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Wels’s book centers on processes of reciprocal ex-
change between joint venture partners in privately
owned andmanaged conservation schemes. This is an es-
pecially important theme in environmental management
because of the proliferation of privately owned and man-
aged wildlife ventures that claim to involve partnerships
with local communities. Intellectually, the book uses no-
tions of gift giving and reciprocity to explore the rela-
tionships between the Save Valley Conservancy and sur-
rounding communities in southeastern Zimbabwe.

This is, in short, an interesting and very stimulating
book, with a wealth of detail about the complex networks
involved in privatized wildlife conservation. The book is
set against the backdrop of the deteriorating political cli-
mate in Zimbabwe. This political crisis is often presented
as being about the controversial land question which re-
sulted in racially unequal land distribution under colo-
nial rule, but the book by Wels presents a more sophis-
ticated view of the land question, pointing to struggles
within communities as well as the political objectives of
the Mugabe regime as explanations for the “Zimbabwe
crisis.” My only criticism of this book relates to this,
and is an issue which is beyond the control of the au-
thor, or any writer on Zimbabwe for that matter: events
have quickly overtaken the material in the book, which
means it loses some of its freshness because the reader

is constantly thinking, “I wonder what happened next.”
This aside, the book has a number of important and more
general points to make about the potentials and pitfalls
of privatized wildlife conservation and its impacts on the
companies and communities involved.

In particular, the book unpacks notions of what re-
ciprocal exchange might mean in a context where pri-
vate wildlife conservancies have been established against
a history of externally imposed fixed boundaries. As
Wels insightfully points out “the fence became the white
signature on the land” (p. 54). These fixed boundaries,
around nation-states, regions and (more crucially for
this study) around privately owned ranches and national
parks, worked against indigenous views of more flexible
and socially constructed boundaries. In order for conser-
vancies to survive as wildlife conservation areas they re-
quire “game fences,” to prevent the movement of wildlife
onto farmland. According to Wels, these fences consti-
tute a barrier to developing genuine reciprocal relations
between communities and conservancies in both physi-
cal and symbolic terms. The erection of fences, in a sense,
imposed a slice of wilderness in the middle of densely
populated areas. This then created a sense amongst local
communities that fences had written the message “white
land only” onto the landscape. This added to and fur-
ther developed the stereotypes and mistrust between the
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communities and the Conservancy.

The important point this book makes is a broader ar-
gument about the capacity for privatized wildlife con-
servation to act as some kind of “cure all” solution: one
that neatly pays for conservation in a situation where the
state cannot or will not fund it, so that it can secure gen-
uine community participation and involvement as well
as being able to deal with issues surrounding questions
of who has the right to own land. Wels makes it clear that

communities and conservancies cannot be seen as single
homogenous entitles, but rather as an amalgam of differ-
ent interest groups that shift and change in response to
the context they find themselves in. He provides a very
detailed analysis of the multiple reciprocities in conser-
vancies, and as such this book will have wide appeal. It
will be of interest to development planners and environ-
mental managers, as well as academics interested in sus-
tainability, the politics of conservation and broader is-
sues of trust and reciprocity.
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