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Abstract: Protected areas increasingly depend on tourism to support biodiversity conservation and local development; however, 

conflicts over governance, resource access, and benefit-sharing continue to challenge sustainability outcomes. The Makuleke 

Contractual National Park (MCNP) in South Africa, established through a landmark land restitution agreement, provides a 

valuable context for examining the relationship between co-management and tourism-resource conflict. This study aimed to 

investigate how co-management arrangements shape governance processes, access to tourism benefits, and sustainability 

outcomes within MCNP. A qualitative case study approach was employed, drawing on 23 semi-structured interviews conducted 

between January and March 2025 with community members, traditional leaders, South African National Parks officials, 

Communal Property Association representatives, and tourism stakeholders. Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke's six-

phase thematic analysis framework. Three key themes emerged: governance and participation, unequal benefit-sharing, and 

sustainability implications. Findings indicate that although the Makuleke community regained ownership of the land through 

restitution, meaningful decision-making authority remains limited, while concerns over unequal benefit distribution and 

inadequate transparency persist. Participants perceived these challenges as undermining trust, community support for 

conservation, and long-term tourism sustainability. The findings suggest that legal ownership alone does not guarantee 

empowerment or equitable access to tourism benefits. The study concludes that strengthening co-management requires 

transparent governance, inclusive participation, equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms, and sustained capacity-building initiatives 

to enhance conservation outcomes and support the long-term sustainability of community-based tourism in protected areas. 
 

Keywords: tourism resources, conflict, sustainability, Makuleke Contractual National Park, co-management, benefit-sharing, 
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*  *  *  *  *  *  

 

INTRODUCTION              

Tourism in protected areas is widely recognised as a tool for biodiversity conservation and socio-economic 

development, particularly in rural regions where it generates revenue, employment, and incentives for conservation (Eagles 

et al., 2002; Balmford et al., 2015; Weaver & Lawton, 2017). However, tourism development can also generate conflict 

when local communities experience exclusion from decision-making, access to resources, and benefit-sharing (Adams & 

Hutton, 2007; Anthony & Szabo, 2011). In South Africa, conservation has historically been linked to forced removals and 

racialised land dispossession, prompting post-apartheid land restitution initiatives to restore rights to affected communities 

(Beinart & Delius, 2014; Kepe, 2008; Walker, 2024). The Makuleke community represents a prominent restitution case, 

regaining ownership of approximately 24,000 hectares within Kruger National Park in 1998 under a co-management 

agreement with SANParks that retained conservation and tourism objectives (Ramutsindela, 2001; Fabricius & de Wet, 

2002; Spenceley, 2008; Bvuma, 2023). Although the arrangement was designed to balance conservation and community 

development, it created a complex governance system characterised by shared authority and unequal power relations 

(Büscher & Ramutsindela, 2016). Protected areas are geographically designated spaces established to conserve 

biodiversity, natural resources, and cultural heritage while supporting ecosystem services and sustainable human use 

(Chardonnet, 2019). The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) defines a protected area as a clearly 

defined space managed through legal or effective means to achieve the long-term conservation of nature, ecosystem 

services, and cultural values (Dudley, 2008). These areas range from strictly protected reserves to multiple-use landscapes, 

reflecting varying management objectives and degrees of human intervention (Chardonnet, 2019).  

Beyond biodiversity conservation, protected areas play an important role in maintaining ecosystem processes, 

protecting endangered species, supporting sustainable livelihoods and ecotourism, and serving as sites for research and 

education (Gandiwa et al., 2013; McCool & Spenceley, 2014). Globally, protected and conserved areas now cover 
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approximately 17.6% of terrestrial and inland waters and 8.4% of marine areas, reflecting substantial growth in 

conservation efforts over recent decades (UNEP-WCMC & IUCN, 2024). Despite this expansion, concerns regarding 

management effectiveness, governance quality, and equity continue to challenge the achievement of the Kunming-Montreal 

Global Biodiversity Framework Target 3, which seeks to conserve 30% of the planet by 2030 (UNEP-WCMC & IUCN, 

2024). Consequently, there is increasing recognition that spatial expansion alone is insufficient without effective 

governance and equitable management systems (UNEP-WCMC & IUCN, 2021; UNEP-WCMC & IUCN, 2024). 

Contemporary conservation policy increasingly emphasises co-management and participatory governance approaches 

that seek to involve local and Indigenous communities more directly in conservation and tourism decision-making 

(Fabricius & de Wet, 2002; Ramutsindela, 2004; UNEP-WCMC & IUCN, 2024).  

This shift aligns with broader sustainability objectives, including Sustainable Development Goal 15, and promotes 

social inclusion, climate resilience, and ecological connectivity (Dudley, 2008). However, conservation interventions 

frequently generate conflict when restrictions on land use, limited access to resources, and unequal tourism benefit-sharing 

intersect with local livelihood needs (Brockington & Igoe, 2006; Domínguez & Luoma, 2020). Recent studies indicate that 

community participation often remains consultative rather than transformative, with limited transfer of decision-making 

authority to local stakeholders (Jánová et al., 2025; Siltanen et al., 2025). 

In South Africa, these governance challenges are further shaped by colonial and apartheid legacies of land 

dispossession, which resulted in many protected areas being established on ancestral land (Kepe et al., 2005; DeMotts & 

Swatuk, 2012). Post-apartheid conservation, therefore, operates within a dual mandate of biodiversity protection and social 

justice through land restitution (Ramutsindela, 2004). The Restitution of Land Rights Act facilitated the creation of 

contractual national parks, such as the Makuleke Contractual National Park (MCNP), in which communities regained 

ownership while maintaining conservation objectives through co-management agreements, reflecting South Africa's 

broader land reform programme aimed at redressing historical dispossession, strengthening tenure security, promoting 

equitable access to land, and advancing rural development (Steenkamp & Uhr, 2000; Hall & Kepe, 2017; Cousins, 2022; 

Du Plessis et al., 2023). The Manyeleti land claim provides another important example of the complexities associated with 

restitution in protected areas, including disputes over claimant representation, verification processes, and expectations 

regarding future benefits from the claim (Tesselaar, 2021). Although this model represents a significant shift toward 

participatory governance and benefit-sharing, implementation challenges remain, including limited access to resources, 

contested tourism benefits, and persistent governance inequalities (McCool & Spenceley, 2014; Matiku et al., 2020; 

Domínguez & Luoma, 2020). Studies conducted within the Makuleke context have identified enduring power asymmetries 

within governance structures, limited community influence over strategic decision-making, and the continued dominance of 

conservation agencies despite institutional reforms (Steenkamp & Uhr, 2000; Maluleke, 2018; Makuleke Contractual 

National Park Management Plan, 2021). These challenges continue to undermine community trust and contribute to 

resource conflicts, highlighting the importance of transparent governance, equitable benefit-sharing, enforceable decision 

rights, and accountable co-management systems (Jánová et al., 2025; Siltanen et al., 2025).  

Despite extensive research on protected area governance, community participation, and land restitution, limited 

research has examined how governance arrangements, tourism benefit-sharing, and stakeholder experiences interact to 

shape tourism resource conflicts and sustainability outcomes within the Makuleke Contractual Na tional Park. Therefore, 

this study investigates how co-management arrangements influence governance processes, access to tourism benefits, 

and sustainability outcomes in the Makuleke Contractual National Park.  

 

Conflict and Co-Management in Protected Areas 

Conflicts in protected areas arise when multiple stakeholders compete for access to land, natural resources, and 

decision-making authority, often creating tensions between conservation objectives and local livelihoods (Eagles et al., 

2002). These conflicts are frequently linked to conservation policies that restrict traditional land-use practices, limit access 

to livelihood resources, alter land-tenure arrangements, and distribute tourism benefits unevenly (Anthony & Szabo, 2011; 

Thondhlana & Cundill, 2017). Tourism can further intensify inequalities when benefits accrue to elites or external 

operators, while local communities bear social and environmental costs (Brockington & Igoe, 2006; Snyman & Bricker, 

2021; Snyman et al., 2023). In response, co-management emerged as a collaborative governance approach through which 

state agencies and local communities share responsibility for protected area management (Berkes, 2009; Borrini-

Feyerabend et al., 2012; Fedreheim & Blanco, 2017). Supported by international frameworks such as the Durban Accord, 

co-management aims to promote participation, equity, and conservation effectiveness (IUCN-The World Conservation 

Union, 2005). In South Africa, this approach has been closely linked to land restitution, particularly in contractual national 

parks such as the Makuleke Contractual National Park (MCNP), where communities regain ownership while conservation 

status is maintained (Steenkamp & Uhr, 2000; Maluleke, 2018; Makuleke JMB/GKSDP, 2021).  

Despite its promise, evidence suggests that co-management often delivers mixed outcomes, with decision-making 

authority remaining concentrated within state institutions and private tourism operators, resulting in symbolic rather than 

meaningful participation (AWARD, 2020; Maluleke, 2018; Scheyvens & van der Watt, 2021). Similar findings from other 

countries indicate that effective co-management requires sustained engagement, accountability, and genuine power-sharing 

(Thomlinson & Crouch, 2012; UNEP-WCMC, 2024). In the Makuleke context, historical displacement, land-use 

restrictions, unresolved tenure concerns, and unequal access to tourism benefits continue to generate conflict despite formal 

co-management structures (Thondhlana et al., 2016; Matiku et al., 2020). SANParks' retention of significant authority and 
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the dominance of private concessionaires further constrain community influence over tourism development and revenue 

distribution (Chaderopa, 2016). Human-wildlife conflict, including crop damage and livestock losses, further reinforces 

community dissatisfaction with conservation initiatives (Gandiwa et al., 2013; Salerno et al., 2020).  

Collectively, the literature demonstrates that protected-area conflicts are fundamentally governance and justice issues 

rooted in historical inequalities and power asymmetries, highlighting the need for transparent governance, equitable 

benefit-sharing, enforceable decision rights, and accountable co-management systems (Dube, 2018; Borrini-Feyerabend et 

al., 2012; Jánová et al., 2025; Siltanen et al., 2025). Political Ecology provides the primary theoretical lens for this study by 

explaining how power relations, historical inequalities, and governance structures shape access to tourism resources, 

environmental decision-making, and the distribution of conservation benefits and costs (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; 

Robbins, 2012). The theory argues that tourism and conservation conflicts are rooted in unequal control over land, 

resources, participation, and development opportunities rather than ecological concerns alone (Aastrup, 2020; Di Marzo & 

Espinosa, 2023; Darwis et al., 2025). In the context of the Makuleke Contractual National Park (MCNP), Political Ecology 

is particularly relevant because land restitution restored ownership rights while governance arrangements continue to 

influence access to tourism opportunities, participation, and development decisions (Akampurira, 2023; Mthimkhulu & 

Nel, 2024; Turner, 2004; Turner, 2006). The theory further highlights the importance of transparency, accountability, 

equitable benefit-sharing, and meaningful stakeholder participation in achieving sustainable tourism outcomes (Heslinga et 

al., 2017; Soliev et al., 2021; Ramukumba, 2021; McKercher, 2025). To strengthen the analysis, the study also draws on 

Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), which examines stakeholder interests and interactions; Conflict Theory, which 

explains tensions arising from unequal access to power and resources; and the Triple Bottom Line framework (Elkington, 

1997), which assesses sustainability across environmental, social, and economic dimensions.  

More than two decades after restitution, challenges relating to governance, tourism benefit-sharing, community 

participation, and sustainability remain evident, raising concerns about the extent to which co-management arrangements 

have addressed historical inequalities and delivered meaningful benefits to local communities (Balint & Mashinya, 2006; 

Thondhlana & Cundill, 2017; Derman et al., 2017). Table 1 provides a synthesis of key literature on co-management and 

protected area governance. It highlights major trends, limitations, and research gaps relevant to tourism resource conflicts 

and sustainability in the Makuleke Contractual National Park. 
 

Table 1. Literature Synthesis on Co-management and Protected Area Governance (Source: Authors' own creation) 
 

Author(s) Year Study Focus/Location Methodology Key Findings Limitations 
Research Gap/Relevance to 

MCNP 

Ramutsindela 2004 

Conservation and land 

restitution (South 

Africa) 

Conceptual 

analysis 

Restitution introduces new 

governance challenges in 

protected areas 

Limited 

empirical 

evidence 

Does not examine tourism 

governance and stakeholder 

perceptions in contractual parks 

Kepe 2008 

Land restitution and 

conservation conflicts 

(South Africa) 

Case study 

Conservation and community 

rights often remain contested 

after restitution 

Site-specific 

findings 

Limited focus on tourism benefit-

sharing and sustainability 

outcomes 

Spenceley 2012 
Tourism in protected 

areas (South Africa) 

Literature 

review 

Tourism can support 

conservation and livelihoods 

when benefits are equitably 

distributed 

Broad focus 
Limited attention to restituted 

contractual parks 

Thondhlana 

& Cundill 
2017 

Community partici-

pation in conservation 

(South Africa) 

Qualitative 

study 

Participation often remains 

limited despite co-

management arrangements 

Focus on 

community 

perceptions 

Limited examination of tourism 

finance and governance processes 

Maluleke 2018 
Co-management in 

MCNP 
Case study 

Power asymmetries persist 

despite restitution and co-

management 

Historical 

focus 

Limited assessment of current 

governance arrangements and 

sustainability outcomes 

Matiku et al. 2020 

Restitution and 

conservation gover -

nance (South Africa) 

Qualitative 

analysis 

Land restitution does not au-

tomatically guarantee resou-

rce access or empowerment 

Limited 

stakeholder 

perspectives 

Does not examine tourism-related 

conflicts in detail 

Snyman & 

Bricker 
2021 

Benefit-sharing 

(Southern Africa) 

Literature 

synthesis 

Transparency and fair benefit-

sharing enhance community 

support 

Not specific 

to restituted 

parks 

Limited understanding of 

transparency and conflict in 

contractual parks 

Ntuli et al. 2021 

Governance and 

poaching (Southern 

Africa) 

Empirical 

study 

Governance exclusion 

contributes to resistance and 

illegal resource use 

Cross-

sectional 

study 

Limited evidence on long-term 

sustainability impacts 

Scheyvens & 

van der Watt 
2021 

Tourism empowerment 

(Global) 

Conceptual 

review 

Participation often remains 

symbolic 

No empirical 

testing 

Need for empirical evidence from 

restituted South African parks 

Snyman et al. 2023 
Revenue-sharing 

programme (Rwanda) 

Longitudinal 

review 

Fair benefit-sharing reduces 

conflict 

Different 

governance 

context 

Limited application to co-

managed contractual parks 

Jánová et al. 2025 
Participation in 

governance 

Systematic 

review 

Genuine participation requires 

enforceable decision rights 

Few 

restitution 

cases 

Need for evidence from South 

African restitution contexts 

Siltanen et 

al. 
2025 

Protected-area 

governance 

Standards 

synthesis 

Equity and accountability are 

central to governance success 

Normative 

guidance 

Limited empirical assessment of 

stakeholder experiences 
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Recent studies indicate that co-management in restituted protected areas often fails to transform underlying power 

relations significantly. Although governance structures and benefit-sharing mechanisms are formally established, 

communities frequently have limited decision-making authority, while inadequate transparency in tourism revenues and 

financial management undermines trust and accountability (Snyman & Bricker, 2021; Maluleke, 2018; Jánová et al., 2025). 

Evidence further shows that perceptions of unfair benefit distribution, weak accountability, and limited community influence 

can reduce local support for conservation and contribute to conflict (Ntuli et al., 2021; Snyman et al., 2023). While the 

literature consistently identifies power imbalances, limited participation, and unequal benefit-sharing as key challenges, most 

studies examine these issues in isolation and offer limited insight into how they interact to shape resource conflicts and 

sustainability outcomes in restituted protected areas (Matiku et al., 2020; Snyman & Bricker, 2021). Consequently, there 

remains a need to understand better how governance arrangements, tourism finance, and stakeholder experiences shape 

conflict and sustainability within contractual national parks such as the Makuleke Contractual National Park. 

 

Governance and Land Restitution in South Africa 

Conflict in protected areas arises when multiple stakeholders compete over access to land, natural resources, tourism 

opportunities, and decision-making authority, often creating tensions between conservation objectives and local livelihood 

needs (Eagles et al., 2002; Anthony & Szabo, 2011; Thondhlana & Cundill, 2017). In many contexts, conservation policies 

have restricted traditional land-use practices and resource access, while tourism development has intensified disputes over 

benefits perceived as unevenly distributed among stakeholders (Brockington & Igoe, 2006; Domínguez & Luoma, 2020; 

Snyman & Bricker, 2021). These conflicts are frequently rooted in broader governance challenges, including unequal 

power relations, limited participation, inadequate transparency, and exclusion from decision-making processes (Jánová et 

al., 2025). From a Political Ecology perspective, such conflicts reflect historical and structural inequalities that shape access 

to resources and influence over environmental governance rather than merely technical management failures (Aastrup, 

2020; Akampurira, 2023). In response to the limitations of exclusionary conservation approaches, co-management emerged 

as a collaborative governance model that shares responsibility and decision-making between conservation authorities and 

local communities (Berkes, 2009; Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2012; Fedreheim & Blanco, 2017). Co-management is 

intended to promote local participation, strengthen legitimacy, integrate indigenous knowledge, and improve benefit-

sharing while maintaining conservation objectives (AWARD, 2020; IUCN-The World Conservation Union, 2005).  

However, empirical evidence suggests that co-management outcomes remain mixed, as decision-making power often 

remains concentrated within state institutions and private tourism operators, resulting in symbolic rather than substantive 

participation (Maluleke, 2018; Scheyvens & van der Watt, 2021; Jánová et al., 2025). Across Africa and South Africa in 

particular, studies consistently show that power asymmetries, limited community influence, and unequal access to tourism 

benefits continue to undermine trust, generate conflict, and constrain sustainable conservation outcomes even within formally 

co-managed protected areas (Kepe, 2008; Matiku et al., 2020; Ntuli et al., 2021). Consequently, the literature suggests that 

successful co-management depends not only on the establishment of participatory structures but also on meaningful 

community influence, transparent governance, equitable benefit-sharing, and accountable decision-making processes. 

The Makuleke settlement is widely recognised as a landmark example of balancing land restitution, biodiversity 

conservation, tourism development, and community livelihood enhancement within a protected area (Maluleke, 2018; 

Bvuma, 2023). However, recent scholarship suggests that while restitution restored legal ownership, it did not necessarily 

translate into meaningful empowerment, equitable decision-making, or control over tourism resources (Chitonge, 2022; 

Abdullateef, 2024). Across South Africa, claimant communities often regain ownership of land while remaining subject to 

conservation frameworks that limit their influence over land use and development decisions (Bezerra & Paphitis, 2021; 

Mthimkhulu & Nel, 2024). Although tourism has been promoted as a key mechanism for generating socio-economic 

benefits through employment, revenue generation, and local economic development (Matiku et al., 2020), studies continue 

to highlight challenges related to unequal benefit-sharing, limited participation, governance constraints, and restricted 

community influence within co-management arrangements (Chitonge, 2022; Appiah-Boateng et al., 2025).  

Similar concerns have been identified in other restitution and co-management contexts, including leadership disputes, 

social conflict, persistent inequalities, and tensions that undermine conservation and tourism outcomes (Krüger et al., 2016; 

Tsawu, 2025). Furthermore, communally owned protected areas may simultaneously restore ownership rights while 

reproducing new forms of exclusion through conservation territorialisation and restrictive governance systems 

(Mthimkhulu & Nel, 2024). Consequently, despite being frequently presented as a successful conservation-restoration 

model (Ramutsindela & Shabangu, 2013), important questions remain regarding the extent to which co-management 

arrangements have fostered meaningful participation, equitable benefit-sharing, and sustainable tourism outcomes.  

This study addresses this gap by examining stakeholder perspectives on governance, participation, benefit-sharing, and 

tourism-related resource conflicts within the Makuleke Contractual National Park. 

 

Sustainability and Community Participation 

Sustainability in protected areas extends beyond biodiversity conservation to include social equity, effective 

governance, and economic benefits (McCool & Spenceley, 2014). Community participation remains a critical component 

of sustainable tourism development in protected areas because governance arrangements and institutional structures 

influence the extent to which local communities benefit from tourism and conservation initiatives (Lekgau & Tichaawa, 

2019; Strydom et al., 2019). Research shows that while community participation is widely promoted in co-management 

arrangements, it often remains consultative rather than transformative, with communities having limited influence over 
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decision-making and benefit distribution (Berkes et al., 2000; Maluleke, 2018; Domínguez & Luoma, 2020). These 

governance challenges can undermine trust, community support, and long-term conservation outcomes (Musakwa et al., 

2020; Setokoe & Ramukumba, 2022). Evidence further suggests that equitable benefit-sharing, transparent governance, and 

inclusive decision-making are essential for sustainable protected area management (Ntuli et al., 2021; Chidakel & Child, 

2022; Vandermale & Mason, 2024). Despite formal co-management structures in the Makuleke Contractual National Park, 

concerns regarding limited participation, unequal benefits, and inadequate transparency persist (Maluleke, 2018; Snyman & 

Bricker, 2021). Although previous studies have examined restitution, conservation governance, and community 

participation, limited research has explored how governance arrangements, tourism benefit-sharing, and resource conflicts 

interact to shape sustainability outcomes. This study addresses this gap by examining stakeholder perspectives on these 

issues within the Makuleke Contractual National Park (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2012; Spenceley & Rylance, 2021). 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a qualitative case study design to explore tourism resource conflicts and their implications for 

sustainable tourism management within the specific context of MCNP. Highlighting this context emphasises the study's 

importance for understanding conflict dynamics in co-managed protected areas, thereby clarifying the research scope. The 

qualitative methodology aimed to gather in-depth insights into stakeholder perceptions, experiences, and interactions within 

their real-life contexts (Yin, 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The approach allowed for a comprehensive examination of 

MCNP as a bounded system, suitable for exploring 'how' and 'why' questions involving multiple stakeholders and complex 

social phenomena (Hennink et al., 2020; Islam & Aldaihani, 2022). This design facilitated a detailed understanding of 

conflicts surrounding tourism resources and the sustainability dynamics of co-managed protected areas. The Makuleke 

Contractual National Park is located in the northern part of Kruger National Park in Limpopo province, South Africa.  

Figure 1 illustrates the location of the Makuleke Contractual National Park within Kruger National Park and the 

surrounding Makuleke communities. Figures 2 and 3 present tourism facilities and tourism infrastructure observed during 

fieldwork, providing contextual information regarding tourism development within the study area.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Shows the location of the Makuleke Contractual National Park within  

Kruger National Park and the three villages of the Makuleke community (Source: Du Plessis, 2023) 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Tourism facilities at Makuleke Contractual National Park: (a) Return Africa Pafuri Camp along the Luvuvhu River,  

northern Kruger National Park, South Africa (Source: Photos taken by the author during fieldwork, February 2025) 
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Figure 3. Entrance signage to Makuleke Contractual Park and The Outpost Lodge, northern  

Kruger National Park, South Africa (Source: Taken by the author during fieldwork, February 2025) 

 

It was chosen for this study because of its unique status as the first co-managed protected area within the country's land 

restitution framework (Ramutsindela, 2004; Fabricius & De Wet, 2002; Qwatekana & Mazibuko, 2020). The park covers 

approximately 24,000 hectares and is jointly managed by the Makuleke community and South African National Parks 

(SANParks) through a Joint Management Board (JMB). The park boasts high biodiversity conservation value and features 

various tourism enterprises, including The Outpost Lodge, Return Africa Pafuri Camp, and Pel's Post Lodge (du Plessis, 2023). 

Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted between January and March 2025, 

targeting key stakeholder groups, including traditional leaders, Makuleke community members from the villages of 

Makuleke, Mabiligwe, and Makahlule, SANParks officials, and private tourism operators. The interview guide was 

developed following an extensive literature review, designed to obtain detailed information regarding stakeholder 

perceptions of conflict drivers, sustainability concerns, governance challenges, and potential solutions.  

The semi-structured format allowed participants to express nuanced views while maintaining a consistent thematic 

focus across interviews (Bhalla et al., 2023). A total of 23 interviews were conducted until thematic saturation was 

achieved, ensuring a depth of information and a broad coverage of perspectives (Boddy, 2016; Braun & Clarke, 2021).  

Purposive sampling was employed to intentionally select informants with specific knowledge and experience related 

to MCNP governance and tourism activities (Taherdoost, 2016). Efforts were made to ensure diverse representation 

across age, gender, roles, and affiliations, enhancing the richness of the dataset. To analyse the interview transcripts, a 

thematic analysis was conducted using Braun and Clarke's six-step approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

This rigorous and systematic process involved familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for 

themes, reviewing those themes, defining and naming them, and finally producing the report. This method provided a 

reliable foundation for identifying core conflict issues, stakeholder perceptions, and governance challenges relevant to 

MCNP's sustainability, fostering confidence in the findings. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS  

This section presents the study's findings based on semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders involved in the 

Makuleke Contractual National Park. The analysis used thematic analysis, which enabled the identification of recurring 

patterns and key themes related to tourism resource conflicts and sustainability. The results are presented in two parts: first, 

the demographic profile of participants to provide contextual background, and second, the thematic findings that capture 

stakeholder perspectives on the causes, nature, and impacts of tourism resource conflicts in the study area. 

 

Participant Profile    

The participant profile provides important contextual information for understanding the range of perspectives 

represented in the study. By categorising participants according to their stakeholder affiliation and social position, the 

analysis captures how experiences of tourism resource conflicts and co-management may differ across groups. 

Examining the views of community members, traditional leaders, tourism operators, SANParks officials, and the CPA 

representative enables a more nuanced understanding of the interests, power relations,  and governance dynamics 

shaping tourism and conservation outcomes within MCNP.  

Furthermore, the demographic composition of participants provides a basis for exploring variations in perceptions 

across gender and age groups, which are often overlooked despite their influence on participation, benefit-sharing, and 

decision-making processes. Table 2 summarises the demographic and stakeholder characteristics of the participants and 

provides the foundation for the thematic analysis that follows. 

Table 2 presents the demographic and stakeholder characteristics of the 23 interview participants. Community 

members constituted the largest stakeholder group (61%; n = 14), reflecting the study's emphasis on local experiences of 

tourism governance, conservation, and benefit-sharing. Other participants included tourism operators (4%; n = 1), Lodge 
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managers (13%; n=3), SANParks officials (9%; n = 2), traditional leaders (9%; n = 2), and one CPA representative (4%; 

n = 1). Participants were drawn from Makuleke, Makahlule, and Mabiligwe villages, as well as neighbouring 

communities. The sample included both male (61%) and female (39%) participants.  

It was dominated by respondents aged 41 years and older (78%), indicating a strong representation of individuals 

with long-standing experience of land restitution, conservation, and co-management processes. The diversity of 

stakeholder affiliations and community positions enabled comparison of convergent and divergent perspectives 

regarding governance, participation, benefit-sharing, and sustainability within MCNP. 

 
Table 2. Demographic and Stakeholder Profile of Interview Participants (n = 23) Source: Authors' fieldwork (2025) 

 

Demographic Variable Category Participant Codes n % 

Stakeholder Role Community Members Community Member 1-14 14 61 

 SANParks Officials SANParks Official 1-2 2 9 

 Tourism Operators Tourism Operator 1 1 4 

 Lodge managers Lodge Manager 1-3 3 13 

 Traditional Leaders Traditional Leader 1-2 2 9 

 CPA Representative CPA Representative 1 1 4 

Village of Residence Makuleke - 7 30 

 Makahlule - 4 17 

 Mabiligwe - 2 9 

 Other Areas - 10 43 

Age Group 21–30 years - 2 9 

 31–40 years - 3 13 

 41–50 years - 10 43 

 51 years and above - 8 35 

Gender Male - 14 61 

 Female - 9 39 

Primary Connection to MCNP Live near the Park - 6 26 

 Work in / Manage the Park - 5 22 

 Represent Community Interests in Park Affairs - 5 22 

 Tourism Stakeholder - 1 4 

 Other - 6 26 

 

Thematic Analysis  

This study aimed to examine how co-management influences governance, access to tourism benefits, and resource 

conflicts within the Makuleke Contractual National Park (MCNP). Data generated from 23 semi -structured interviews 

with community members, traditional leaders, a CPA representative, SANParks officials, and tourism operators were 

analysed thematically. Three interrelated themes emerged from the analysis: Governance and Participation, Unequal 

Benefit-Sharing, and Sustainability Implications.  

These themes provide a framework for understanding stakeholder experiences and perceptions of co-management 

within MCNP. By exploring the long-term outcomes of restitution and co-management, the study contributes to ongoing 

debates on the extent to which legal ownership translates into effective governance, economic inclusion, and sustainable 

conservation outcomes. The findings and discussion are presented under the three themes below.  

 

Theme 1: Governance and Participation 

A dominant theme across stakeholder groups was the perception that legal ownership had not translated into equivalent 

decision-making authority within the co-management arrangement. Although structures such as the Joint Management 

Board (JMB), Communal Property Association (CPA), and community consultation forums were intended to facilitate 

shared governance, participants frequently reported that strategic and operational decisions remained concentrated within 

SANParks and private concessionaires. As Community Member 9 explained: 

“Consultation is there, but decisions come from above.” 

This distinction between consultation and influence was a recurring concern, with participants questioning whether 

engagement processes translated into meaningful authority over employment, development priorities, and park 

management decisions. Similar concerns were reflected in Community Member 4's observation that SANParks often 

sought to “do things their way,” reinforcing perceptions of centralised decision-making. Operational stakeholders also 

identified communication challenges as a governance concern. As Lodge Manager 1 noted: 

“There are consultation structures in place, but communication between stakeholders is not always consistent, which 

can create misunderstandings about how decisions are made.” 

These communication gaps were linked to broader tensions regarding stakeholder priorities. For example, Lodge 

Manager 3 argued: 

“The community is on everything, but SANParks only cares more about conservation. They don't care about the 

business... So this is where the CPA or the community must play a role here to make sure that we have common grounds 

with SANParks and us.” 
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Together, these views suggest that governance tensions in MCNP stem not only from decision-making authority but 

also from communication challenges and competing stakeholder priorities. Similar findings have been reported in 

transfrontier conservation areas, where institutional arrangements and protected area policies create barriers to meaningful 

community participation in wildlife tourism and decision-making processes (Lekgau & Tichaawa, 2019). Traditional 

leaders similarly emphasised the need for a more balanced partnership based on shared responsibility and mutual benefit. 

As Traditional Leader 1 noted: 

“We need to work until we strike that balance so we can move in the same direction.” 

These perceptions suggest that restitution created expectations of shared governance that many participants felt had not 

been fully realised in practice. Importantly, governance concerns were not limited to community stakeholders. SANParks 

officials also acknowledged shortcomings in stakeholder engagement and communication, with SANParks Official 1 stating: 

“We need to conduct stakeholder engagement sessions; currently, we do not have that platform.” 

While community members interpreted these shortcomings as evidence of unequal authority, SANParks officials tended 

to frame them as operational and communication challenges. This divergence highlights how governance tensions are 

understood differently by stakeholders, despite a shared recognition that current engagement mechanisms are insufficient.  

Overall, participants associated governance challenges with limited influence over decision-making, weak 

communication, and uncertainty regarding stakeholder roles within the co-management system.  

These findings extend earlier work by Maluleke (2018), which identified unequal power relations and limited 

community influence during the early implementation of the agreement. More than two decades after land restitution, 

similar concerns persist, suggesting that the central challenge is no longer the restoration of ownership rights but the 

effective translation of those rights into meaningful governance authority. The findings therefore reinforce broader 

evidence that formal participation structures do not necessarily guarantee substantive participation, particularly where 

institutional authority and decision-making power remain unevenly distributed.  

The findings corroborate concerns regarding the implementation of benefit-sharing mechanisms. While the MCNP 

Management Plan prioritises socio-economic development through employment creation, tourism partnerships, and 

community benefits, participants highlighted perceived inequalities in the distribution of these benefits.  

From a Political Ecology perspective, these findings demonstrate that land restitution and formal co-management 

structures do not necessarily transform underlying power relations. Although the Makuleke community regained legal 

ownership of the land and is represented within governance structures, participants perceived that substantive decision-

making authority remains concentrated within SANParks and other institutional actors. This supports Political Ecology's 

contention that formal reforms may coexist with persistent inequalities in resource governance and co ntrol. Furthermore, 

the findings extend Stakeholder Theory by illustrating that stakeholder representation alone does not guarantee 

meaningful participation. While community members are included in consultation processes, participants perceived 

limited influence over strategic decisions affecting tourism development, conservation management, and benefit 

distribution. The findings therefore suggest that effective co-management requires not only stakeholder inclusion but 

also genuine decision-making authority and accountability mechanisms that enable stakeholders to influence outcomes.  

 

Theme 2: Unequal Benefit-Sharing 

Participants widely perceived tourism benefits as unevenly distributed despite community ownership of the land. 

Concerns centred on concession agreements, employment opportunities, revenue transparency, and limited participation in 

tourism-related economic benefits. As Community Member 6 explained: 

“Even though Makuleke owns the land, the kind of business we entered does not allow us to have much benefit. We are 

not part of the profits.” 

The same participant further noted: 

“The concessionaires brought capital. We only brought land, so we get a concession fee and nothing from the profits.” 

These accounts suggest that stakeholders perceived a disconnect between land ownership and economic influence 

within tourism operations, a concern also highlighted in studies examining the livelihood outcomes of the Pafuri Triangle 

Agreement among the Makuleke community (Bvuma, 2023). While previous studies have examined co-management and 

benefit-sharing in the Makuleke region, the present findings indicate that tourism governance has become a key site of 

contestation, with concerns extending beyond revenue distribution to include concession arrangements, employment 

opportunities, and financial accountability. This suggests that tourism governance functions as an important mechanism 

through which power, inclusion, and economic benefits are negotiated in restituted protected areas. Similar concerns have 

been reported in protected-area tourism, where benefit-sharing outcomes are shaped by partnership structures and the 

degree of community participation in decision-making processes (Snyman & Bricker, 2019; Spenceley & Snyman, 2017; 

Qwatekana & Mazibuko, 2020). Moreover, benefit-sharing extends beyond direct financial transfers to include 

employment, local procurement, enterprise opportunities, and skills development, which may explain why dissatisfaction 

persists despite the existence of some economic benefits (Ramukumba, 2021; Kegamba et al., 2021). 

The findings support Conflict Theory by demonstrating how unequal access to tourism revenues, employment 

opportunities, and decision-making authority contributes to tensions among stakeholders despite formal co-management 

arrangements. Participants perceived that although the Makuleke community regained ownership of the land, economic 

benefits associated with tourism remain unevenly distributed. From a Political Ecology perspective, this reflects broader 

power relations that shape who controls tourism revenues, information, and development opportunities. The findings 

therefore suggest that benefit-sharing is not merely an economic issue but also a governance and justice concern. 
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Concerns regarding transparency and accountability further emerged as a significant source of tension. Participants 

frequently questioned the accuracy of reported tourism revenues and the adequacy of existing reporting mechanisms. As 

Community Member 8 stated: 

“We do not trust the figures they provide, suspecting they may not reflect the real amounts being earned.” 

These perceptions indicate that limited access to financial information was associated with reduced accountability 

and weakened trust in tourism governance. Although this study did not examine audited financial records and cannot 

verify these claims, participant concerns reflect broader evidence that limited transparency can undermine stakeholder 

trust, whereas clear and accountable revenue-sharing mechanisms strengthen legitimacy and community support 

(Spenceley & Snyman, 2017). 

A Lodge Manager 3 explained: 

“The communities closer to the park, such as Bennde-Mutale, feel that they live closer to an orange tree that they 

cannot even pick the oranges to enjoy”. 

The metaphor of an "orange tree" reflects feelings of exclusion among neighbouring communities who perceive 

tourism benefits as inaccessible despite their proximity to the park. These perceptions suggest that benefit -sharing 

tensions extend beyond financial returns and include questions of fairness, recognition, and access to employment 

opportunities. Similar findings have been reported in protected-area tourism studies where perceived inequities 

contribute to stakeholder dissatisfaction and conflict (Snyman & Bricker, 2019).  

The findings also revealed considerable variation in how benefits were experienced across communities. 

Neighbouring communities, particularly Bennde-Mutale, perceived themselves as excluded from tourism opportunities 

despite their proximity to the park and exposure to conservation-related costs. Community Member 14 noted: 

“Jobs go to Makuleke only; we are also here and are not considered.” 

This concern was echoed by a tourism operator, who observed: 

“The communities closer to the park, such as Bennde-Mutale, feel that they live closer to an orange tree that they 

cannot even pick the oranges to enjoy.” 

The convergence of views across stakeholder groups suggests broad recognition of uneven benefit distribution. 

Consistent with previous studies, participants perceived access to tourism benefits as shaped by institutional 

relationships, beneficiary status, and proximity to tourism opportunities rather than geography alone (Bennett et al ., 

2021; Kegamba et al., 2023; Mutanga et al., 2017). Importantly, perceived inequities extended beyond financial returns 

to include employment, information access, representation, and participation opportunities, reinforcing benefit -sharing 

as a broader governance issue and a significant source of tension within the MCNP co-management arrangement. The 

findings corroborate concerns regarding the implementation of benefit-sharing mechanisms. While the MCNP 

Management Plan prioritises socio-economic development through employment creation, tourism partnerships, and 

community benefits, participants highlighted perceived inequalities in the distribution of these benefits.  

These findings provide strong support for Conflict Theory, which explains how unequal access to resources, 

opportunities, and benefits can generate tensions among social groups. Participants consistently perceived that tourism 

revenues, employment opportunities, and economic benefits were distributed unevenly despite community ownership of the 

land. Such perceptions contributed to dissatisfaction, mistrust, and contestation regarding tourism governance 

arrangements. From a Political Ecology perspective, the findings further demonstrate that benefit-sharing is not merely an 

economic issue but also a question of power and control over resources. The ability to influence concession agreements, 

access financial information, and participate in revenue-allocation decisions was viewed as equally important as the 

benefits themselves. Consequently, the findings suggest that tourism resource conflicts emerge not only from limited 

benefits but also from perceived inequalities in governance and access to decision-making processes. 

 

Theme 3: Sustainability Implications 

Participants frequently associated governance challenges, limited participation, and perceived inequities in benefit-

sharing with broader concerns regarding conservation, tourism development, and community well-being. Across 

stakeholder groups, respondents viewed governance quality as closely connected to the long-term sustainability of the park. 

However, these accounts reflect stakeholders’ perceptions and experiences rather than objectively verified ecological, 

social, or economic outcomes. 

A recurring concern was that limited access to tangible benefits weakened community support for conservation 

initiatives. Participants argued that when local communities do not experience visible improvements in livelihoods, their 

willingness to support conservation efforts may decline. Community Member 11 explained: 

“If there are no visible economic benefits or rewards for the neighbouring communities, they are not going to 

cooperate and protect the environment.” 

A similar view was expressed by a SANParks official. SANParks Official 1 stated: 

“If people do not benefit, they stop caring about conservation and become resentful.” 

The convergence of perspectives between community members and SANParks officials suggests a shared recognition 

that perceptions of fairness and inclusion may influence attitudes towards conservation. Participants also linked exclusion 

from tourism opportunities and limited employment prospects to broader frustrations in community–park relations. For 

example, Community Member 12 remarked: 

“We go into the park to poach because we need to eat. We are hungry and unemployed.” 

Similarly, Community Member 13 explained: 
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“We closed the gate because we were angry and we are not getting jobs in the park.” 

These accounts illustrate how some participants interpreted poaching and protest actions through the lens of 

unemployment, exclusion, and unmet livelihood expectations. Similar patterns have been reported in community–

conservation studies, where perceived economic marginalisation is associated with declining conservation support and 

increased conflict (Carius & Job, 2019; Gidebo, 2022; Ghaderi et al., 2022; Koricha & Adem, 2024; Nugroho & 

Numata, 2020; Wei et al., 2024). However, these perceptions should not be interpreted as evidence of a direct causal 

relationship, as illegal resource use and conservation outcomes are shaped by complex interact ions among socio-

economic, governance, institutional, and contextual factors (Huber et al ., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2025).  

Lodge Manager 3 observed: 

A recurring concern was that limited access to tangible benefits weakened community support for conservation 

initiatives. Participants repeatedly linked conservation support to the visible benefits derived from tourism. For instance, 

Lodge Manager 3 stated: 

“If those communities are not seeing any benefits from the park, it's not going to  help at all”. 

This observation suggests that stakeholders perceive a direct relationship between community benefits and 

conservation attitudes. Participants argued that when local people do not experience tangible improvements in their 

livelihoods, support for conservation initiatives may diminish. These findings align with studies showing that equitable 

benefit-sharing can strengthen conservation support, whereas perceived exclusion may contribute to resistance and 

conflict (Ntuli et al., 2021; Snyman et al., 2023). 

The findings reinforce the relevance of the Triple Bottom Line framework by demonstrating the interconnected 

nature of environmental, social, and economic sustainability within the MCNP. Participants perceived that governance 

challenges and inequitable benefit-sharing negatively influenced all three dimensions simultaneously.  

Social sustainability was affected through declining trust and strained stakeholder relationships; economic 

sustainability was constrained by limited employment and livelihood opportunities; and environmental sustainability 

was perceived to be vulnerable where local support for conservation weakened. The findings therefore suggest that 

sustainability outcomes cannot be achieved through conservation objectives alone but depend on balanc ing 

environmental protection with social equity and economic inclusion.  

From a Stakeholder Theory perspective, the results further indicate that long-term sustainability is more likely when 

stakeholders perceive governance processes as fair, transparent, and responsive to their interests. 

Overall, the findings suggest that visible livelihood benefits, meaningful participation, and perceptions of economic 

inclusion are important elements in sustaining community support for conservation and tourism developme nt. 

Participants also perceived governance tensions as a potential threat to future tourism development. Community 

members, traditional leaders, and tourism stakeholders expressed concerns that persistent mistrust, uncertainty, and 

unresolved disputes could weaken collaboration and constrain investment opportunities.  

Although the study did not assess actual tourism performance or investment trends, these findings indicate that 

stakeholders view governance quality as central to the long-term viability of tourism and conservation. More broadly, 

participants consistently linked exclusion from decision-making and perceived inequities in benefit-sharing to declining 

trust, weakened conservation support, and strained community–park relations. These findings highlight the interconnected 

nature of governance, conflict, and sustainability, suggesting that effective conservation outcomes depend not only on 

ecological management but also on governance legitimacy, meaningful participation, and equitable benefit -sharing.  

The findings reinforce the Triple Bottom Line framework by demonstrating that social, economic, and environmental 

sustainability are interconnected and cannot be pursued independently.  

 

CONCLUSION                        

The Makuleke Contractual National Park illustrates both the potential and challenges of land restitution and co-

management in South Africa. While the model has created opportunities for conservation, tourism development, and 

community benefits, persistent governance challenges, unequal power relations, limited participation, and concerns over 

benefit-sharing continue to constrain sustainability. The findings suggest that legal ownership alone does not guarantee 

meaningful influence over decision-making or equitable access to tourism benefits.  

The study highlights that sustainable tourism depends on inclusive governance, transparent decision -making, 

equitable benefit-sharing, and meaningful stakeholder participation. Strengthening accountability, dialogue, and 

collaborative management arrangements can reduce conflict and improve trust among stakeholders. The study also 

contributes theoretically by demonstrating the complementary value of Political Ecology, Stakeholder Theory, Conflict 

Theory, and the Triple Bottom Line framework in understanding tourism resource conflicts in restituted protected areas.  

Political Ecology explains how historical inequalities and power relations continue to shape governance outcomes; 

Stakeholder Theory highlights the importance of meaningful participation; Confl ict Theory explains tensions arising 

from unequal access to benefits; and the Triple Bottom Line framework illustrates how governance and benefit -sharing 

affect environmental, social, and economic sustainability simultaneously. Together, these perspectives  provide a more 

integrated explanation of how tourism resource conflicts emerge and persist within co-managed protected areas. 

The study also contributes theoretically by demonstrating the value of Political Ecology, Stakeholder Theory, 

Conflict Theory, and the Triple Bottom Line framework in explaining tourism resource conflicts in restituted protected 

areas. The findings show that co-management and land restitution do not automatically result in equitable power-
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sharing, meaningful participation, or sustainable outcomes. Despite formal land ownership, the Makuleke community 

continues to experience limited influence in decision-making and benefit-sharing processes, reflecting the persistence of 

historical power inequalities. The study highlights that stakeholder influence is shaped by access to resources, expertise, 

and institutional authority rather than ownership alone. These findings suggest the need for stronger alignment between 

land restitution and conservation policies to promote transparency, accountability, and equitable benefit-sharing.  

To enhance sustainability, co-management arrangements should strengthen community participation in governance 

structures, improve transparency in the allocation of tourism revenue, and implement participatory monitor ing and 

decision-making processes. Capacity-building initiatives in governance, tourism management, financial literacy, and 

entrepreneurship should also be prioritised. Furthermore, regular stakeholder engagement forums and independent 

conflict-resolution mechanisms can improve trust and collaboration.  

Ultimately, sustainable conservation and tourism outcomes depend on transforming legal restitution into genuine 

empowerment through inclusive governance, equitable benefit-sharing, and meaningful stakeholder participation. 
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