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Background
Introduction: Okavango Delta and 
Tsodilo Hills World Heritage Sites

The Ngamiland Post-Inscription Workshop 

on World Heritage conservation, develop-

ment and human rights was organized by the 

Indigenous Peoples of Africa Coordinating 

Committee (IPACC) in cooperation with the 

Trust for Okavango Cultural and Development 

Initiatives (TOCADI) and the Kuru Family of 

Organisations (KFO). It took place on March 

24th & 25th, 2015, in Maun, Botswana. San  

representatives met with civil society organi-

zations and representatives of the Ministry of 

Environment, Wildlife and Tourism (MEWT) in 

Maun to discuss the governance, development 

opportunities and human rights issues related 

to the two UNESCO World Heritage Sites in 

Botswana: Tsodilo Hills and 

Okavango Delta.

 

The purpose of the workshop was to assemble 

stakeholders and rights holders to discuss the 

implications of the inscription of the Okavango 

Delta as a natural World Heritage Site. It was 

also an opportunity to reflect on fifteen years 

of experience with the Tsodilo Hills cultural 

World Heritage Site. The workshop focused 

on sharing a vision of natural and cultural 

heritage conservation; the development of 

human resource skills and competencies, and 

livelihoods, for rural communities; and on 

compliance between conservation and human 

rights practices. 

The Ngamiland workshop considered:

• The international framework of the 

UNESCO 1972 World Heritage Conven-

tion and its relationship to UN norms and 

standards on human rights and the rights 

of indigenous peoples;

• The norms and standards of the UN 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

which includes the Programme of Work on 

Protected Areas (PoWPA); and

• Local and national practical questions 

and measures for creating good governance 

and effective conservation of the biological 

and cultural heritage at the Okavango Delta 

and the Tsodilo Hills sites.

These two inscribed World Heritage Sites are 

both in Ngamiland District, Botswana, and are 

adjacent to one another. They are ancestral 

territories of the San peoples, and are also 

home to other Botswanans who live and work 

here. 

Inscription on the World Heritage list means 

that Botswana and her citizens are responsible 

for custodianship of sites that are part of the 

heritage of all humanity, while addressing local 

needs, rights and priorities for sustainability. 

1 We have used the general term ‘San’ here for indigenous peoples of the territory. San is a Khoekhoe 
word applied to hunter-gatherers. The indigenous peoples have their own names for their ethnic and 
language communities. In Setswana the term ‘Basarwa’ is used.
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Background
2013 pre-inscription Workshop Her-
itage workshop in Shakawe

IPACC organized a World Heritage workshop 

on August 26-27, 2013, in which San leaders 

and community representatives from Bo-

tswana and Namibia met to review the UN-

ESCO World Heritage Convention and the 

UN CDB’s Programme of Work on Protected 

Areas. During this workshop, San leaders dis-

cussed possible ways they could engage with 

government on the inscription. They decided 

to involve stakeholders in the Okavango Delta 

nomination and to have a survey team conduct 

door-to-door community consultation in order 

to strengthen public participation. 

Namibian delegates from the Bwabwata Na-

tional Park in Caprivi, Namibia, which lies 

adjacent to Okavango Delta, and San lead-

ers from Botswana further discussed issues 

concerning livestock, wildlife, cultural her-

itage and crafting, fishing, tracker training, 

guiding and livelihoods, and the conservation 

of cultural heritage and natural resources. 

They attempted to find ways to include San 

knowledge in practices such as fire manage-

ment, in the conservation approaches to the 

Outstanding Universal Value (OUV).  

They also discussed the importance of includ-

ing a broad range of local communities in the 

process, to ensure 

that such communities will benefit from the 

new World Heritage status.

The workshop had important outcomes. The 

San of Ngamiland gave their full endorsement 

to the inscription of the Okavango Delta. San 

delegates cited the importance of nature con-

servation to San culture, as nature provides 

the basis for San identity, cultural heritage 

and livelihoods. The San also engaged with 

the IUCN mission to Ngamiland in October 

2013, setting out their support for the inscrip-

tion, but raising concerns regarding cultural 

heritage within the core zone and security of 

tenure for indigenous peoples in the core and 

buffer areas. This was an important opportu-

nity for indigenous peoples to advocate for 

themselves and to engage in the inscription 

process ahead of their participation in the 

World Heritage Committee session in Doha 

in 2014. 

38th session of the World Heritage 
Committee in Doha, June 2014

Botswana’s Okavango Delta became the 1 

000th site inscribed on the World Heritage 

List during the 38th session of the World 

Heritage Committee at the Qatar National 

Convention Centre. The Committee, which 

met in Doha, Qatar in June under the Chair of 

Sheikha Al Mayassa Bint Hamad Bin Khalifa 

Al Thani, inscribed the Okavango as a Natural 

Heritage Site. 
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Though the event was mostly seen as 

an achievement for conservation, it also 

recognised the San’s indigenous status in 

Botswana’s conservation agenda. San rep-

resentative Gakemotho Satau (senior pro-

grammes manager of the Kuru Family of 

Organisations) stood behind the Minister 

holding up the national flag of Botswana at 

the Doha meeting. IPACC worked with San 

communities and NGOs to encourage the 

Botswana government to formally recog-

nise the San as the indigenous peoples of 

the Okavango Delta and to acknowledge 

the San as important stakeholders in the 

future of the site. This was achieved through 

effective engagement with the site mission of 

the International Union for the Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN). The technical documents 

recognize the San as the indigenous peoples 

of Okavango Delta, despite Botswana not 

having developed a fully-fledged national 

policy on indigenous peoples. San concerns 

about possible evictions, and the conser-

vation of their cultural landscapes, were 

acknowledged.

IPACC went on to organise the March 2015 

World Heritage workshop in Maun, Ngami-

land, after Okavango Delta was inscribed 

as a World Heritage site and after the UN 

Special Rapporteur on Culture had paid a 

visit to Botswana to explore the linkages 

between World Heritage, cultural rights and 

livelihoods. 

“Community” - the Fifth Strategic 
Objective of the Convention

The UNESCO World Heritage Committee 

(WHC) adopted a set of four Strategic Ob-

jectives, the four ‘Cs’ (Credibility, Conserva-

tion, Capacity-building and Communication) 

in 2002, which were set out in the Budapest 

Declaration. In 2007, at its 31st session in 

Christchurch, New Zealand, the WHC added 

a fifth Strategic Objective – “Community” 

– to make a set of five Cs. 

Kishore Rao, Director of the World Heri-

tage Centre, describes this fifth Strategic 

Objective as:

 “…an overarching element of the strategy, 

which every World Heritage site manager 

should bear in mind when interacting with 

the various stakeholders living or working 

in or around sites. This is also the reason 

for selecting the theme ‘World Heritage 

and Sustainable Development: The Role 

of Local Communities’ for the celebration 

of the 40th Anniversary of the World Her-

itage Convention (1972-2012). (Rao, UN-

ESCO 2012: 5).

The inclusion of the fifth C and its associa-

tion with the values of sustainable devel-

opment are important for understanding 

World Heritage in Africa. Inscription of a 

World Heritage Site has major implications 

for communities living at the site, associated 

with the values of the site or impacted on by 

adjacent sites. This includes rights-based is-

sues (rights of tenure, heritage conservation 

and interpretation), the impacts of tourism 

and development, and the issues of poverty 

and equity which plague many African rural 

and urban communities. 

At its 35th WHC session in Paris, the World 

Heritage Committee made a number of ad-
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ditions to the Operational Guidelines, which 

refer to sustainable development. These 

amendments affirm the idea that the man-

agement and governance of World Heritage 

sites should integrate sustainable develop-

ment principles. 

The Operational Guidelines have been mod-

ified to include more attention to communi-

ties and sustainability, with 39COM in Bonn 

in 2015 including specific language on “indig-

enous peoples” for the first time, in line with 

the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the 

UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. 

The 18th General Assembly of UNESCO 

adopted the “Strategic Action Plan for 

the Implementation of the Convention, 

2012-2022”, which integrates a concern for 

sustainable development. “Vision for 2022” 

calls for the World Heritage Convention to 

“contribute to the sustainable development 

of the world’s communities and cultures”. 

Goal N.3 reads: “Heritage protection and 

conservation considers present and fu-

ture environmental, societal and economic 

needs”, which are to be addressed particu-

larly through “connecting conservation to 

communities” (see http://whc.unesco.org/

en/sustainabledevelopment/, and references 

at the end of this report).
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Post-Inscription context
groups live in the Okavango Delta and this 

more complex situation requires greater 

attention. The main goal of the workshop 

was to develop  initiatives to prevent the 

marginalization of the indigenous commu-

nity in the Okavango Delta World Heritage 

site. The workshop considered how lessons 

from Tsodilo Hills could help inform the de-

velopment of baselines and human develop-

ment targets in the much larger Okavango 

Delta site.

San delegates to the Ngamiland workshop 

noted that Tsodilo Hills has received nota-

ble infrastructure investment, and called on 

government to fully evaluate Tsodilo Hills, 

many years after its inscription to the World 

Heritage List. The workshop discussed the 

practical situation at Tsodilo and set out cri-

teria which participants believe will contrib-

ute to the evaluation. These criteria include 

a baseline for the rock art conservation 

and measurement of progress in literacy, 

conservation and tourism skills within 

communities and more broadly across the 

district. Another criterion considered im-

portant for evaluation was the equity of 

benefits and costs for the two communities 

living at the site. This criterion is described 

in the UNCBD Programme of Work on Pro-

tected Areas, Element 2. 

Tsodilo Hills World Heritage Site

The World Heritage Committee inscribed 

Tsodilo Hills on the World Heritage List in 

December 2001 in Helsinki, Finland. UNE-

SCO describes Tsodilo Hills as the “Louvre 

of the Desert”   due to its high concentration 

of rock art. It is estimated that the area con-

tains over 4,500 paintings and the records 

give a chronological account of human ac-

tivities and environmental changes over at 

least 100,000 years . Tsodilo Hills’ World 

Heritage Site status is measured against two 

criteria: the protection of the rock art which 

constitutes the Outstanding Universal Value 

(OUV) of the site, and the contribution of 

the site to human development including 

the sustaining of cultural heritage. 

‘Outstanding universal value means cultural 

and/or natural significance which is so excep-

tional as to transcend national boundaries 

and to be of common importance for pres-

ent and future generations of all humanity. 

As such, the permanent protection of this 

heritage is of the highest importance to the 

international community as a whole.’

While only two communities live in Tsodi-

lo Hills - the Ju|’hoansi San and the Ham-

bukushu Bantu community - several ethnic 

 2 The Louvre is the name of one of Europe’s most famous art museums located in Paris. 
 3 UNESCO World Heritage List. “Tsodilo”. Advisory Body Evaluation. http://whc.unesco.org/en/
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Post-Inscription context
enthusiasm for pushing through with the 

complex inscription process was driven by 

His Excellency, Lieutenant General Seretse 

Khama Ian Khama, President of the Republic 

of Botswana and well-known conservation-

ist. 

Five ethnic groups live in the Okavango 

Delta: the Bugakwe, Dxeriku, Hambukushu, 

Wayeyi and ||Anikhwe. Each of these groups 

speaks its own language and expresses its 

own cultural identity. There are as many as 

twelve ethnic groups spread out across the 

District of Ngamiland, all of whom are im-

pacted by the inscriptions. 

The Bugakwe and ||Anikhwe are also re-

ferred to as San, Basarwa, or Bushmen - the 

indigenous peoples of southern Africa. Tradi-

tionally the San were nomadic hunter gath-

erers and lived in small groups. The other 

three ethnic groups, Dxeriku, Hambukushu 

and Wayeyi most probably migrated into 

the Okavango Delta far later than the two 

San ethnic groups and are Bantu peoples 

according to their linguistic traditions. They 

speak Central Bantu languages, which is a 

sign that they likely migrated from central 

Africa during the expansion of agro-pasto-

ralism and metallurgical cultures .

Okavango Delta World Heritage Site

In June 2014, the Okavango Delta was in-

scribed as the 1000th World Heritage Site 

by the World Heritage Committee at its 38th 

session in Doha, Qatar. 

The Okavango is a vast inland wetland sys-

tem with permanent marshlands and sea-

sonally flooded plains when the summer 

rains in Angola drain onto the plains of Bo-

tswana. The waters peak between June and 

August during the region’s parched winter, 

attracting one of Africa’s greatest concen-

trations of wildlife. It is an exceptional ex-

ample of the interaction between climatic, 

hydrological and biological processes. The 

Okavango Delta is home to some of the 

world’s iconic and also endangered species 

of mammals, including elephants, cheetah, 

white rhinoceros, black rhinoceros, African 

wild dog and lions.

According to the official nomination dos-

sier, this delta is unusual in that it does not 

flow into a sea or ocean and has a vast inland 

wetland system that is almost intact. The 

Okavango Delta’s uniqueness comes from 

annual flooding that occurs during the dry 

season.   The Okavango Delta is addition-

ally a Ramsar-inscribed wetland. The site 

was long overdue for inscription, and the 

4 World Heritage List reaches 1000 sites with inscrip-
tion of Okavango Delta in Botswana.” UNESCO press 
22. 06.2014.
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for San and other local communities to apply 

their knowledge of biodiversity conserva-

tion and heritage, both natural and cultural, 

in developing a sustainable future. The tra-

ditional knowledge and practices of the peo-

ple of Okavango Delta could be resources 

in developing an integrated, multi-sectoral 

approach to tourism development, other 

livelihoods and conservation. 

IPACC has joined with TOCADI and KFO 

to explore how inscription of the Okavango 

Delta and an effective assessment of Tsodi-

lo Hills can help Botswana develop an ap-

proach to management and governance of 

the sites that is inclusive and effective. The 

San have indicated to the government, to 

UNESCO’s World Heritage Centre and to 

the IUCN that they wish to be actively in-

volved in decision-making processes relating 

to the Okavango World Heritage Site. San 

leaders and organisations are studying the 

UNESCO World Heritage Convention and 

wish to contribute to a national and regional 

strategy to promote good governance, sus-

tainable livelihoods and protection of indige-

nous peoples’ rights in relation to these sites. 

Such an approach aligns with UN priorities 

and with the national development agenda, 

while supporting the conservation of the 

Outstanding Universal Values of the sites.

Special Rapporteur on Culture

Following the inscription at 38COM in Doha, 

Qatar, the UN Special Rapporteur on Cul-

ture, Ms Farida Shaheed, paid an official visit 

to Botswana from November 14–26, 2014. 

All the peoples of the Okavango Delta face 

various challenges which impact on their 

well-being and on the sustainability of their 

cultures. The gradual integration of the Oka-

vango Delta into the national economic, social 

and political institutions of Botswana has not 

been balanced with representation of their 

unique languages, knowledge systems and 

cultural heritage. The San are not represented 

in the national chieftaincy system and this 

undercuts their ability to influence policy and 

decision-making. Local languages are not used 

in schools, and local traditional knowledge and 

skills appear to be degrading, posing a risk to 

the sustainability of San culture. 

Since Botswana’s independence in 1966, and 

more so after the 1980s, provincial integra-

tion to national institutions has intensified. 

Universal education and economic integration 

provide both opportunities and risks for the 

cultures of the peoples of Okavango Delta. 

The shift from a traditional economy to a cash 

market economy changed the necessary skills 

that children require for their future. Tradi-

tional knowledge has become less important 

as activities such as hunting and fishing be-

come less appealing in a market economy. The 

traditional economy provided young people 

and adults with abundant skills, training and 

livelihoods. But in the transition to a national 

market economy, the San peoples of the Oka-

vango Delta have found themselves facing 

poverty, various forms of discrimination, and 

high unemployment rates. 

The inscription of Okavango Delta on the 

World Heritage List creates a new opportunity 

5 John Bock and Sarah E. Johnson. “The Okavango Delta Peoples of Botswana”. Global 
Sojourns. http://globalsojourns.com/imagedump/Web_Articles/Articles_Botswana/
Okavango_Delta_People.pdf
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Her aim was to explore the historic decision 

by Botswana to inscribe Okavango Delta as 

a natural World Heritage Site while at the 

same time acknowledging that it contained 

precious cultural heritage of the indigenous 

San people. Ms Shaheed was invited to Bo-

tswana to tour several regions, to meet with 

local and indigenous peoples and govern-

ment representatives, and to compile a re-

port to the UN on the relationship between 

culture, livelihoods and rights. 

Ms Shaheed said that the aim of her mission 

was to consider the rights of different cultur-

al and linguistic communities in Botswana. 

She was examining their right to access, take 

part in, and contribute to cultural life, and 

to enjoy and have recognised their cultural 

heritage, including through participating in 

the stewardship of cultural heritage.

In this regard, Ms Shaheed noted that: 

“Botswana must be congratulated for its 

efforts and achievements in the area of 

development and reduction of poverty, in 

particular through important safety nets for 

vulnerable populations across the country, 

and its commitment to providing services 

in the areas of health, education and water 

to all.”

But, she also cautioned:

“Substantial challenges remain, however, as 

people are scattered across the country in 

many diverse communities. The government 

recognised, for example, that a significant 

proportion of the population depends on 

welfare, and that poor people are locked into 

increasing dependence on state support.”

According to the Special Rapporteur, Bo-

tswana has adopted several positive poli-

cies, including the 2001 National Policy on 

Culture. She highlighted the importance of 

new cultural and development policy frame-

works, including Vision 2016, which aims 

to build a united and proud nation, with a 

diverse mix of cultures, languages, traditions 

and peoples sharing a common destiny.

“The Vision 2016 document states that 

‘Botswana’s wealth of different languages 

and cultural traditions will be recognised, 

supported and strengthened within the ed-

ucation system. No Motswana will be dis-

advantaged in the education system as a 

result of a mother tongue that differs from 

the country’s two official languages’.” 
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Ms Shaheed spoke to the importance of both 

World Heritage Sites - Tsodilo Hills and the 

Okavango Delta. She addressed issues of 

concern raised by some of the communities 

and reported that “the government has as-

sured me that there will be no fencing of the 

area, no eviction of local communities, and 

no disruption of their rights of access to nat-

ural resources. I encourage the government 

to continue implementing the UNESCO rec-

ommendations for the Okavango Delta, in 

particular, to reinforce the recognition of 

the local inhabitants’ cultural heritage, (and) 

effectively and clearly communicate all mat-

ters concerning the implications of the listing 

to the affected indigenous peoples”.

The workshop noted the importance of the 

Special Rapporteur’s study and contribu-

tions, and recommended that these should 

be shared in Ngamiland with communities, 

traditional authorities, government agen-

cies, protected areas and the private sector, 

particularly those entities engaged in tour-

ism development. 
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Ngamiland World Heritage in 
Botswana Workshop - March 2015

with specific reference to the Okavango 

Delta and Tsodilo Hills. He emphasised that 

the UN and its advisory bodies acknowledge 

the precious value of humanity’s natural 

and cultural heritage, and have created a 

treaty mechanism to protect this heritage 

for future generations. He noted that it is 

a great honour for Botswana to have two 

such inscribed sites, Dr Crawhall recalled 

important points from the past workshop 

held in Shakawe in August 2013 and men-

tioned that subsequent to that workshop, 

San organisations had effectively engaged 

with, IUCN, the Advisory Body, to ensure 

that their support and concerns were taken 

into account in the finalisation of the nomi-

nation dossier for Okavango Delta.

Conservation aims 

The purpose of inscription with the World 

Heritage Convention is to ensure long-term 

conservation of the site, with particular at-

tention to the Outstanding Universal Values 

for which the site has been approved. Though 

the Convention recognises both cultural 

and natural heritage sites, with some mixed 

natural and cultural sites, the WH Commit-

tee and the Advisory Bodies recognise the 

The March 2015 World Heritage workshop 

was hosted by the Trust for Okavango Cul-

tural and Development Initiatives (TOCADI), 

facilitated by IPACC and mainly funded by 

the Open Society Initiative for Southern 

Africa (OSISA). 

Delegates attended from across the district, 

including Khwe, ||Anikhwe and Ju|’hoansi 

San. The Ngamiland NGO Council participat-

ed, as well as staff from the national Ministry 

of Environment, Wildlife and Tourism. The 

National Museums expressed interest in 

attending but had a schedule conflict and 

expressed their apologies. 

Mr Gakemotho Satau welcomed guests 

and spoke on behalf of the Kuru Family of 

Organizations (KFO) and TOCADI. Then 

Mr Joram |Useb explained that IPACC is an 

advocacy and networking organization for 

indigenous communities across Africa. He 

added that IPACC has an active interest in 

projects related to heritage conservation 

and indigenous knowledge. Afterwards, Dr. 

Nigel Crawhall, IPACC’s Director of Secre-

tariat gave an introduction to the purpose of 

the World Heritage Convention and named 

some of the UNESCO World Heritage sites, 

13
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Ngamiland World Heritage in 
Botswana Workshop - March 2015

Okavango communities are encouraging 

government to take steps to prevent illegal 

harvesting of natural resources. 

The workshop noted that wildlife conser-

vation is both an important economic and 

cultural resource for the communities. With 

climate changes and other pressures, part 

of the long term sustainability of the Oka-

vango and its OUV will require thoughtful 

attention to wildlife-human co-existence, 

equitable benefit sharing and constructive 

problem solving between agents responsible 

for wildlife and communities living in rural 

areas including inside the core zone and the 

protected areas. 

Explicitly, IPACC has worked with indige-

nous peoples of the Kalahari Basin to high-

light the need for plant conservation, and 

compliance with the CBD’s Global Strategy 

for Plant Conservation (https://www.cbd.

int/gspc/)

Outstanding Universal Value of 
World Heritage Properties 

The UNESCO World Heritage Convention 

was adopted in 1972. Outstanding Univer-

inter-relatedness of culture and nature. The 

custodians of each site thus should consider 

how both natural and cultural site heritage 

can be protected by mechanisms that con-

tribute to long-term sustainability.

The government of Botswana encourages 

communities to conserve nature, natural 

resources, biodiversity and habitats. The 

existing Community Based Natural Resource 

Management (CBNRM) policy already gives 

powers and responsibilities to communi-

ties with regards to resource management. 

For example, communities are mandated to 

preserve natural resources for livelihoods, 

and to protect watercourses and water 

quality. Moreover, communities are tasked 

to control wild fires, which have raged un-

checked in recent years in the Okavango 

Delta. 

Okavango communities express concern 

over elephants destroying people’s lands 

and eating their crops, and consequently 

government is trying to establish modali-

ties for harmonious coexistence between 

humans and wildlife. As regards conserva-

tion in the context of the ownership of local 

resources, people living in the land enjoy the 

right to own and possess the resources, and 

14



Indigenous Peoples in 2007 and since then, 

UN agencies, including UNESCO, have em-

braced a Human Rights-based approach 

in the context of UN reform. Moreover, 

UNESCO recognises ‘rights-holders’ and 

‘duty-bearers’ and is currently develop-

ing its own specific Indigenous Peoples’ 

Policy. Nevertheless, the World Heritage 

Convention is relatively old and not in line 

with newer UN rights standards. Indige-

nous peoples have raised concerns about 

the division between natural heritage and 

cultural heritage. Tsodilo Hills and Okavan-

go Delta mark an important opportunity 

for Botswana to explore how culture and 

nature co-exist in the same landscape, under 

the same UN Convention. The government 

must apply the best management standards 

to implement the UN norms.

Countries with World Heritage Sites are 

responsible for writing regular reports that 

monitor the challenges and successes of her-

itage conservation programmes.  However, 

community representatives complained that 

government representatives don’t normally 

write about nature conservation or nation-

al parks, and pointed to a need for conser-

vation officials to develop their capacity in 

report-writing.

Questions and comments

Andrias Leburu from the NGO network ex-

plained that the Okavango Delta dossier 

and management plan mentioned only local 

Bantu languages and ignored San languages. 

He asked the workshop facilitators whether 

sal Value (OUV) is the main criteria for a 

site to be inscribed to the UNESCO World 

Heritage site list. Botswana signed the con-

vention and committed to identify natural 

and cultural sites of outstanding universal 

value. This enabled the official inscription 

of Tsodilo Hills and Okavango Delta on the 

UNESCO World Heritage list. The long-last-

ing protection of these sites is important 

to the international community as a whole, 

and as a signatory, Botswana is obliged to 

comply with international law and to create 

harmony in governance. 

The World Heritage Committee, made up of 

State Parties, the World Heritage Centre in 

Paris and three Advisory Bodies, oversees 

the World Heritage Convention. The three 

advisory bodies are the International Union 

for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN); 

the International Council on Monuments 

and Sites (ICOMOS); and the International 

Centre for the Study of the Preservation and 

Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM). 

The IUCN deals with natural heritage and 

can lend support to affected communities to 

make the Okavango Delta project a success. 

ICCROM and ICOMOS deal with culture. 

UNESCO and the three bodies are all com-

mitted to work with each other in adhering 

to international human rights standards and 

in finding meaningful convergence between 

natural and cultural conservation and her-

itage. 

The World Heritage Convention also ad-

dresses indigenous peoples’ rights. The UN 

adopted the Declaration on the Rights of 
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and agreed that the San are indigenous 

to the Okavango Delta during the inscrip-

tion process. Botswana had also joined the 

African Charter, which recognizes the indig-

enous communities. Anita Lekgowa noted 

that it is not always enough to sign agree-

ments. Policies should be implemented. She 

explained that when a San person presents 

an issue, state officials do not recognize 

him as an indigenous person. She suggested 

that SADC takes a stand on this. Finally, Ga-

kemotho Satau emphasized the importance 

of implementing CBNRM policies and includ-

ing indigenous people in decision making.

IPACC representatives mentioned that the 

conservation of nature is fundamental to the 

future of the nation’s identity. To reach an eq-

uitable and sustainable conservation frame-

work, the government should be passionate 

about its democratic principles and should 

elaborate a participatory decision making 

process in the conservation of natural and 

cultural heritage. One of the main challeng-

es that African nations face is to use their 

land in a planned and sustained way. In order 

to confront the challenge of land use, new 

methods for collective land management 

are necessary. Moreover, good governance 

and management is necessary for creating 

job opportunities and for opening a dialogue 

between different parties. The government 

should interact with local communities and 

share responsibilities with them.   

Nxisae Nxao reminded the workshop that 

since Tsodilo Hills was registered as a World 

Heritage site in 2001, the community had 

expressed concerns about realising the 

San people had been acknowledged as rights 

holders and stakeholders by the World Heri-

tage Committee in the inscription of the Oka-

vango Delta.

IPACC replied that TOCADI had put similar 

concerns to the IUCN mission ahead of in-

scription, raising three main points: recogni-

tion of the Okavango’s indigenous peoples; 

recognition of their cultural landscape in the 

site; and concerns regarding tenure and the 

right to reside in the site after inscription. 

These matters were brought to the attention 

of the relevant Minister, and the Botswana 

government had replied in writing that it ac-

knowledged these three points, including the 

presence of indigenous peoples in the site. 

IPACC delegates explained that Botswana 

voted in favour of the 2007 UN General As-

sembly decision on the Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
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benefits that they expected from inscription. 

Moreover, the information in the Okavan-

go Delta dossier which was collected by the 

government technical research team was 

not adequately understood at local level. It 

helped that IUCN and later the UN Special 

Rapporteur for Culture had come to Ngami-

land to consult the communities around the 

Okavango Delta inscription. 

Community and Government coop-
eration

Following the discussions that took place 

during the workshop, consensus views 

emerged. Key amongst these was that in 

order to ensure good governance, capacity 

building, empowerment must take place at 

both the individual and organizational levels; 

and this should be taken into account by both 

the community and the ministries of Tourism 

and Wildlife. Capacity building includes skills 

training opportunities, mobilising existing 

knowledge and skills in site conservation, 

and creating an enabling framework to help 

develop local livelihood opportunities in 

alignment with conservation goals. 

Moreover, a sustainable system should be 

established to ensure that conservation of 

the site does not a have a negative impact on 

local communities. The government, private 

sector and the community should explore 

joint venture partnerships in development 

initiatives and should equally benefit from 

development. The government’s perception 

17

of the communities should not be biased, and 

vice versa. Cooperation and multi-stakehold-

er approaches must be given priority. 

The local community and indigenous peoples 

should participate in the decision making 

process (i.e. governance) and in the man-

agement of the sites. Services should be de-

centralized and include local communities. 

Integrated policies such as CBNRM should 

enable sustainable natural resource man-

agement in a manner that promotes equita-

ble access, use and management of natural 

resources. 

The state should establish and implement 

its management plans in cooperation with 

indigenous people and local communities. 

Indigenous people have the right to maintain 

control, protect and develop their cultural 

heritage, traditional knowledge and tradi-

tional cultural expression, as well as the man

ifestation of their sciences, technologies and 
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cultures. They should be able to participate 

in decision making in matters which would 

affect their rights, through representatives 

chosen by themselves in accordance with 

their own procedures as well as to maintain 

and develop their own indigenous decision 

making institution. They have the right to the 

lands, territory and recognition of resourc-

es which they have traditionally owned, oc-

cupied or otherwise used or acquired. They 

should have the right to human dignity and 

respect for the diversity of their cultures, 

traditions, histories and aspirations, which 

shall be appropriately reflected in education 

and public information. 

The state should consider affirmative action 

policies and take effective measures espe-

cially to ensure continuing improvement of 

indigenous peoples’ economic and social con-

dition in Ngamiland. Furthermore, the state 

should consult and cooperate with indigenous 

people, and shall take appropriate measures, 

including legislative measures.

The following points were agreed:

• Educational access should be in-

creased; existing indigenous knowledge 

should be integrated in formal education; 

and good governance and sustainable de-

velopment between nature conservation 

and human life should be promoted;

• Community needs should be clarified 

so that different levels of government un-

derstand what is needed on the ground, 

with attention to cultural heritage conser-

vation;

• NGO’s, CBO’s, and local communi-

ty level partnerships with private/public 

sector should be strengthened; and

• Serious attention should be given to 

developing local communities’ tourism 

capacity in Botswana. This ranges from 

community information technology to con-

servation work, hospitality, parallel and 

supporting industries and services, and 

marketing and innovations.



Group discussion topic: what 
Tsodilo Hills teaches us about 

Okavango Delta?

• Tsodilo Hills holds important lessons 

in terms of developing local management 

capacity and the effective participation 

of the San and Hambukushu peoples in 

site governance and conservation.

Skills and Capacity

Delegates concurred that insufficient skills 

development and insufficient improvements 

to the livelihood capacity of indigenous 

peoples occurred throughout the Tsodilo 

Hills project infrastructure development 

as well as after its completion. Low literacy 

levels and lack of relevant site expertise 

undermined active community contribution 

to the site. Many people in the communities 

could not understand their constitution and 

were unaware of their rights. The project 

plan was too technical and targeted a 

highly-educated audience. The Tsodilo Hills 

community should have been trained, and the 

project should have been professionalized 

through the contributions of skilled, 

committed rock-art specialists. The OUV 

conservation goals should be aligned with 

local knowledge and skills development. 

The site management could still be improved. 

This section analyses the Tsodilo Hills project 

in three steps and considers the experiences 

at Tsodilo site that can inform successful 

planning and governance at the Okavango 

World Heritage site.

Tsodilo Hills

There was a robust discussion on the 

experience of the inscription, development and 

conservation of Tsodilo Hills World Heritage 

Site. The following three points were made 

concerning Tsodilo Hills World Heritage site:

• The OUV is focussed on the 

conservation of the Rock Art. Delegates 

asked how the OUV conservation is 

determined. What are the baselines for 

the OUV conservation? Is it true that 

the current implementation has ensured 

protection of rock art?

• Tsodilo Hills can also be assessed in 

terms of its impact on local poverty and 

livelihoods. Delegates highlighted the 

importance of a clear strategy to promote 

San culture and livelihoods through skills 

development, tourism and other cultural 

activities.
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Process and Participation

Delegates identified several key factors 

that can facilitate the participation of local 

people in the Okavango Delta project’s 

decision making process. 

Firstly, the local community should be 

consulted early in the design of the 

governance system and in larger economic 

planning. Communities’ needs should be 

taken into account at the beginning and 

during the progression of the site project. 

In Tsodilo Hills, community members were 

invited to participate in meetings, but 

they were not given enough background 

information. Some delegates felt that during 

the planning meetings, the civil service 

looked for quick answers and did not give 

enough time to people to understand the 

entire project. Free Prior Informed Consent 

(FPIC) of the community at project inception 

stage is therefore very important. 

The peoples of Okavango Delta can be 

successfully included in the decision 

making process only if the government 

and the community have a mutual 

understanding of project plans and the 

OUV targets, as well as the community’s 

There should be a system of checks and 

balances in terms of site access, as well 

as monitoring and evaluation throughout 

the project. The two ethnic groups living 

in Tsodilo Hills sometimes have different 

interests and they should both equally 

benefit from the project.

Delegates agreed that similar issues need 

to be carefully studied in the Okavango 

Delta World Heritage site. Management 

plans should be simplified and written in 

local languages. The community should be 

empowered and fully trained on CBNRM, 

with the opportunity to develop skills 

necessary for site management, governance, 

conservation and related livelihoods. 

Delegates noted that the inscription of 

World Heritage site status led to increased 

tourism activities in the Okavango Delta and 

suggested that local people can only fully 

benefit from this if they are educated on 

subjects like tourism and hospitality. There 

are capacity gaps between the community, 

the NGOs and CBOs. If these gaps can be 

reduced, the people of Okavango will be 

more empowered and involved in ensuring 

the long term sustainability of the site.
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provided is accurate. This committee 

should be in constant communication with 

the community in its evaluation of the 

implementation of the project. Progress 

reports, meeting minutes and an annual 

report including the audit report should be 

written in consultation with the community.

Overall, the Tsodilo Hills WH site needs 

to be assessed for its positive effects on 

the community. After inscription of the 

World Heritage Site, the government built 

important infrastructure and consulted 

some members of the community. However, 

in the views of the workshop delegates, 

most people did not benefit from livelihood 

changes. Some people in the community 

felt excluded from the monitoring and 

evaluation processes. They did not receive 

enough training to build their capacities and 

were unclear about the decision making 

process. Delegates felt that the governance 

process for Tsodilo Hills is worth revisiting 

and reassessing for its effectiveness. These 

points should be carefully considered in 

order to improve the effectiveness of WH 

implementation in the Okavango Delta. 

security of land and resource tenure. 

Where people feel insecure and unclear 

about long-term rights, it makes it difficult 

to achieve a shared set of values and good 

cooperation. 

The power held by the government in 

the management of the land should be 

considered without excluding the rights 

of the people living in the same land. 

Additionally, government policies should 

encourage joint venture projects with 

the community and investors. Therefore, 

the consultation process should continue 

throughout the entire project and should 

involve all stakeholders. The private sector 

benefits substantially from environmental 

tourism. This should be balanced with local 

community ventures and capacity. The 

aim should be sustainability for both the 

communities and the private sector, with 

adequate resources, revenue and taxation 

flowing into the government from successful 

conservation. 

Baselines, Monitoring and Evaluation 

The workshop emphasised the need 

to develop criteria for monitoring and 

evaluation of the success of World Heritage 

Sites. These should consider the OUV 

outcomes as well as the social benefits. 

Monitoring and evaluation should involve 

both stakeholders and beneficiaries. The 

workshop recommended to government that 

a project review committee be appointed 

to supervise an assessment of the project 

and to make sure that the information 
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Human Rights, Recourse 
Mechanisms and Special 

Procedures

ing fundamental human rights and report-

ing back on pertinent human rights issues 

at the sites they are monitoring during the 

WH Committee meetings. The Advisory 

Bodies are not human rights agencies, but 

they do have preferential access to speak to 

the relevant Minister about complaints and 

concerns. Ultimately any decisions within 

the framework of the Convention must be 

taken by the World Heritage Committee, 

which is subject to a degree of political in-

fluence. 

Should there be a perceived violation of 

rights, and the national complaints mech-

anism does not provide adequate redress, 

and if the Advisory Bodies are unable to 

ensure adequate attention to the concerns 

of the indigenous peoples or local commu-

nity, there is still recourse into the broader 

human rights mechanisms of the United 

Nations. 

Joram |Useb from IPACC gave a presen-

tation on how the United Nations’ human 

rights instruments relate to World Heritage 

inscribed sites. The United Nations, which 

includes all governments of the world, 

sets out norms and standards for human 

IPACC gave a presentation to the workshop 

entitled: What happens if something goes 

wrong? In the original pre-inscription work-

shop of 2013, indigenous delegates had 

asked about their recourse to justice if they 

felt their rights were not respected after 

inscription. They were particularly con-

cerned about access to natural resources 

and conservation of their cultural heritage 

sites within the Okavango Delta, as well as 

their tenure rights, and expressed further 

concerns about their possible non-consen-

sual removal from the World Heritage Site. 

The first port of call in such questions is al-

ways with the national government. Though 

the government has signed a specific trea-

ty with the United Nations, it is responsible 

for upholding both national human rights 

norms and standards as well as adhering 

to the UN norms and standards and the 

specific obligations of the World Heritage 

Convention. 

There are also Advisory Bodies which help 

the World Heritage Committee understand 

the state of conservation of World Heritage 

Sites, and increasingly the Advisory Bodies 

are also being held accountable for respect-
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When a state has a site inscribed, that state 

must live up to the standards of the con-

servation of that site within a human rights 

approach. Increasingly, indigenous peoples 

are examining with the UN what must be 

done to ensure compliance. This includes 

ensuring that sites are only inscribed when 

they respect fundamental human rights, 

and after inscription, that there is ongoing 

observation of and respect for human rights 

and dignity, which now also includes grow-

ing attention to sustainable and equitable 

development.

United Nations Human Rights Mecha-
nisms and Special Procedures

This section summarises the principal UN 

mechanisms that deal with indigenous peo-

ples’ human rights, in terms of both the set-

ting of standards and the implementation 

of recourse mechanisms, known as “Special 

Procedures”.

1. The United Nations has Special Pro-

cedures and mechanisms to protect the 

rights of Indigenous Peoples. Despite 

the fact that Indigenous Peoples still 

face human rights abuses and marginal-

rights to be observed by everyone on the 

planet, including national governments. 

Some agreements at the UN are adopted 

as international standards, such as the UN 

Universal Declaration on Human Rights, 

and others are treaties which require rat-

ification and adjustment of national laws 

and procedures. Both non-binding stan-

dards and binding treaty obligations may 

be used by indigenous peoples and local 

communities to hold their governments, 

private sector institutions, and other actors, 

accountable for respecting fundamental 

human rights. 

In practice, many of the UN mechanisms 

dealing with human rights are there to clar-

ify standards and norms (ie. What is right? 

How is UN policy meant to be implement-

ed?). There are also recourse mechanisms 

for individuals and communities - when they 

fail to achieve an adequate response at na-

tional level, they may take their concerns 

to a higher level at the UN. This particularly 

applies if there is an apparent violation of a 

treaty obligation. 

The World Heritage Convention is an inter-

national treaty, which the State must ratify. 
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of indigenous peoples under internation-

al law.  Although it is not fully implement-

ed in many countries, the declaration 

guides States in developing policies, and 

its adoption is seen as a major positive 

development for indigenous peoples 

globally. 

3. The Permanent Forum on Indig-

enous Issues (PFII) is a high-level advi-

sory body, which has annual two-week 

sessions where indigenous peoples meet 

representatives of Member States and 

United Nations agencies. It advises the 

United Nations Economic and Social 

Council (ECOSOC) on developments 

concerning indigenous issues. The Per-

manent Forum reviews the work of the 

UN System in relation to the rights of 

indigenous peoples. It has 16 expert 

members of whom eight are indigenous 

peoples and eight are government repre-

sentatives. UN agencies may be called to 

answer questions at the UNPFII. UNES-

CO and the IUCN typically present annu-

al reports regarding indigenous peoples’ 

rights to the UNPFII.

4. The United Nations Expert Mech-

anism on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (EMRIP) was established by 

the Human Rights Council to provide 

thematic advice, in the form of studies 

and research. It has five expert members. 

EMRIP has studied issues such as culture 

and human rights, and has had a number 

ization, these mechanisms contribute to 

the evolution of their rights under inter-

national law.

 

At the international level, indigenous Peo-

ples may address major human rights is-

sues (such as pressures on their lands and 

resources and threats to their cultures) via 

these “Special Procedures”. The UN Decla-

ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP), the Permanent Forum on Indig-

enous Issues (PFII), the United Nations Ex-

pert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (EMRIP) and the Special Rappor-

teur on the rights of indigenous peoples (SR) 

are the main United Nations instruments 

to protect the rights of indigenous peoples.

2. The United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN-

DRIP) was adopted by the UN General 

Assembly in 2007. It is considered the 

leading instrument protecting the rights 
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view (UPR). During the UPR process, civil 

society may make written contributions 

on human rights concerns, and particu-

lar attention is given to submissions by 

indigenous peoples. The reports by the 

State Party and the civil society are de-

bated at the UPR and recommendations 

are made to the specific country which 

are binding, and on which it must report 

back to the UN. 

IPACC’s Joram|Useb reminded participants 

that the UN provides sponsorship annually 

to participate in EMRIP and UNPFII meet-

ings. There are also training programmes 

and fellowships designed to educate indig-

enous peoples about the rights mechanisms 

and Special Procedures. 

 

 

of discussions regarding the World Her-

itage Convention. 

5. The Special Rapporteur on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (SR) is 

provided for under a special procedure 

of the Human Rights Council. The SR ob-

serves the situation of indigenous peo-

ples in member countries and reports 

on developments and challenges to the 

Human Rights Council. Special Rappor-

teurs receive information on specific 

allegations and send communications 

to state and occasionally to non-state 

actors, asking for clarification and ac-

tion. The SR also coordinates work with 

the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Is-

sues, and with the United Nations Expert 

Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples.

There are a number of Special Rapporteurs, 

including the Special Rapporteur on Cul-

ture, who paid an official visit to Botswa-

na after the inscription of the Okavango 

Delta to learn more about the relationship 

between cultural heritage, nature conser-

vation and the rights of indigenous peoples 

and local communities to development.

6. Universal Periodic Review: Every 

five years, all member states of the Unit-

ed Nations are required to present a 

report on their overall progress in the im-

plementation of human and civil rights. 

This is called the Universal Periodic Re-
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Conclusions
Traditional Knowledge (ITK). In fact, 

the knowledge innovations and practices 

of indigenous and local communities in 

Okavango Delta should be respected, 

preserved and maintained, in compliance 

with CBD Articles 8j and 10c. Examples 

include tracking skills, conservation 

knowledge, landscape and ecosystems 

knowledge, sustainable livelihoods 

knowledge, crafts, conflict resolution skills, 

and the traditional system of equitable and 

effective governance of natural resources. 

The workshop recommended the 

development of methods of cooperation for 

the improvement and use of technologies, 

including indigenous technologies and 

traditional knowledge systems. Guidance 

should be provided to develop regional, 

national, and local codes of ethical 

conduct, with the aim of promoting 

respect, preservation and maintenance 

of traditional knowledge and sustainable 

use of biodiversity. Government policies in 

Okavango Delta should address traditional 

knowledge innovation and the practices 

of indigenous and local communities. 

Government should also develop a land 

tenure system that recognizes indigenous 

land use and occupation. Finally, research 

should be conducted on indigenous 

knowledge systems and resources, for 

Way Forward for Okavango: Action 
Plan

To conclude, certain key actions need to be 

taken in the Okavango Delta post-inscription 

process to ensure that indigenous peoples 

and local communities benefit from the 

World Heritage status. 

At the conclusion of the Ngamiland 

workshop, the stakeholders emphasized the 

importance of community participation in

policy development. The government  

should encourage Free Prior Informed 

Consent (FPIC) and give communities 

ownership of projects or policies. It is only 

by adopting a bottom-up approach that 

the community will not feel marginalized 

from the decision-making process. The 

people of Okavango Delta can only see 

themselves as partners in development if 

their community structures are recognized 

in the making of agreements, and if they 

are regularly consulted. They have the 

right to benefit equally from resources 

and new job opportunities, as well as 

from new investments. Thus government 

policies should set clear conditions and 

encourage joint venture projects between 

the community and investors. 

The workshop strongly encouraged 

government to consider Indigenous 
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Final Remarks

The meeting concluded that the indigenous 

peoples should approach government 

to promote an Okavango Delta-wide 

governance system for the newly inscribed 

Okavango site. This should include all the 

different communities and traditional 

authorities, relevant government ministries, 

and the private sector. The goals are 

to promote a shared vision of good 

conservation, address poverty issues in 

the region, promote benefit-sharing, and 

to create an effective platform to promote 

innovations and to respond to problems. 

In addition, the meeting noted that pilgrims 

are using Tsodilo Hills without following 

proper conservation and management 

protocols. The San called on the 

government to establish policy guidelines 

on conserving sacred natural sites through 

the empowerment of the custodians, in line 

with the goals of the two World Heritage 

Sites to protect their Outstanding Universal 

Values. 

The workshop reviewed the experience 

of Tsodilo Hills and concluded that the 

Okavango Delta project should have a 

participatory governance structure and 

should respect the rights of the communities 

example on conserving and sustaining 

medicinal and wild food plants.  

Good governance is crucial for the 

active participation of the community 

in the Okavango Delta project. Nature 

conservation has for decades emphasised 

good management. Since the 2003 IUCN 

World Parks Congress, attention has shifted 

globally to the equally important process 

of good governance. The World Heritage 

Sites of Botswana should be models of 

good governance and good management 

practices.

The establishment of an effective 

governance mechanism necessitates the 

participation of all stakeholders, rights 

holders and notably traditional authorities 

in cooperation with the private sector. The 

government should give community-based 

organisations (CBO’s) clear mandate to 

conserve their areas. Capacity-building 

projects should train CBO’s and CSO’s on the 

understanding of laws, on board procedures 

and financial management systems, and on 

productive ways to engage with UNESCO. 

Finally, communities should equally share 

in the benefits coming from the utilization 

of genetic resources, in compliance with the 

Nagoya Protocol of the CBD.
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living in the site. Capacity-building 

programmes should empower San and other 
peoples of the Okavango Delta, and give 
them the necessary skills to understand 
and to participate in the project’s decision-
making processes. 

The Okavango communities must be 
consulted on an ongoing basis throughout 
the evolution of the management plan, 
and especially during the evaluation 
process. Overall, the people of Okavango 
Delta should play an active role in project 
management and should fairly benefit from 
the nomination of the Okavango Delta as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. 
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