Sustainable 

Rangelands 
Initiative, leading 
to healthier and 
more connected 

habitats.

Acres of shared 
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patrolled by 

community game 
scouts.
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 Our successful ‘Living Walls’ initiative 

became the catalyst for the co-creation 

of additional programmes that benefit 

both people and wildlife. For example, the 

Women’s Beekeeping Initiative provides a 

sustainable income source for rural women 

while protecting important habitats from tree 

cutting and cultivation. Launched in 2015, 

the programme empowers more than 1,260 

women across 77 groups, with additional 

groups expected to join soon. 

 Many of the beekeepers come from the 

Maasai ethnic group, a deeply patriarchal 

society in which men make most of the 

decisions. But when a Maasai woman earns 

her income, she can choose how she wants 

to spend it. As a result of the programme, 

Women’s Beekeeping Initiative members are 

now sending their children to school, paying 

for their families’ healthcare and speaking 

out about environmental conservation. As a 

woman, it is deeply meaningful for me when 

other women tell me they have a greater voice 

at home and in their communities. One of the 

women’s group leaders, Mama Helena, says 

her husband asks for her opinion on issues 

now, and she is proud to be respected more in 

the community. 

 A year after African People & Wildlife 

launched the Women’s Beekeeping Initiative, 

we co-designed another programme in 

partnership with local communities – the 

Sustainable Rangelands Initiative. Together 

with 20 partner communities, we are working 

to solve the pressing issue of land degradation 

due to overgrazing. The programme uses 

science, local knowledge, technology and 

improved collaboration to enhance traditional 

rangeland management methods. In 

community-managed grazing areas we are 

observing taller grass, fewer areas of bare 

ground and the return of important plant and 

wildlife species, including the rare gerenuk.

Number of 
endangered or 
vulnerable large 
mammals protected.

Approximate 
number of lions 
protected each year 
by Living Walls.

Communities 
partnering on 
conservation and 
development 
programming.

Students 
supported through 
secondary school 
and university 
scholarships.

Living Walls 
constructed across 
five conservation 
landscapes, bringing 
peace and prosperity 
to rural families 
while adding trees to 
the environment.

Beehives in critical 
wildlife habitats that 
have produced 11 
tons of crude honey, 
generating vital 
income for rural 
families.
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Members of the 
Women's Beekeeping 
Initiative check on 
their hives in the 
bush.
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A member of the 
Women's Beekeeping 
Initiative holds a jar 
of wildlife-friendly 
honey. 
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Throughout all our efforts, assisting

community members to collect the relevant

data for decision-making and programme

evaluation has been a key priority. Recently,

due to a partnership with Esri, an 

international supplier of geographic 

information system software, web GIS and 

geodatabase management applications we 

have been able to revolutionise the speed by 

which community members get access to their

data via ArcGIS Solutions for Protected 

Area Management (a web-based geographic 

information system). These exciting apps and 

tools put critical conservation information 

into the hands of community members 

in real-time; allowing them to collect 

and visualise data that impact their lives, 

including rainfall measurements, big cat 

sightings and changes in pasture quality as a 

result of rangeland monitoring.

At African People & Wildlife, we believe 

this type of citizen science harnesses the 

power of people and enables discoveries 

that would otherwise not be possible. When 

communities participate in conservation 

efforts on this level, they can ensure the 

success and sustainability of conservation 

programmes. Such close collaborations also 

help African People & Wildlife to maintain 

personalised relationships with other non-

profit organisations, businesses, partners, and 

government agencies.

 One successful example is our growing 

partnership with the Ngorongoro 

Conservation Area Authority (NCAA). 

The Ngorongoro Conservation Area is the 

only protected area in Tanzania where 

large wildlife populations live alongside 

rural people. Public participation is key to 

conservation efforts in this landscape. African 

People & Wildlife is happy to be supporting 

the NCAA’s efforts to engage communities 

through rangeland management and human-

wildlife conflict programming. 

 It is inspiring to witness the momentum 

of our work continue beyond Tanzania. 

In 2019, our conservation efforts began 

Trees planted to build 
Living Walls.

Rural students who have 
received conservation 
education through 
environmental camps, 
wildlife clubs, and
scholarship programs.

People positively impacted 
by Living Walls each day. Amount in U.S. dollars 

awarded in microgrants to 
women's groups

At African People & Wildlife, 
we believe this type of 
citizen science harnesses 
the power of people and 
enables discoveries that 
would otherwise not be 
possible.
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Community rangeland 
monitors measure 
a plot as part of 
the Sustainable 
Rangelands Initiative. 
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African People & 
Wildlife youth wildlife 
club members study a 
giraffe foot print. 



APRIL - JUNE 2020   | 45 

to create a shift in African conservation 

thinking with Community, Conservation and 

Collaboration: A Framework for Success, an 

essential guide to community engagement 

published by African People & Wildlife and 

the National Geographic Society. We created 

this comprehensive framework because we 

saw an opportunity to help support other 

NGOs and conservationists in Africa building 

and enhancing their community engagement 

strategies. For example, in November 2019 

we held a meeting with the leadership of 

the Tanzania National Parks Authority 

(TANAPA) to discuss the “how” of community 

engagement outlined in the framework. 

We envision the publication as an evolving, 

collaborative effort that will inspire and 

advance meaningful conservation solutions.

 Strategic alliances offer great promise for 

Tanzania’s future as a global conservation 

leader. Through our collective action, we 

are preserving the country’s critical wildlife 

populations and helping to build strong, 

resilient communities.

 How does all of this work benefit big cats? 

Evidence suggests that lion populations 

are rebounding in the Tarangire ecosystem 

– our programmatic area with the highest 

concentration of ‘Living Walls’. Over the past 

few years our team has observed an upward 

trend in big cat sightings while one of our 

partners, the Tarangire Lion Project, has 

recorded an increase in the lion population 

they are monitoring. The Tarangire Lion 

Project has also documented lion prides 

shifting to communal areas where they must 

now feel safer.

 All of these collaborative successes make 

me optimistic about the future of Tanzania’s 

people and wildlife. One of my biggest reasons 

for hope is the enthusiasm for environmental 

protection shared by our youth programme 

participants. A number of the scholars 

we support are planning future careers in 

conservation and related fields. One of the 

environmental campers recently told us the 

programme inspired him so much that he 

has decided to pursue a degree in wildlife 

management! Watching these dedicated 

young people come of age, I believe the next 

generation of big cats and their habitats will 

be in good hands.

LALY LICHTENFELD is Co-
founder and Chief Executive 
Officer, African People & Wildlife. 
A 20-year resident of Tanzania, 
she is committed to a world 
where communities and wildlife 

coexist and thrive. Laly specializes in holistic, 
landscape-level approaches to conservation and 
community development.
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A lioness rests in
a tree in northern
Tanzania. Lions are
the most sociable
member of the cat
family and can be
found living in prides
of up to 25 individuals.
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