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The study assessed women’s participation in the Communal Area Management Programme for Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE) activities in southeast Zimbabwe. The study collected data using an interview questionnaire
administered to five CAMPFIRE committees in October 2014. There were
relatively no differences in the selected attributes on CAMPFIRE committee
composition across the five study communities i.e., 1) the number of people
and their level of education, and 2) gender and age composition. There were
more men (5 ± 0.11) than women (2 ± 0.02) in CAMPFIRE program committees across the five study communities. Men dominate leadership and decision making over CAMPFIRE in south-eastern Zimbabwe. Yet, it is the
women who use most of the natural resources at household level, such as
game meat, wild fruits and wild vegetables as relish, fuel wood as source of
energy for cooking, and baskets woven from woodland products. It was concluded that despite all the benefits that a gender sensitive approach could
bring to CAMPFIRE, women participation in CAMPFIRE programs in
southeast Zimbabwe was still low as evidenced by their numbers in committees that make decisions for the program. There was need for deliberate action to ensure increased women participation in CAMPFIRE programs, especially at the decision-making level. A certain number of committee positions
in CAMPFIRE should be reserved for women.
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1. Introduction
The rural poor in developing countries remain directly dependent mostly on raw
natural resources for their food and livelihood security [1]. However, dependence on natural resources is contextualised within socio-cultural parameters and
shaped by differences embedded in societies, such as power, age and gender differences [2] [3] [4]. Gender issues are increasingly attracting attention in the
community-based natural resource management (CBNRM), policy making or
project implementation where stakeholders question the relevance of gender in
natural resource conservation [5] [6] [7], especially about attitudes. For instance,
CBNRM fails to recognize the roles and differences between men and women
about demands, access and control of natural resources and knowledge capacities [3] [8]. Women are important natural resource users and their participation
in CBNRM activities can create a platform for their empowerment and enhance
their role in decision-making, including benefit sharing [2]. Allowing women to
actively participate in initiatives that are related to their traditional roles and
household chores is essential in enhancing women's participation and improved
benefits and is desired by women in most of the conservancies and CBNRM
programmes studied elsewhere in southern Zimbabwe [1] [2] [4] [6] [7] [8].
The need to address gender-sensitive concerns is pronounced in CBNRM initiatives like community areas management programme for indigenous resources
programme (CAMPFIRE) in Zimbabwe. For instance, one of the principles of
the CAMPFIRE program is stated as: “To support equal opportunities for all
members of the community regardless of race, gender or political affiliations and
work to train and empower women as effective participants in the economic development of the community” [4]. CAMPFIRE on communal areas adjacent to
national parks was one of the key initiatives adopted to generate benefits, promote conservation, and empower local communities in Zimbabwe [9] [10]. The
CAMPFIRE approach was instrumental in instilling pride and conservation on
communally owned lands in Zimbabwe [11], while at the same time creating
opportunities for local employment and community infrastructural development
[8] [12].
The idea behind the CAMPFIRE program was to ensure that natural resources
use meets today’s needs, while conserving them for future generations [13]. This
requires action to develop capacities, from global to grassroots level, for their
sustainable management and regulation [14]. Understanding the role of gender
in human relationships with natural resources is one of the precursors to more
sustainable management of the environment [15]. Women and men use, access
natural resource products, land and ecosystem resources in different ways.
DOI: 10.4236/oje.2020.104013
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When such differences are properly understood, actions can be targeted to address the gender sensitive varied needs of resource users [16]. The present study
focused on the role of women’s participation in CBNRM, i.e., CAMPFIRE in
southeast Zimbabwe.
To date, there has been little research on community-based natural resource
utilisation and conservation that takes into consideration the assessment of gender mainstreaming in CAMPFIRE programs [8] [17]. In general, our understanding of gender differences in attitudes toward conservation, especially in
sub-Saharan African communities is poor [18] [19] and this can impede natural
resource management and conservation outcomes. Therefore, the objectives of
this study were twofold, 1) to assess the role of women in decision-making processes in natural resources conservation in CAMPFIRE communities adjacent to
Gonarezhou National Park, south-eastern Zimbabwe, and 2) to determine local
people’s views on the effectiveness and potential of CAMPFIRE programs with a
gender perspective approach.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area
Gonarezhou National Park is located between 21˚00'S - 22˚15'S and 30˚15'E 32˚30'E, is the second largest protected area in Zimbabwe, with a spatial extent
of 5053 km2 (Figure 1). The park and its surrounding communal area under

Figure 1. Location of Gonarezhou National Park and the surrounding communal areas in
south-eastern Zimbabwe.
DOI: 10.4236/oje.2020.104013
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CAMPFIRE are endowed with diverse animal, plant, bird and fish species [20]
[21]. This study focused on five randomly selected communal areas (i.e., Muhlanguleu, Chini, Chibhavahlengwe/Masukwe, Chingele and Chibhavahlengwe/
Phahlela) surrounding Gonarezhou National Park, Chiredzi District, south-eastern
Zimbabwe. These communities practise community-based natural resource
management under the CAMPFIRE program. The implementation of the
CAMPFIRE program in the study area started in the early 1990s [22].

2.2. Data Collection and Analyses
The study used an interview-administered questionnaire to collect data in October 2014 [23]. Pre-testing was conducted in two CAMPFIRE committees, outside of the study communities to ensure that all questions were clear, and a final
version of the questionnaire was prepared for data collection. Interview dates
were communicated to the five purposively selected CAMPFIRE Ward committees one or two days in advance. Before conducting the interviews, the general
purpose of the study was explained.
The questionnaire included both open-ended and fixed response questions on
the role of women in the CAMPFIRE programs in south-eastern Zimbabwe. We
specifically addressed the following topics: 1) number of people and level of
education in the CAMPFIRE committee, 2) gender and age composition in
the CAMPFIRE program committees, 3) reasons for the involvement or
non-involvement of women, 4) opportunities for gender sensitive CBNRM as
enshrined by the CAMPFIRE constitutions, and 5) suggestions for further improving the CAMPFIRE programs through a gender sensitive perspective by
engaging women in CBNRM. Interviews were held with secretaries of five
CAMPFIRE committees since these have good knowledge of CAMPFIRE programs across communities. Interviews were conducted in English and lasted
about 30 minutes.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize and analyze the interview response data. The median as a measure for central tendency and the range to
represent the variability in response data were computed for some of the interview response data. Data were grouped and summarised per response category,
with data on the reasons for the involvement or non-involvement by the women,
opportunities for involving women in CAMPFIRE programs and suggestions for
further improving the involvement of women in natural resources management.
These were qualitatively analysed based on emerging themes.

3. Results and Discussion
There were more men (5 ± 0.11) than women (2 ± 0.02) in CAMPFIRE program
committees across the five study communities (Table 1). Women involved in
CAMPFIRE programs were mostly of the age 25 - 40 years and the majority had
attained secondary education level. Having few women in CAMPFIRE committees was attributed to the following: 1) a higher proportion of the women were
DOI: 10.4236/oje.2020.104013

192

Open Journal of Ecology

C. Mashapa et al.

less educated, 2) local traditional custom of married women limit them from active participation, and 3) women were not often voted for and/or elected by local
people. Apart from being few in the leadership of the CAMPFIRE programs, the
few elected women were reported as the trusted members of the CAMPFIRE
committee in the management of financial resources. However, most women were
reported left out of the CAMPFIRE committee because they are pre-occupied with
family needs, such as walking long distances in search of fuel wood, gathering
wild foods and other natural resource products [24] [25].
All study CAMPFIRE committee respondents reported that the involvement
of women was important as women are more trusted to manage financial resources and that more women should preferable be involved in the CAMPFIRE
committees as opposed to some men who are relatively more corrupt. The existing CAMPFIRE constitutions were reported not to be addressing the issue of
women participation in the CAMPFIRE programs (Table 2). The reported limited participation of women could be the cultural remnants of the original and
indigenous Hlwengwe (Shangaan) traditional custom and norms of the present
people around Gonarezhou National Park [24] [26] [27]. More so, at national
level in Zimbabwe, just like most African countries, men predominate as government representatives and civil servants, from the cabinet to the village level
Table 1. CAMPFIRE Committees composition across the study area.
Wards settlement as study sites
Attribute

Muhlanguleu Chini

Chibhavahlengwe/
Chibhavahlengwe/ Mean ± SE
Chingele
Masukwe
Phahlela

Total number of members in the CAMPFIRE committee

7

7

7

7

7

7 ± 0.01

Number of men in the CAMPFIRE committee

5

5

5

4

6

5 ± 0.11

Number of women in the CAMPFIRE committee

2

2

2

3

1

2 ± 0.02

Age group of women in the CAMPFIRE committee

25 - 40

25 - 40

25 - 40

25 - 40

41 - 60

25 - 40

Number of women in the CAMPFIRE committee with at
least a secondary education level

2

2

2

2

0

2

Table 2. CAMPFIRE Committee members’ views on the effectiveness and potential of CAMPFIRE programs with a gender perspective approach in south eastern Zimbabwe.
Number ( n)

%

Women gather forest products and have unique ecological knowledge that can assist in species conservation.

3

60

Representation of rural women in the governance of natural resources should be increased

5

100

Few women in CAMPFIRE leadership are the most trusted on financial management

4

80

Some customs limit women from participating in CAMPFIRE programs and/or prohibit them from
owning and controlling land and related natural resource assets

4

80

The existing CAMPFIRE constitutions do not address gender participation in the CAMPFIRE programs

3

60

Responses

Positive

Negative
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and from ministries to rural district councils of settlement.
Communities in the present study area were reported as having a poor record
on gender equity and equality where men tend to dominate over women on
control and decision making in society, and also men tend to be the sole think
tank on livelihood matters [26] [27]. Attitudes such as, “women should—or
should not—do this and that” or “men are supposed to do this—but not that”,
based on stereotypic views may prevent either women or men action regarding
natural resource use, access, management or conservation [24].
To improve the role of women in natural resource management and conservation, there is need to better understand and target the reliance of women on
natural resources capital, involve women more effectively in natural resource
governance, and build the capacity of women in conservation science and its application since it has been noted that women are the main actors in natural resource utilisation [25] [28], despite being less actors in leadership for community based natural resource management.
Even when women attend meetings or events, they may not feel free to voice
their opinions, or their opinions and needs may not be taken seriously [29] [30].
Community participation often favours local elites, usually men who directly
conflict with and override poor women’s access to natural resource products
such as fuel wood and financial resources from safari hunting [31] [32] [33].
Despite attempts to mainstream gender at the national and international levels,
few women participate. Although the international and national policies and
agreements regulate the management and use of natural resources, most of these
instruments do not highlight the potential gender-differentiated impacts of their
provisions.
The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Global Plans of Action
recognize the key roles played by both women and men, especially in the developing world and the management and use of natural resources [34]. Unfamiliar
with these policy instruments, extension workers, development agents, and people working on CBNRM will find it challenging to understand their impact and
to implement the relevant provisions in their daily work [1] [2] [35]. The CBD
advocates for fair and equitable sharing of genetic and natural resource benefits.
It also establishes a connection between sustainable conservation and development and the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities [35]. However,
despite the increased recognition of positive linkages between gender dynamics
and household natural resource use, little progress has been shown in translating
these into programmes which are pro-women centred CBNRM and conservation at the local level in developing countries, and Zimbabwe is no exception [7]
[22] [35]. Rural women’s vital contribution to the management of natural resources, and household food security remains misunderstood, ignored, or underestimated, yet women are important chain actors within the household food
economy driven by natural resources harvested from the wilderness [35].
Women are not well represented in the governance of natural resources at loDOI: 10.4236/oje.2020.104013
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cal to global scales [15] [29] [36]. However, studies done in India and Nepal indicated that the inclusion of women in CBNRM resulted in improvements in
natural forest community and its biodiversity [29] [37]. The involvement of
women improved natural forest status because of enhanced forest ownership,
guarding and rule compliance. Similarly, a study on the tropical wetland pan as a
common water resource property reported high levels of collaboration, solidarity, and conflict resolution in natural resource management groups that involved
women [15]. For instance, women in India formed the Chipko Movement when
they recognized the negative link between deforestation and recurring floods
and landslides [29]. Through lobbying and pressure group effect, they prevented
tree felling and achieved a 10-year ban on logging in the affected area. In Kenya,
the Green Belt Movement mobilized more than 80,000 women who planted
more than 20 million trees [38]. Clearly, the representation of rural women in
the governance of community natural resources need to be increased aimed at
global natural resource conservation objectives.
Since one of the objectives of CAMPFIRE is to ensure improved livelihood
and reduced societal inequality, incorporating women in CAMPFIRE leadership
is ideal since they constitute the majority of the poor and socially disadvantaged
population group in Zimbabwe [39]. CAMPFIRE programs around Gonarezhou
National Park, south eastern Zimbabwe can expand pro-women livelihood activities such as fuel wood, the collection and sale of wild fruits [25] and mopane
worms, and handicrafts. Gender insensitive CAMPFIRE programs may undermine ecologically sound and indigenous technical skills and knowledge on
natural resource management which can be provided by women [40] [41]. There
is a report that women in Zimbabwe have more in-depth indigenous technical
skills and knowledge on tree species and their uses than men, which is partly a
result of the women interacting with nature as they collect firewood, fodder, edible wild vegetables and fruit for their families [31]. The CBNRM institutions
need to be inclusive. The study findings highlighted inadequate participation of
the women and probably female youths in CAMPFIRE in south-eastern Zimbabwe. The emphasis has been to put on law enforcement, which favors males in
the form of village scouts as natural resource overseers [1] [2]. Men dominate
meetings and decision making over CAMPFIFRE in south-eastern Zimbabwe.
Yet, it is the women who uses most of these natural resources such as game
meat, wild vegetables and fish as relish, fuel wood as source of energy for cooking, and baskets woven from woodland products for carrying various household
goods. A certain number of committee positions in CAMPFIRE need to be reserved for women.

4. Conclusion
The study aimed to understand the role women play in CBNRM in south-eastern
Zimbabwe. Although the Zimbabwean Government included gender issues in
CBNRM agenda, implementation efforts have been insufficient in other proDOI: 10.4236/oje.2020.104013
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grammes as highlighted by the present study. The study concluded that, despite
all the benefits that a gender sensitive approach could bring to CBNRM; women
still face major obstacles to participation and leadership of CAMPFIRE programs in southeast Zimbabwe. Women were not often elected by local people to
lead CAMPFIRE programs and the existing CAMPFIRE constitutions do not
address gender participation in the CAMPFIRE programs. Addressing the gender dimensions of CBNRM could help policymakers formulate more effective
interventions for natural resource conservation and sustainable use (Patel, 1998).
Thus, we recommended the following: Promote gender mainstreaming in the
policies and operations of natural resource management institutions and ensure
that women’s and men’s concerns and experiences are fully integrated. Promote
the recognition of gender-differentiated roles, skills and practices in the conservation and sustainable use of natural resources, keeping in mind that these roles
vary from place to place and change over time.
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