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Protected areas (PAs) have dominated biodiversity and conservation strategies 
worldwide for the past 100 years and are a major land-use category in Africa. After a 
long history of ‘fortress’ conservation, excluding local communities, ethics and 
efficacy were called in to question, heralding a new age of more inclusive, integrated 
conservation. PAs that cross national borders are common in Africa and influential, 
international conservation actors, focussing on ecological arguments to secure 
landscape-level conservation, are currently promoting the transboundary protected 
area management (TBPAM) governance strategy to establish joint management of 
PAs across borders. 
 
Mt Elgon, a transboundary protected area, harbours unique biodiversity, and is one 
of the most densely populated areas in Eastern Africa, owing to its fertile soils and 
rich forest resources. Elgon is a geophysically interesting area with a history of 
various protected area (PA) ambitions and strategies, many of which have sparked 
social conflicts in local communities. In four interlinked papers, this PhD analyses the 
challenges for implementation of transboundary protected area management 
(TBPAM) strategies on Mt Elgon, with special focus on the role of local communities. 
TBPAM is an emerging, influential biodiversity conservation strategy that suggests 
joint management of PAs that are adjoining across national boundaries. Mt. Elgon is 
used as a case study to illustrate the challenges as this mountain is bisected by an 
international border (between Uganda and Kenya), where there are currently five 
different formal PA regimes in place. Data for this research was collected from 
multiple sources, including document analysis, interviews, household questionnaires 
and satellite imagery.  
 
At face value, TBPAM might seem to offer a better fit for ecosystem protection, 
however there is little evidence that it would actually improve ecosystem 
preservation on Elgon. Despite long-standing PA arrangements, environmental 
degradation on Elgon has still been significant and is ongoing, owing to complex 
national institutional and political factors, so TBPAM regimes on Elgon would not 
avoid such degredation. As TBPAM focuses at a regional, institutional level, it would 
entail reintroduction of antiquated, top down conservation paradigms, alienating 
communities and counteracting community integration. The local communities 
either side of the border rely heavily on Elgon’s resources, yet have little control over 
governance, and are subject to different resource access restrictions. Such complex, 
disparate institutional arrangements pose a major challenge to TBPAM 
implementation, and risk a narrowing of focus to biodiversity management, while 
sideling communities and sidelining development concerns, revisiting the historical 
trend of alienating communities from PA regimes. 
 
The idea of joint management of adjoining PA regimes in two countries - disparate 
institutions that have evolved over decades - with fully integrated social and 
ecosystem-based planned, common goals and joint decision making, is daunting and 



would pose substantial institutional and policy challenges. Many transboundary 
issues are also beyond the realms of PA governance. Entering joint management is 
not a panacea just because two PA units happen to adjoin across national borders. 
The findings are critical of the perceived benefits of the TBPAM strategy; moving the 
focus to instituting a formal TBPAM regime is likely to be a backward step in the 
much needed PA reforms on Elgon, alienating, retracting and complicating local 
community involvement and empowerment, hindering the possibility of socially and 
politically legitimate PA governance.  
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