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Abstract

The popularity of World Heritage status continues apace – more sites are included 
in the List every year. World Natural Heritage sites in particular are increasingly 
discussed as a promising strategy for reconciling conservation and sustainable 
development. By means of two case studies from East Africa – which are embed-
ded in a global survey on the effects of World Heritage Status – this report analyses 
what actually happens in situ when World Heritage status is granted to an area. The 
studies show that the effect of this international conservation status should not be 
underestimated, especially with regard to institutional aspects.
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Introduction

As of  today, there are 981 World Heritage (WH) Sites 
worldwide – of  which 193 are natural, 759 are cultural 
and 29 are mixed (UNESCO 2013). While the WH 
status was originally established as a way of  guaran-
teeing the conservation of  the world’s most outstand-
ing heritage sites (UNESCO 1972), WH status today 
raises numerous additional expectations that range 
from increasing visitor numbers to delivering impulses 
for regional development. There is broad consensus – 
both in the comprehensive, frequently commissioned 
reports (Hambrey 2007; PricewaterhouseCoopers 
2007; Rebanks 2009) and in scientific articles (Buckley 
2004; Li et al. 2008; Wiesmann & Liechti 2004) – that 
having WH status also leads to outcomes other than 
conservation. These findings have been confirmed by 
the results of  a broad survey by the main author of  
this report. According to these various sources, out-
comes of  WH status include increased attractiveness 
for tourism, enhanced conservation, greater leverage 
for funding, awareness building, education and a raised 
level of  collaboration and public participation. On this 
basis, protected areas, including WH sites, are increas-
ingly discussed as model regions for sustainable devel-
opment (Mose 2007). But what do these findings mean 
in reality? Do the effects of  WH status correspond to 
the development challenges in the regions in question? 
Two case studies from East Africa, conducted in Ken-
ya and Tanzania, show how WH status has affected  
Mt Kenya and Mt Kilimanjaro. The studies were based 
on in-depth interviews and field visits in 2011; the pre-
sent report draws on the results.

The cases of Mt Kilimanjaro and Mt Kenya 

Both Mt Kilimanjaro and Mt Kenya (Figure 1) were 
put under protection in the first half  of  the 20th cen-
tury due to their ecological functions. World Heritage 
status increases their protection status. 

Figure 1 – Both Mt Kilimanjaro (top) and Mt Kenya (bottom) were put under protec-
tion in the first half  of  the 20th century due to their ecological functions. World Herit-
age status increases their protection status. © Katharina Conradin 
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At 5 895 m and 5 199 m above sea level, Mt Kili-
manjaro and Mt Kenya are the two highest mountains 
in Africa. Mt Kilimanjaro was declared a World Natu-
ral Heritage site in 1987 (World Heritage Committee 
2006), based on its superlative natural significance 
as one of  the largest free-standing mountains in the 
world and its high biodiversity values. Mt Kenya, with 
its rugged glacier-clad summits, afro-alpine moorland 
areas and diverse forests – all representing outstanding 
ecological processes – was inscribed in the list of  WH 
sites in 1997 (World Heritage Committee 1997). 

Both sites have a long-standing tradition of  conser-
vation and were declared forest reserves in the first 
half  of  the 20th century due to their significance for 
the regional ecosystems and their function as water 
towers for millions of  people in East Africa. Agricul-
ture remains the single most important economic sec-
tor and large segments of  society depend directly on 
agricultural and forest resources for their livelihoods. 
This, combined with the pressure of  high population 
growth, leads to frequent and often serious conflicts 
over natural resources, predominantly over water use 
and access to forest resources. Our case studies show 
that WH status can have beneficial effects in some 
contexts, but granting WH status alone is not enough 
to solve some of  the challenges at hand. 

Tourism 
Apart from agriculture, tourism is one of  the eco-

nomic mainstays of  both regions. Mt Kilimanjaro is 
one of  the tourism highlights of  Tanzania, with al-
most 8% of  all tourists visiting the park (Mitchell et 
al. 2009). Its popularity can be attributed to both the 
attraction of  Mt Kilimanjaro as the highest peak in 
Africa and the relative ease of  the ascent. Tourism in 
Kilimanjaro Region is of  above-average benefit to the 
poor population. A relatively recent study (Mitchell 
et al. 2009) found that almost a third of  in-country 
tourist spending in the Kilimanjaro Region, or USD 
13 million per year, reaches poor people directly, mak-
ing it one of  the most successful examples of  resource 
transfer from international tourists to poor people in 
the locality. Reasons are that it takes several days to 
climb the mountain, providing a market for the labour-
intensive guiding and porter business that is often car-
ried out by poorer people, and the fact that food and 
beverages consumed are sourced from local markets 
whose suppliers are overwhelmingly local smallholder 
farmers. While these effects are not clearly attribut-
able to WH status, local statistics show that there has 
been a considerable increase in visitor numbers after 
inscription and that the WH label has contributed to 
the popularity of  Mt Kilimanjaro (TANAPA 2011). 
This increased popularity makes it imperative to have 
clearer regulations on porters, the number of  permit-
ted ascents and the number and quality of  accommo-
dation facilities within the national park. 

In Kenya, by contrast, visitor numbers did not in-
crease after WH status was granted and only 1% of  

all foreign tourists visiting national parks in Kenya 
opt for Mt Kenya (Ministry of  Tourism 2010). This is 
only partly attributable to the difficulty in reaching the 
highest point of  Mt Kenya. The large game reserves 
or the coast remain preferred tourist destinations, not 
least because the country’s tourism marketing has ne-
glected alternative forms of  tourism such as mountain 
tourism. Furthermore, the lack of  regulations and de-
ficient policies – e. g. with regard to porters, communi-
ty-based initiatives and inadequate infrastructure – are 
perceived as major obstacles for developing forms of  
tourism that benefit the poor. 

Biodiversity conservation and local livelihoods
 Both Mt Kenya and Mt Kilimanjaro were pilot re-

gions in the Community Management of  Protected 
Areas Conservation (COMPACT) programme, a UN 
initiative that aims at fostering sustainable develop-
ment within and adjacent to protected areas. The pro-
gramme provides small grants to community-based 
activities that are intended to strengthen biodiversity 
conservation while generating local income in par-
ticular WH sites and biosphere reserves (Brown et al. 
2010). In this way, it also targets poverty as one of  
the root causes of  environmental degradation. Pro-
jects in the area include improving land use through 
contract farming, implementing alternative energy 
sources, resolving water use conflicts and improving 
water resource management at the community level. 
Even if  such projects are successful and improve local 
livelihoods while safeguarding natural resources, they 
also highlight that it does not suffice to award an inter-
national label to an area. Poorer regions in particular 
continue to depend on support to reach the goals pro-
claimed in the WH convention. 

Institutional collaboration and public 
participation

 When Mt Kenya was granted WH status, two sepa-
rate protected areas were formally united: Mt Kenya 
Forest Reserve, which includes the lower, forested ar-
eas of  the mountain, and Mt Kenya National Park. 
The division of  responsibilities between the two state 
organizations was not always easy and frequently led 
to conflicts about the right conservation approaches. 
Unifying them has strengthened the conservation sta-
tus of  the site, but its natural resources are still under 
immense pressure. In the Mt Kenya area, WH status 
was instrumental in improving collaboration among 
the different stakeholders as well as public partici-
pation, e. g. by the formation of  so-called Water Re-
sources Users’ Associations or Community Forest 
Associations. These organizations promote commu-
nity participation in conservation and management of  
resources, and have been instrumental in addressing 
upland – lowland water conflicts.

In the Mt Kilimanjaro region, the COMPACT pro-
gramme also fostered collaboration among different 
stakeholders. In addition, the organization Tanzania 
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National Parks has a social programme in which 7% 
of  the budget is invested every year into community 
projects, such as dispensaries or schools. The social 
programme benefits from the WH status of  Mt Kili-
manjaro. However, despite the beneficial effects of  
community projects for the population, local com-
munities regret not having a say in how this money 
is spent. Although they welcome health care and 
education for their children, many would rather see 
a fund to support community initiatives (tourism, or-
ganic farming etc.) that would allow them to compen-
sate the losses they frequently face as a result of  the 
stringent conservation measures that accompany WH 
status. The local population feels their participation is 
perceived as a noncommittal consultation rather than 
true involvement.

Conclusion

WH status in the Mt Kenya and Mt Kilimanjaro re-
gions has led to positive developments, most impor-
tantly by strengthening the conservation status of  the 
two mountains and raising it to an international level. In 
addition, WH status has contributed to fostering both 
local and international cooperation and participatory 
management, which are crucial bases for sustainable 
management of  the available resources. Yet, looking 
at the effects of  WH status in more detail, much re-
mains to be done. In particular, losses incurred by the 
local population must be taken into account: where 
traditional utilization (e. g. the use of  forest resources) 
is prevented, local populations must be compensated. 
International programmes such as COMPACT have 
a positive influence in this respect and highlight the 
need to support developing countries in mitigating the 
critical effects of  increased conservation. 

Overall, WH status is an opportunity, and has the 
potential to address some of  the challenges that pro-
tected areas face today. Yet whether WH status has 
tangible effects varies among different contexts and 
depends on the motivations pursued by the various 
stakeholders, on local stakeholder involvement and 
ownership, and on the importance ascribed to – and the 
level of  funding granted for – the site’s management 
and protection. These framework conditions gener-
ally still receive insufficient attention, which means 
that many WH sites exist primarily on paper. Last but 
not least, this is also related to the WH Convention, 
which still maintains a somewhat unilateral focus on 
pure conservation, neglecting the fact that successful 
protection is always embedded in a regional context. 
Our case studies show that the regions surrounding 
the WH sites are not always sufficiently integrated into 
the WH concept. Therefore the WH policy frame-
work should be reformed to view conservation as a 
necessary and integral part of  regional development. 
More attention must be given to the regions surround-
ing WH sites, in addition to the actual sites themselves. 
Only then can the WH Convention achieve its goal: 

to preserve the most outstanding natural and cultural 
wonders for generations to come. 
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