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Abstract 
This study explored the role of local people of Mutema-Musikavanhu com-
munities in Save Valley, south-eastern Zimbabwe and their respective local 
level institutional play in woodlands utilization and management. The aim of 
the study was to investigate the historical and present factors that influence 
the effectiveness of local community, protected areas and state institutions on 
land and woodlands management within the socio-ecological system in the 
Save Valley. The study was conducted in April 2018 to April 2019 and re-
viewed existing literature from published articles and national reports on the 
subject. Each document was examined and selected using the preview, ques-
tion, read and summarize (PQRS) system outputs for review analysis. At the 
preview stage of PQRS, articles selection was based on the presence of at least 
two of the key words or phrases related to the subject content, which necessi-
tated downloading of a document for literature review. A total of 67 articles 
were used for this review. After the PQRS, a meta-synthesis technique was 
used to evaluate, analyze and interpret the study findings from the literature 
review. The study recorded that there was excessive exploitation of timber 
from the indigenous woodlands of the Mutema-Musikavanhu communities in 
Save Valley that began in the 1890s to supply mines and the construction of 
railway infrastructure across south-eastern Zimbabwe. Timber exploitation 
has continued to date albeit changed use patterns, with timber currently used 
mainly for fuelwood in brickmaking, building construction and carpentry. Lo-
cal traditional institutions that manage Save Valley’s woodland resources are 
diffuse and need to be supported by the government. Furthermore, poor co-
ordination of policy implementation and enforcement among Forestry and 
Agricultural government agencies cause conflicts in land use and woodland 
management. We recommend continuous monitoring of woodland resource 
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utilisation in communal and protected area in the Save Valley. 
 

Keywords 
Communal Area, Livelihood, Low-Veld Zimbabwe, Protected Area,  
Woody Plants 

 

1. Introduction 

Savanna woodlands are one of the world's most extensive biomes [1]. Woody veg-
etation constitutes most of the vast tropical woodland and dry forest formation in 
Africa, covering an estimated 2.7 million km2 on nutrient-poor soils in regions 
receiving a mean annual rainfall of > 600 mm [2]. Woodland is defined as prop-
erty claims to categories of trees and shrubs by people on land under various kinds 
of tenure [3]. Savanna woodlands comprise systems with a continuous herbaceous 
layer and a discontinuous woody stratum [4]. Accordingly, woody plants play im-
portant roles in the functioning of woodland ecosystems’ service and goods pro-
vision to both wildlife and human livelihoods [5]. The impact of human activities 
was recognized much earlier on natural forest and woodlands than other ecosys-
tems [6]. The first references can be traced back to Plato (ca 400 BC), who sug-
gested that soil erosion and the drying up of springs could be due to deforestation 
[7]. Human activities, such as land use for agriculture, wildlife ranching and 
woodland exploitation has an impact on woody vegetation over the recent centu-
ries [8]. 

Earlier study [9] pointed to the continuing importance of woodlands in Africa, 
citing the prediction of the International Energy Agency (IEA) [10] that biomass 
energy will still account for an estimated three quarters of total domestic energy 
consumption in Africa by 2030, and that the absolute number of people using 
wood fuel will rise by more than 40% during 2000 - 2030 to about 700 million 
people. Global consumption of fuel wood remains the dominant source of domes-
tic fuel in some developing countries e.g. Zimbabwe, where alternative energy 
supply is limited and expensive for rural people [11] [12]. The International Un-
ion for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in a General Statement on its African Spe-
cial Project of the 1960s, stated that the accelerated rate of destruction of wild flora 
and habitat in Africa, was the most urgent international conservation problem of 
the present and future time [13]. It was suggested that the peoples of Africa and 
their administrations should be continuously encouraged to look favorably upon 
their unique inheritance of faunal and floral resources. This highlighted an im-
portant concern regarding the limited number of African systems and institu-
tional structures engaged in woodlands conservation, and Zimbabwe was no ex-
ception [14] [15]. 

Disturbances on woody vegetation due to herbivory, fires, drought, frost, 
diseases and human activities are a cause for concern in the Save Valley, south-
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eastern Zimbabwe and as recorded in earlier studies [16]-[21]. This article re-
views land use and management of woodlands across the protected Save Valley 
Conservancy and the bordering communities of Mutema-Musikavanhu com-
munal lands. The paper discusses the impact of human activities and influence 
of management in woodlands under a varying protection gradient that is com-
munal and protected areas. Successful management of large areas of woody 
vegetation primarily depends on knowledge on policy and resource utilisation 
patterns [5] [22] [23]. In this review, a distinction was made regarding land use 
controls that relate to the use of wood resources from woodlands. The objec-
tives of this review are i) to understand the role of local people on woodlands 
utilization and management in the Save Valley, and ii) to analyze factors influ-
encing the effectiveness of local community, protected area management and 
state institutions on land and woodlands management within the socio-ecolog-
ical system in the Save Valley. We also discuss the role of policy on local and 
national level processes on land use-land tenure and woodlands management 
in Zimbabwe. 

2. Methods 
2.1. Study Area 

In this paper, the Save Valley, is defined as constituted of the protected area 
namely, Save Valley Conservancy (central coordinates 20˚22′S and 31˚56′E) and 
the bordering communities of Mutema-Musikavanhu communal areas of south-
eastern Zimbabwe (Figure 1). This study area is located along Save River stretch-
ing from Birchenough Bridge in Chipinge District to Chiredzi District and incor-
porates part of the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area [24]. Origi-
nally, Save Valley Conservancy was a co-operative structure comprising twenty-
four private, individual cattle ranches with no marked buffer zone to border the 
adjacent rural settlement of Mutema-Musikavanhu communal areas. These con-
nected cattle ranches were then converted into a single co-operatively managed 
commercial wildlife reserve, named Save Valley Conservancy in 1993 [25]. The 
perennial Save River borders the protected wildlife area of Save Valley Conserv-
ancy and the local communities, this river attracts wild animals that roam the area 
[20]. 

In this drought prone semi-arid area, irrigation agriculture, rain-fed dry land 
conservation agriculture and livestock production are ideal and common liveli-
hoods activities across Mutema-Musikavanhu communal areas, with most people 
relying on small-scale commercial farming [20]. In Mutema-Musikavanhu com-
munities, the population size increased to 29,163 people (7054 households, 26 to 
81 people per km2) at a growth rate of 2.4 for the period 1992 to 2012 [26]. In rural 
settlements, such a population growth combined with subsistence farming nor-
mally increase the need for more agricultural land at household level, leading to 
excessive pressure on vegetation and the depletion of natural resource stock in 
general [27] [28]. 
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Figure 1. The study area of Save Valley south-eastern Zimbabwe, showing Save Valley 
Conservancy and the surrounding communal areas. NB: Ward 3 and 5 is Mutema commu-
nal area and Ward 1, 2, 16, 20, 22, 24 and 25 is Musikavanhu communal area [29]. 

 
The study area is in the semi-arid climate environment occurring at an eleva-

tion of 480 m - 620m above sea level, with deciduous woodland savanna of low 
and variable rainfall (400 mm – 650 mm per annum) and poor-quality soils [30]. 
The vegetation of Save Valley is typical of the semi-arid deciduous African sa-
vanna with Mopane (Colophospermum mopane) and Acacias (Vachellia) wood-
land being the common vegetation types [31] [32]. The Save Valley Conservancy 
has a diverse vertebrate fauna that consists of 89 species of mammals, 400 species 
of birds, 76 species of reptiles, 28 species of amphibians and 50 species of fish [17], 
[33]. The mammal fauna includes both large herbivores and carnivore species 
with the large herbivore dominated by Impala (Aepyceros melampus) which make 
up approximately 60% of the total biomass, followed by Burchell’s Zebra (Equus 
burchelli), Wildebeest (Connochaetes taurinus) and Cape Buffalo (Syncerus caffer) 
which contribute 20% [34]. 
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2.2. The Scope of the Study Review 

Data collection for the study was done from April 2018 to April 2019. We ap-
proached this review from a historical perspective [35] to allow for the tracking 
and evaluation of cultural, legal institutional framework for land use and wood-
land management in communal (Mutema-Musikavanhu communities) and pro-
tected area (Save Valley Conservancy). The historical perspective allowed us to 
trace the developments in the mainstreaming of land use and woodlands manage-
ment in the Save Valley and how it is related to the Zimbabwean national scenario. 
Land use and savanna woodland management in the Save Valley, was reviewed 
mainly based on research articles drawn from Zimbabwe, where the authors are 
more familiar with the study area. The researchers are familiar with the study area 
from previous related socio-ecological research (e.g. [16] [18]-[20] [24] [36] and 
the study area appeared appropriate because it had experienced spontaneous en-
croachment of human settlement onto protected woodland areas [21] [34]. 

2.3. Literature Review Process and Assessment Framework 

Following earlier studies [24] [37], this review focused on reports of original re-
search articles [see reference list]. To access and collect information, peer-re-
viewed and published research articles obtained through internet sources, books 
and reports were examined. Following the method of a related study [24], internet 
scholarly search engines were used with inquiry guided by inputting the following 
words or phrases, “Zimbabwe land tenure”, “communal woodland utilization and 
management in Save Valley, Zimbabwe”, “woodland management in Save Valley 
protected areas” “woodland utilization”, “state actors in woodland management 
in Zimbabwe”, “non-state actors in woodland management in Zimbabwe” “indig-
enous peoples”. To ensure relevance of gathered information, each article, espe-
cially the abstract, was examined using the preview, question, read and summarize 
(PQRS) system outputs for review analysis [38]. At the preview stage of PQRS, 
articles whose abstracts were considered relevant to the study objectives were se-
lected for literature review. Selection was based on the presence of at least two of 
the key words, phrases or similar wordings related to the subject content, which 
necessitated downloading of a document for literature review. Over 64 peer re-
viewed articles were used for this review. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

After the preview stage of PQRS, a meta-synthesis technique was used to evaluate, 
analyze and interpret the findings from the literature review. According to an ear-
lier study [39], a meta-synthesis involves analyzing and synthesizing key elements 
in each study and transforming the findings into new conceptualizations and in-
terpretations. The downloaded reference articles were read through to make an 
assessment and identification of common core elements and emerging themes 
[40]. To assist in classifying and grouping articles, subject content was grouped 
into components for analysis based on the two objectives of the review study, i) 
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indigenous people, land tenure-land use systems (communal and protected) and 
woodland resource use, woodland management, human settlement and encroach-
ment onto protected areas, local level institutional (traditional and state actors) 
framework and its influence on land and woodlands management, and ii) under-
taking a more systematic critical analysis and review of the subject content, and 
then make a summary of the findings [24]. Using this analysis, findings were dis-
cussed based on the afore stated study objectives. 

3. Findings and Discussion 
3.1. Woodland Management in Save Valley, South-Eastern 

Zimbabwe 

Woodland ecosystems in Zimbabwe exist under different land tenure systems 
[41]. The protected area estates like Save Valley Conservancy, falls under the state 
agencies namely, the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management Authority and 
the Forestry Commission of Zimbabwe. The savanna woodland cover an area of 
about 2 million ha across south-eastern Zimbabwe [41], with 638,000 ha being 
communal areas; 343,000 ha under private lands (especially the large scale com-
mercial farms), 568,000 ha is in the Zimbabwe National Parks and commercial 
wildlife areas (where commercial logging is prohibited) and 439,000 ha is on ga-
zetted natural forest areas [42]. The woodlands within the Mutema-Musikavanhu 
communities are under the jurisdiction of the Chipinge Rural District Council 
and the Ministry of Local Government, Zimbabwe. The role of local people and 
threats to woodlands and biodiversity in the Save Valley area were recorded in 
year 2000 during the development process of the National Biodiversity Strategy 
Action Plan (NBSAP) of Zimbabwe [41] [42]. Critical threats to woodlands and 
biodiversity conservation and the underlying causes of degradation as recorded 
by NBSAP in 2000 and updated by the present study findings, are presented in 
Table 1, highlighting the role and impact of local people in shaping woodland 
status in the Save Valley. 

Fuel wood demand in the region was reported to be on the increase due to a 
variety of factors which include escalating national energy cost, rapid population 
growth, persistent poverty and lack of realistic energy alternatives [36]. An earlier 
study recorded that 31% of Zimbabwe’s total energy consumption is wood fuel, 
with 80% of the energy demands of communal areas being met by wood fuel [41]. 
Therefore, preferred hard wood species are being rapidly harvested for firewood 
and other benefits that the local people derive from woodland resources. In the 
Save Valley, natural forests and woodlands are the primary energy sources in the 
form of fuelwood and a source of commercial timber, with hardwood species such 
as Kiaat (Pterocarpus angolensis), Chamfuta (Afzelia quanzensis), African black-
wood (Dalbergia melanoxylon), Leadwood (Combretum imberbe), African ebony 
(Diospyros mespiliformis), African teak (Pericopsis elata) and Red Mahogany 
(Khaya anthotheca) being threatened with overharvesting [43] [44]. It was noted 
that during Zimbabwe’s pre-colonial period, illegal wood harvesting in protected 
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areas was minimal across Save Valley area, [45] however, there was a drastic rise 
in illegal wood harvesting, woodlands clearance for agriculture and wood related 
industries during the colonial and post-colonial periods (1890s onward), as trig-
gered by commercial industrialisation [27] [41]. 

 
Table 1. Summary of status, importance and threats to woodland ecosystems in Save Valley (following the framework of earlier 
studies [24], [41]). 

Woodland 
ecosystem and importance to 

biodiversity conservation 
Threat to woodlands 

Underlying causes of woodland  
degradation 

Impact 

southern Africa 
bushveld; 
-protected area provides  
wildlife and woodlands  
protection in Save Valley  
Conservancy; forms part of the 
Greater Limpopo and 
Limpopo Shashe Transfrontier 
Conservation Areas (TFCAs) 
Communal woodlands of 
Mutema-Musikavanhu  
communal areas in  
south-eastern Zimbabwe; 
-dominated by mega  
herbivores 
-dominated by woodlands 
-high species richness and  
diversity of woody plants 

-conversion to agricultural 
land 
-pollution; 
-unsustainable 
harvesting of timber 
-bush 
encroachment by invasive 
species like tick berry 
(Lantana camara) 
-excessive herbivory due 
to overpopulation of  
herbivores 
-veld fires 
-climate change and high 
frequencies of drought 
-harvesting of non-timber 
forest products (NTFPs), 
-woodland loss 

-agriculture expansion converting  
woodlands into cultivation lands 
-illegal settlements 
-human encroachment into protected areas 
-deforestation 
-increased frequency and intensity of forest 
and veld fires resulting in loss of vegetation 
cover and biodiversity 
-increased reliance on natural resources 
(trees and forests) for livelihoods 
-growing market for firewood in urban  
centres due to limited grid electricity  
accessibility and other economic  
challenges 
-unfavorable agriculture outputs and  
market prices, resulting in more people  
unsustainably harvesting wood resources  
as an alternative income source. 

-habitat fragmentation and 
woodland degradation 
-reduced woodland ecosystem 
services and declining human 
well-being 
-biodiversity loss 
-increased conflict between  
humans and wildlife at  
interface 
-extinction or extirpation of 
threatened species 
-increased vulnerability for  
species, with low productivity 
and population numbers 
-restricted and patchy habitats 
-limited ecosystem ranges 
-Woodlands converted into 
scrublands 

 
It is projected that a few of Zimbabwe’s protected natural forests and woodlands 

will survive to the end of the 21st century in their current pristine state [22] [41], 
while the communal woodlands with open access use are at risk of degradation in 
the Save Valley [46] [47]. In south-eastern Zimbabwe, exploitation of timber from 
local woodlands which were not gazetted by 1923, began in the 1890s to supply 
the mines and rails of the railway lines established by the white settlers who estab-
lished the Pioneer Column route of colonizing the present country Zimbabwe [25] 
[42] [48]. However, this operation became so extensive that regulation became 
necessary, leading to the enactment of the Forest Act in 1949 [49]. Despite a lack 
of adequate data, it is reported that woodlands in south-eastern Zimbabwe were 
over-exploited and by 1977, timber demand had already exceeded supply [25]. 
The woodlands of the Save Valley provide a wide range of products supporting 
several woodland based livelihoods activities which include commercial hard-
wood timber, fuel wood, small artisan crafts, fodder, wild fruits, honey, mush-
rooms, insects, bark for rope, medicines, leaf litter and gum [15]. An estimated 
gross value from harvesting of woodland resource products in Zimbabwe was es-
timated US$110 million a year [2]. Woodland resource harvesting is a significant 
component of rural livelihood strategies in both communal and resettled areas in 
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the Save Valley given the high prices of agricultural products, unreliable rainfall 
and unemployment [26]. 

The Save Valley area is of global significance for the mega-fauna and flora found 
across the region [34]. However, over the past three decades, rapid land use changes 
have substantially reduced wildlife habitats and woodlands in this area [19] [28] 
[44]. Land use and land cover has changed from wildlife protected area to small 
scale farming in parts of the protected Save Valley Conservancy, following the 
Zimbabwe government resettlement programme post 2000 [27] [48]. With the 
onset of the Fast Track Land Resettlement Programme (FTLRP) in Zimbabwe, 
villagers moved and resettled into parts of the protected Save Valley Conservancy 
clearing woodland habitats for agriculture and human settlement [19] [28]. Due 
to the poor nutrient content of the soils in Save Valley Conservancy, resettled 
farmers practiced slash and burn agriculture to boost yields, resulting in increas-
ing woodland clearance [28]. There is human occupation in the south-eastern 
parts of Save Valley Conservancy (Mkwasine and parts of Senuko and Levanga 
ranches) [21] [48] and such human settlement in protected areas create habitat 
fragmentation which threatens wildlife and biodiversity persistence. The en-
croaching human resettlement onto protected areas further decreases the home 
range of large herbivores thereby triggering over-browsing [34] [50]. With re-
ported high density of elephants (about 2 elephants per km2) in Save Valley Con-
servancy [33], woodland degradation is likely to persist. Elephants are known to 
cause top-kill and die-back of trees and shrubs due to excessive herbivory which 
can degrade woodlands and convert them into scrublands [34]. 

As human population continues to increase (46 people per km2 compared to 
national average of 33 people per km2) in Save Valley [26] more woodlands are 
likely to be opened for settlement and cultivation [21]. The 1993 transition to a 
conservation frontier status of Save Valley Conservancy had several implications. 
First, local people from Mutema-Musikavanhu communities resettled on the 
southern part of Save Valley Conservancy by the 2000s with the onset of the Zim-
babwe Land Reform Programme [48]. These local people reportedly had inten-
tions of finding enough space to create an idealized settlement model of their areas 
of origin [51] as they unilaterally encroached for human settlement on a protected 
area. Secondly, the local people may have assumed that land and woodland re-
sources were abundant across Save Valley Conservancy, which determined their 
behavior based on the social exchange theory to invade and resettle on a protected 
area, even though there was evidence to the contrary [27] [41]. For instance, for 
the period 1990 to the 2040 s, it is predicted that human activities and excessive 
elephant herbivory will reduce woodland cover by 46% in Save Valley Conserv-
ancy [21]. Thus, there are problems of human encroachment on protected areas 
in Save Valley, south-eastern of Zimbabwe, which led to the clearance of wood-
lands to establish agricultural fields and homesteads [19] [48]. Furthermore, resi-
dents form neighbouring communal lands poach animal and wood resources 
from Save Valley Conservancy, claiming historical usage rights as indigenous peo-
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ple who were earlier relocated by the white settlers during the colonial era to pave 
way for establishment of the same protected area [28] [51]. 

3.2. Local Level Institutional Control on Woodlands Management 
in Save Valley 

Traditional leadership are custodians of communal land with the powers vested 
in them by the Traditional Leaders Act of Zimbabwe and they play prominent 
roles in decision making on communal woodland governance. Regarding regula-
tion, access to woodland resources, monitoring, control and punishment of of-
fenders, traditional leaders have full privileges of making decisions and are also in 
charge of their enforcement [15]. For example, special hardwood species like Af-
rican mahogany (Khaya anthotheca), must only be cut after seeking permission 
form the traditional leaders, even though the consent was reported tainted with 
corruption or nepotism [18] [26]. Traditional access to woodland resources is 
deeply etched into African culture and the Mutema-Musikavanhu communities 
in Save Valley are characterized by sacred controls enforced by customary or tra-
ditional institutions and practices as defined in earlier studies [51] [52]. Sacred 
controls are defined as norms of wood resource use and protection that are based 
in folklore-traditional religious beliefs or indigenous ecological knowledge sys-
tems that are enforced by individual internalization of the norms, community 
sanction or by religious or traditional leaders [53]. 

It was noted, from literature, that local people only cut trees or shrubs when 
they intended to use them and would not do so where there is no use except when 
clearing fields for cultivation [15]. The idea that a tree is only cut for a purpose 
has been linked to the fact that people of the Mutema-Musikavanhu communities 
show that they are stewards of woodlands [52]. This cognitive set also applies to 
indigenous wild fruit trees such as Bird plum (Berchemia discolor), Baobab (Adan-
sonia digitata) and African ebony (Diospyros mespiliformis) which occur in large 
numbers in the Save Valley [15] [36]. Live trees on sacred places like graveyards 
are not cut (personal observation: Clayton Mashapa, April 2018). Such natural 
resource conservation practices that arise from a combination of common sense 
and preference as part of indigenous conservation knowledge set embedded in the 
local traditional culture (or more crudely cultural baggage) of woodland resource 
management around sacred land. In this sense, a frontier can be capitalized as a 
force for cultural-historical continuity of indigenous knowledge and ecological 
woodland conservatism [53]. The existence of the cultural controls suggests that 
local people of the Mutema-Musikavanhu communities have indigenous ecologi-
cal knowledge systems which they apply in land use and woodland conservation. 
However, traditional authority is unrecognized in protected areas like Save Valley 
Conservancy and large-scale commercial farms in south-east Zimbabwe. 

There are several local level state institutions responsible for monitoring wood-
land resource use in the Save Valley. A common characteristic to all the state in-
stitutions is that they are imposed on the community by government bodies and 
that they all depend on the selected Village Development Committees (VIDCOs) 
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and traditional leaders such as village heads to execute their functions [54]. The 
Environmental Management Agency (EMA) in collaboration with the Chipinge 
Rural District Council work with the local VIDCOs and traditional leaders to en-
courage local people to preserve their environment with each VIDCO having at 
least two natural resource overseers nominated by local people. The duties of nat-
ural resource overseers of the VIDCO include enforcing conservation of wood-
lands, soil, water, wildlife, control of problem animals, assessing crop damages, 
control of snaring, hunting and fishing as communicated to local communal res-
idents [55]. However, the relationship between natural resource overseers of the 
local VIDCOs and game rangers of the protected Save Valley Conservancy lacks 
integration and there is no collaboration between these actors of the woodland 
conservation value chain [15]. Save Valley Conservancy game rangers embrace 
conservation, management and non-consumptive responsibilities within the pro-
tected area game ranch unlike the VIDCOs natural resource overseers who are 
conservative within the communal area domain of communal woodland manage-
ment [56]. 

3.3. The National Government and its Institutional Controls on 
Land and Woodlands Management in the Save Valley 

The review highlights the preoccupations of government agencies which did not 
give sufficient attention to natural forest and woodland management yet much of 
the livelihood components in Zimbabwe had implications for the status of wood-
lands. The government is represented by extension personnel, district administra-
tion, the rural district council, and the various institutions emanating from the 
President’s Office directive on Local Government through the Provincial Admin-
istration and Provincial Governorships of 1984 [54]. In theory, community devel-
opment plans are channeled up to the hierarchy of development committees 
where decisions are made on what needs implementing and directives are sent 
back for implementation. In practice, the lowest structure of VIDCOs do not have 
operating budgets or capacity on legal matters, therefore their natural resource 
and woodland management plans are seldom successfully implemented despite 
their importance. The VIDCOs are more appropriately seen as agents of the gov-
ernment because they have limited autonomy beyond serving as conduits for ideas 
emanating from the local government despite being comprised of residents [54]. 
The political ties of VIDCOs to the state government limit their independence; 
these issues have been discussed by other scholars e.g. [54] [57]. Community lead-
ers and VIDCOs across Save Valley, enforce the set rules and regulations on com-
munal woodland management, however, sometimes they manipulate state power 
for their own ends of excessive benefits from woodland resources even if it means 
tolerating activities that cause woodlands degradation [15]. 

The study recorded how the Zimbabwe’s land resettlement program impacted 
on the status of woodlands across Save Valley. This resettlement program was 
adopted post 2000, aimed at redressing the historic inequitable distribution of 
land in Zimbabwe [27]. The FTLRP involved acquiring land from the large-scale 
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commercial sector and redistributing it to small scale farmers from the communal 
lands [27] [58]. The program sought to redress the colonial imbalances of land 
holdings between the communal and commercial sectors [59]. However, as people 
moved onto the commercial wildlife protected areas, allegedly as new settlers, 
some had the intention of looting resources from the protected areas [27] [28] 
[44] [59] and wood resources were not spared. The District Administration nor-
mally arbitrates where government extension workers face challenges with medi-
ation regarding illegal land acquisition or excessive woodland utilization. How-
ever, the state government functionaries are more concerned with maintaining 
their relative political power and control over the land with populist decisions at 
the expense of sustainable land use and woodlands conservation [15]. Surpris-
ingly, a regime of rigid control over land settlement is coupled with a laissez faire 
attitude to the use of wood resources and woodlands management even though 
the Rural District Council could invoke the Natural Resources Act, the Communal 
Forest Produce Act, the Communal Land Model (Land Use and Conservation) 
by-laws of 1985 and associated legislation to effectively manage and conserve 
woodlands in Zimbabwe. 

The laissez faire attitude taken by the local government authorities and institu-
tions about woodlands management in the study area could be detrimental to the 
effectiveness of local traditional institutions on the management of natural forests 
and woodlands [35]. The land-use planning and land reform programme in the 
Save Valley focused on land redistribution for agricultural purposes, but wood-
land management was given less attention [49]. The major concern on the land 
redistribution aspects of the FTLRP was how land and woodlands could have been 
sustainably exploited in the Save Valley. This is an important consideration given 
the fact that inappropriate communal farming systems and woodlands degrada-
tion in the communal lands of the Save River catchment across Save Valley are 
reported to have caused soil loss ranging from 40 to 100 tons per hectare annually 
[60] [61]. The provision of government extension services largely serves the agri-
cultural sector compared to woodland management and wildlife sectors [27] [41]. 
The content of community extension messages has less focus on management of 
natural resources or woodland conservation. Extension works also support some 
activities that rely on the exploitation of woodlands e.g. tobacco and grain growing 
which requires the building of tobacco barns, granary from wood, respectively. 
Little effort is made to control such exploitation of woodlands by farmers, leading 
to non-compliance farmers to the rules imposed by the VIDCOs and traditional 
leaders for woodlands conservation [62]. 

3.4. National Biodiversity Strategy and Woodland Management in 
Zimbabwe 

Zimbabwe’s Department of Agriculture has a long-term development planning 
framework spanning 20 years, in contrast with all the other sectoral government 
ministries or departments and cross-sectorial plans for the forestry sector that 
have short-term plan [27] [42]. The Zimbabwe Comprehensive Agricultural Pol-
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icy Framework 2012-2032 recognizes the need for compliance with intellectual 
property rights requirements and international and local sanitary and phytosani-
tary standards. Agricultural policies recognize the value of agro-ecological zones 
and recommend their re-assessment in response to climate change impacts [27]. 
This is all evidence of a well-planned long-term agriculture development strategy 
for Zimbabwe with a less pronounced plan for natural forestry and woodland 
management and conservation. However, the short-term planning phases within 
the forestry sector may not allow for an adequate assessment of the impacts of 
these plans and polices on viability of woodland ecosystems and human liveli-
hoods in the long term. 

As for the natural resources and forestry sector in Zimbabwe, intra-sectoral 
government agency coordination on natural forests and woodlands conservation 
issues is largely weak [41]. There is little coordination of conservation issues at 
national level as functions are split between the Biodiversity Office in the Depart-
ment of Environment, Water and Climate, and the Environmental Management 
Agency [27] [41]. This is also reflected in the lack of harmonized reporting and 
monitoring on multilateral environmental agreements to leverage resources, es-
pecially with the United Nations (UN) Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD), the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance (also known 
as the Ramsar Convention), the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD) and the Con-
vention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) [63]. Natural for-
est, woodlands and biodiversity conservation has not been mainstreamed into the 
Department of Environment, Water and Climate as the Biodiversity Office in 
Zimbabwe is considered a project that is externally funded [27]. This has led in 
part to data and other information on woodlands and biodiversity becoming out-
dated, unavailable or scattered across various institutions [41]. 

Zimbabwe is party to the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity 
(UNCBD) and is obligated to implement the provisions of the convention [41]. In 
line with this membership, Zimbabwe developed its first national biodiversity 
strategy and action plan (NBSAP) in 1998, which covered the period 2000-2010 
[41]. In 2013, Zimbabwe embarked on a process of reviewing the NBSAP and 
aligning it with the UNCBD Strategic Plan of 2011-2020 which emphasizes the 
communication, education and public awareness and the ecosystems approach, 
including the value of ecosystems, in the development of NBSAPs [27]. The 
NBSAP, through its strategic objectives, was designed to contribute to the national 
development targets in the economic blueprint for the period 2013 to 2018 of the 
Zimbabwe Agenda for Sustainable Social Economic Transformation (ZimAsset) 
[64], but little has been achieved by the time of this review, mainly due to limited 
national funding of ZimAsset [26]. There is need for Zimbabwe’s national com-
mitment with funding for government extension service delivery in the forestry 
sector to utilize traditional indigenous ecological knowledge, research, technol-
ogy, innovations and best practices to protect the environment, conserve and sus-
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tainably use woodland ecosystems to benefit present and future generations [29]. 

4. Conclusion 

This study explored the role of Mutema-Musikavanhu communities and Save Val-
ley Conservancy in south-eastern Zimbabwe and their respective local level insti-
tutional play in woodlands management. The role of people is characterized by 
their intensive utilization of woodland resources to meet their demand for fuel 
wood, timber, land for agricultural expansion and settlements, together with her-
bivory, likely causing woodland degradation across Save Valley. The drivers of 
woodland degradation include the failure of government institutions to ade-
quately involve local traditional institutions and other stakeholders in the man-
agement of the woodland resources in the Save Valley. Government agencies 
across the study area mainly focus on agricultural extension work while little at-
tention is given to woodland management in communal areas or protected areas. 
We recommend strengthening the national Forest Policy so that it is main-
streamed into all sectors and incorporated into the national accounting and re-
porting system. This calls for the development and implementation of a compre-
hensive communication, public awareness strategy on the conservation and sus-
tainable utilization of both communal and protected area woodlands. 
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