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Mountain National Park Management
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(Plate 52)

I n August 1991 President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda declared the
Ruwenzori mountains a national park. Africa's third highest mountain

thus joined the top two, Kilimanjaro and Mount Kenya, in having that
status. This gives them the highest form of protection they can enjoy in
their respective countries, but managing mountain national parks in East
Africa is difficult. The organisations responsible are primarily concerned
with wildlife, not mountains. Historically they have been underfunded
and, on occasion, corrupt and incompetent. Most visitors are from
Europe and North America and unfamiliar with local dangers - rapid
ascent to high altitude, wild animals, impenetrable forest and shortage of
water. Repeat usage by local residents is too small to foster lobby groups
on management issues or much voluntary maintenance activities.

However, all three countries are making big efforts, with donor assist
ance, to improve their management of national parks. Kilimanjaro,
Mount Kenya, and the Ruwenzori have been recent and early beneficiaries
of a particular initiative: the preparation of a park management plan. Park
plans are not new, but often they have not been realistic. This time much
greater effort and resources have been put into their preparation. Kiliman
jaro was the first of three of the pilot parks in Tanzania to have a plan
prepared by a newly established planning unit, with assistance from a US
National Park Service planner under the Tanzania National Parks Man
agement Planning Project. Mount Kenya was the first national park for
which Kenya Wildlife Service engaged an external consultant, and a plan
for the Ruwenzori is currently under preparation. Funding for these plans
came from: the Swedish International Development Agency, the World
Conservation Union, the World Bank, the World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWF) and the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID). The western side of the Ruwenzori, in Zaire, have not fared so
well- funding from the European Union was withdrawn in the early 1990s
for political reasons.

The plans deal with the obvious mountain issues such as footpaths, huts,
visitor numbers, visitor information, porters and guides, mountain rescue,
rubbish, and campsites. But in Africa they have to consider a great deal
more besides. All three mountains are surrounded by forests that are rich
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52. Kilimanjaro from Amboseli National Park. The Kilimanjaro national park plan
aims to establish corridors to allow elephant to migrate from the plains
to the high montane forest. (Paul Clarke) (p113)
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in wildlife and have smallholder farmers on their lower boundary. Forests
have to be patrolled against poachers; farmers have to be protected from
wildlife invading their farms, which means fencing. Elephants are abun
dant and on Kilimanjaro an effort is being made to keep wildlife corridors
open so that they can migrate onto the open plains below. On Mount
Kenya this is no longer possible, so populations will have to be monitored
now that they are becoming compressed. Rare rhinos have to be protected.
In Africa local communities expect to benefit from national parks, which
usually means a portion of revenue is contributed to local development
projects such as schools and dispensaries. Years of neglect mean that park
offices and housing need rebuilding. Access roads, like that to Chogoria
on Mount Kenya, are often in poor condition and need rebuilding. All this
needs vehicles, plant, equipment and the people to manage and use them.
As a result, only a small part of the plans is focused on items that are vis
ible to the visiting mountaineer.

What will be visible to the mountaineer? In the Ruwenzori, the number
of visitors on the Ugandan side has-increased rapidly in recent years from
nothing to 350 in 1988 to about 1700 in 1993. Ruwenzori Mountain Serv
ices (RMS) has, with USAID funding, built a briage over the Bujuku river,
developed a number of huts, and built a wooden footpath through the infa
mous Bigo Bog. Unfortunately the huts are small and not always adequate
for the current level of visitors. The Bigo path is blending into the land
scape with time but, with more expert technical advice, could probably
have been laid more sensitively. RMS is basically a guide and porter oper
ation descended from the porter operation used by the Mountain Club of
Uganda in colonial times. Visitors are effectively required to take a porter
each and a guide for the group. This is more than some hikers will want
(exemptions need careful negotiation) but with a climbing trip requiring
ten days, most mountaineers will require this level of back-up. RMS now
offers guiding to the summit of the highest peak, Margherita, but with the
first all-Ugandan ascent in the last five years, the quality of guiding on the
peaks can be improved. The plan is still under preparation, and visitor serv
ices will be a major issue for it to tackle.

The Ruwenzori is the most extensive of the three massifs - it is a complete
range. It is also the wettest, which means that the vegetation goes right up
to the snowline and is very dense. Mount Kenya is drier and offers the best
destination for technical mountaineers. The plan proposes that footpaths
should be built up through the most eroded and vulnerable areas. There
are already large commercial huts on the Sirimon and Naro Moru routes.
The smaller old Mountain Club of Kenya huts are in poor repair and not
viable. They will gradually be removed or become porters' shelters, with
the aim of preserving the wilderness character of the Chogoria route by
restricting it to campers. Austrian Hut will be retained. Almost all hikers
keep to the three main routes, but in fact they are free to wander at will.
There is plenty of scope for this once the visitor has got above the worst of
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the tussocks. Visitors are not allowed in alone (but solo climbing on the
peaks is allowed) but are not required to take porters or guides. Kenya
Wildlife Service is working with communities and porters' organisations
to improve the quality of porter and guide services, which has been variable.
A full-time mountain rescue team, capable of operating on the main peaks,
is currently being trained. Campsites are being provided with pit latrines,
and facilities on the Naro Moru route will be improved. Money has been
allocated to improve the Chogoria route access road. Other access roads

-will be improved later, when and if money becomes available.
Mount Kenya attracts about 8,000 visitors a year. Kilimanjaro attracts

about 12,000 by virtue of its status as Africa's highest mountain. Rela
tively easy access allows fast ascent, and with it altitude sickness. This
makes it important to drink a lot of water, but there is none above 4,500m.
The authorities have responded by making all parties take porters and guides
and, more recently, they have to obtain them through a licensed tour oper
ator. This situation has led to some very indifferent guiding. The standard
service does an efficient job of getting visitors to Gilman's Point on the
crater rim but there are many reports of visitors being discouraged, on some
pretext, from going on to Uhuru Peak, the true summit.

The plan proposes that all summit-bound visitors are required to spend a
minimum of six days on the mountain. The busy Marangu route will be
limited to 10,500 visitors a year. Other routes will have much lower limits,
need to be booked, and will be much more expensive. The Shira, Rongai,
Machame and Umbwe trails will be 'up only' and the Mweka 'down only'.
The attitude of the Tanzanian authorities is rather controlling, and the result
is that, for adventurous souls who value the self-responsibility and sense of
exploration that are the essence of the sport, Kili fails to provide a complete
mountaineering experience. Other changes include closing the Shira road
at 1l,000ft, improving visitor facilities at the main Marangu gate, remov
ing huts not on the Marangu route, and expanding Horombo hut to allow
sufficient accommodation for visitors to spend a second night on the way
up. A trail to Mawenzi Tarn from Horombo will provide an acclimatisa
tion day trip and convenient access for climbers on Mawenzi Peak. The
Marangu trail will be built up and realigned. Improvements will be made
to mountain rescue equipment and sewage disposal equipment. Adven
ture activities such as parapente and mountain biking (but not mountain
eering) will be banned.

Efficient management costs money, and the only sustainable source of
income in a developing country is from park fees, which have risen sharply
in recent years on all three mountains. The level of these fees may seem
excessive for those used to free access to mountain areas in developed coun
tries, but they are not unreasonable in terms of value for money. A more
interesting question is whether they are put to good use. In 1991 revenue
on Kilimanjaro was $1.75 million but expenditure on capital development
and operations was only $0.39 million (although it is not clear whether this
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included centrally funded costs). This suggests that inadequate amounts
were recycled back into the park. A surplus is sought to fund other of
Tanzania's protected areas, many of which will never pay for themselves.
One of the benefits of having a plan is that it helps make the case for ade
quate funding. With its plan fully implemented, Mount Kenya will cost
about half a million dollars a year to run. Revenue for 1993/94 was expected
to be roughly $275,000. The development of a lodge and game viewing
circuits in the Sirimon forest area should increase the number of visitors
substantially, and extra sources of revenue such as fishing and riding
will be developed, but the park will at best break even. All fees will therefore
go on park management. While some of the efforts are unseen by the
mountaineer, a large proportion will be devoted to keeping access roads
open, providing vehicles for park management, and training the mountain
rescue team. The visitor in fact gets good value. The park staff dedicate
themselves to their work despite ridiculously low pay.

Plans will, of course, amount to nothing unless they are properly imple
mented. This will depend on the parent institutions allocating adequate
management and resources. These are improving rapidly, but there is still
much to be done. The Ruwenzori were transferred from the Uganda For
est Department to Uganda National Parks (UNP) in 1991. The responsi
bilities of UNP and the Game Department will be merged into a newly
formed Uganda Wildlife Authority in July 1996. This is being done with
assistance primarily from USAlD and the European Union. Unfortunately,
however, Uganda has a current policy of decentralisation, and much res
ponsibility will pass to weaker regional authorities from central govern
ment. Tanzania National Parks has always been a relatively autonomous
and strong organisation. No major reforms are in hand but it is receiving
steady assistance from British Overseas Development Administration, the
African Wildlife Foundation, IUCN, the Frankfurt Zoological Society and
WWF. The biggest changes have probably been in Kenya where respon
sibility was passed from the Wildlife Conservation and Management
Department to the more autonomous Kenya Wildlife Service in 1990.
Donors, who had previously overlooked WCMD, are ploughing several
hundred million dollars into KWS. It will take a whole decade for all the
changes needed to take place, and there are not only the mountain national
parks to consider. But change definitely is happening.

The problems of management cannot detract from the fact that these
mountains are unique places of exceptional beauty. They have as many
visitors in a year as they probably would in a weekend if they were some
how relocated in the Lake District, management problems and all. In the
words of Clive Ward in Snowcaps on the Equator: 'Once touched, these
mountains are not something you can leave for ever and not return to.'
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