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Elephants at Mana Pools National Park, Zimbabwe.

ensuring a future for elephants 
through connectivity and coexistence 
across East and Southern Africa.



a future for Africa’s elephants 
IFAW’s Room to Roam initiative is a 
visionary approach to conservation 
in Africa to ensure that elephant 
populations persist long into the future. 
More than 330,000 elephants roam the 
increasingly fragmented landscapes 
of East and Southern Africa, often 
beyond formal protection and exposed 
to human threats. Broken habitat forces 
elephants to take life-threatening risks 
as they must travel farther than ever 
for water and food. Meanwhile, climate 
change, poaching and other conflict 
relentlessly drive the numbers down. 

If rates of habitat loss, fragmentation, 
climate change and poaching continue, 
Africa’s elephants could become 
threatened with extinction.1

For decades, elephant conservation 
efforts have relied on human 
interference, which is often costly 
and temporary. At IFAW (International 
Fund for Animal Welfare), we see a 
better solution, one that does not 
involve direct interference. To survive, 
elephants need safe routes to roam 
freely through countries, over borders, 
at a distance from humans. They need 
access to healthy habitat for food and 

water, and the natural space to stabilize 
and succeed. 

Backed by 20 years of science and 
engagement with local communities, 
IFAW’s Room to Roam initiative will 
secure and connect habitats, creating 
safe passages for elephants and other 
wildlife to travel freely through their 
home ranges of East and Southern 
Africa. The result will be greater 
biodiversity, a natural resilience to 
climate change and a future where 
animals and human communities can 
coexist and thrive. 

  Aerial landscape in Northwest Zimbabwe; 
Matetsi Unit 5 is part of the larger 
Hwange-Matetsi-Zambezi landscape and one 
of the critical 12 landscapes we seek to 
protect.

  A herd of elephants, with calves,  
walking across a clearing at sunset  
in Amboseli, Kenya.
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our goal

Room to Roam is ambitious and 
urgent, and it’s not something  
we can do alone. 

Our goal is to secure and 
connect 12 critical landscapes 
where more than 330,000 
elephants can roam freely 
by 2040; for this massive 
undertaking, we will need to 
generate USD$1 billion.



why elephants matter
boosting biodiversity

Protecting elephants and the 
landscapes where they roam protects 
other wildlife living in those same 
habitats. For example, savannah 
landscapes support lions, cheetahs 
and leopards. An unhealthy savannah 
could cause these apex predators to 
decline, which would throw the entire 
ecosystem off kilter.

The impact elephants have on 
biodiversity begins with plants. 
As elephants travel across vast 
landscapes, they disperse seeds 
through their waste. An elephant may 
deposit plant material as far as 60 
kilometers away from where it was 
initially eaten. Elephant dung serves as 
an excellent fertiliser, enabling seeds 
to germinate and grow. Their seed 
distribution increases the abundance 

of plant species in the ecosystem. 
Elephants also tear down brush and 
trees that block their paths as they 
move through landscapes, which 
helps to maintain ecosystem health. 
They take down thorny bushes, which 
prevents open plains from becoming 
overgrown. As they thin out young 
trees competing for light, they open 
gaps in a forest canopy that encourage 
new growth below.2 

Ultimately, their seed dispersal, 
landscaping and movement create 
conditions that allow other animals 
to thrive. The plants that colonise 
new areas with the help of elephants 
create new habitats and food sources 
for other animals. Their movement 
through the landscape forges highways 
for other animals to use. By breaking 
down branches as they walk, elephants 
lower food sources that may have 

otherwise been too high up for smaller 
animals to reach. They use their feet, 
trunks and tusks to create holes deep 
enough to tap into underground water 
sources; these watering holes become 
important resources for other animals. 
Research has shown that the presence 
of elephants is correlated with the 
richness of large mammal species 
including lions, leopards, zebras, 
wildebeests, warthogs and giraffes.3,4

mitigating climate change

While the role of forests in storing 
carbon has long been emphasized, 
savannahs also have enormous 
capacity for carbon sequestration.5 By 
dispersing seeds, clearing vegetation 
and fertilizing the soil over vast 
savannah landscapes, elephants help 
to maintain and increase carbon stocks 
in the soil, roots and above-ground 

parts of plants, reducing CO2 in the 
atmosphere.6 Elephants are allies in our 
global fight against climate change; 
they can help us adapt to its longer-
term impacts in a highly cost-effective 
way. 

  Zebras, elephants and wildebeests in 
Amboseli, Kenya. Healthy populations of 
herbivores are key to maintaining the 
savannah ecosystem.

  Two young African bush elephants standing 
in the fields of the Zimbabwe Elephant 
Nursery (ZEN).
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60 km
distance an elephant may deposit plant 
material from where it was initially eaten
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the conservation finance gap
Life on Earth faces an existential 
threat due to the combined crises of 
biodiversity loss and climate change. 
The two crises interact with one 
another, but the threat of climate 
change receives significantly more 
focus than the loss of biodiversity. 
Massive investments in various 
technologies aim to mitigate the 
effects of climate change, with a 
strong focus on emissions reduction 
and carbon removal or adaptation. 
But there is an estimated USD$700 
billion gap in funding for conservation 

of nature.7 Current governmental and 
philanthropic conservation funding, 
which amounts to well under USD$100 
billion per year,8 doesn’t come close to 
meeting this significant need.

Up to a third of carbon mitigation 
needed to stabilize global warming 
between now and 2030 to below 
2°C can be met by natural climate 
solutions like nature conservation.9 
Presenters at the 2021 United Nations 
Climate Change Conference (COP26) 
acknowledged that investment in 

nature should be seen as the most 
effective tool we have to address the 
climate crisis.10 Natural ecosystems 
play a critical role in removing carbon, 
filtering water, providing productive 
soil, performing pollination and 
protecting us from disaster. Nature also 
drives at least half of the world’s global 
economy, worth nearly USD$44 trillion, 
according to the World Economic 
Forum.11 Funding conservation 
initiatives like Room to Roam can  
yield large dividends. 
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  Jack the elephant (right) on a walk with 
other elephants at Panda Masuie Forest 
Reserve in Zimbabwe.

USD$700 billion
estimated annual gap in funding  
for conservation of nature

the problem 
Elephants in Africa face a range of 
complex threats that have led to severe 
population declines in recent decades. 
These threats include: 

fragmented landscapes 

Broken landscapes have a devastating 
impact on roaming animals like 
elephants. With a population of 1.4 
billion people in Africa (7 million in 
proximity to Room to Roam landscapes) 
today—a number that’s expected 
to almost double by 2050—mega-
infrastructure, agriculture and mining 
are being developed at a staggering 
rate.12 These projects consume wildlife 
habitat, splinter migratory pathways 
and make it harder for elephants to find 
food and water. 

climate change

Climate change is expected to force 
elephants to roam more widely in 
search of food, water and mates.13 The 
long-term effects of climate change 
could shift how elephant populations 
are distributed across sub-Saharan 
Africa. Declines are predicted in drier 
and hotter habitats, and increases are 
possible in wetter habitats. But people 
also will seek out these more suitable 
habitats for agriculture, creating 
conflict with elephants. 

poaching and illegal wildlife 
trade

Elephants are under constant threat 
from poaching, but poachers don’t act 
alone. Criminal networks fund them, 
fuelled by global demand for ivory 
and other products. When poachers 
kill females, they often leave behind 
orphaned calves that struggle to 
survive. Scientific modelling suggests 
that the savannah elephant population 
is only 25% of what it would be without 
poaching.14 

conflict with humans

When elephants and humans live 
near each other, both can be at risk.15 
Elephants can become entangled in 
fencing, destroy homes or raid crops in 
desperation for food. People can harm 
animals, and animals can harm people.

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 R
ud

i v
an

 A
ar

de

  A herd of elephants grazing along a river 
bank in the Chobe Game Reserve, Botswana.

 

1.4 billion
people live on the African continent, a 
number that could nearly double by 2050.12



the solution

create safe spaces

Elephants must be able to travel freely 
through landscapes, across countries, 
over borders and away from humans 
to access healthy habitats for food 
and water and the natural space to 
stabilize and succeed. Protected areas 
such as national parks and forest 
reserves provide land for elephants, 
but privately or community-owned land 
also can offer them room. Under the 
pressures of human development and 
population growth, now is the time to 
secure these lands and make them safe 
for wildlife.

stop poaching

A halt to poaching requires deployment 
of rangers throughout East and 
Southern Africa. In collaboration 
with host governments and local 
communities, IFAW’s counter-poaching 
program aims to expand and sustain 
patrols in critical elephant habitats. 
Through Room to Roam, we will triple 
the area of safe landscape under 
co-management. Achieving this aim 
requires expansion of the ranger corps 
into a combined force that efficiently 
patrols a vast, interconnected region 
and keeps wildlife safe. 

empower communities

We can scale our proven community 
partnership model to lease and secure 
new land, provide scholarships and 
create income-generating activities. 
It is vital to engage communities in 
natural resource management for 
ecosystem health and as an economic 
driver. 

rescue and rewild

Every elephant is crucial to the survival 
of the species. Orphaned calves whose 
mothers were killed by poachers 
require rescue and rehabilitation.  
IFAW currently works with two elephant 
nurseries in Africa—one in Zimbabwe 
and the other in Zambia—that care 
for orphaned elephants and give 
them a second chance at life in the 
wild. Expanding these nurseries will 
help more calves survive. Support is 
needed to monitor the elephants after 
re-wilding through a regular census to 
ensure that they are thriving.
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  Elephants feed on water hyacinth  
in Liwonde National Park, Malawi.
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 African elephants feeding with Mount 
Kilimanjaro in background.

Anti-poaching ranger at Singwe Training 
Camp.
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Fish farming is part of the Chikolongo 
Livelihoods Project.

A keeper bottle-feeds two elephants  
at Lilayi Elephant Nursery.

We aim to support the stability and resilience of elephant populations. To achieve 
this goal, we are restoring connectivity and minimizing costly, unsustainable 
human interference with natural elephant movement and behaviours. Room to 
Roam aims to:



Mozambique

Zimbabwe

Angola

Zambia

Malawi

Tanzania

Burundi

Democratic
Republic of 
the Congo

Namibia

KenyaRwanda
where are we creating Room to Roam? 
The goal of Room to Roam is to secure 
and connect 12 key landscapes, each  
of them home to at least 10,000 
elephants. These landscapes are 
anchor areas, defined as the biggest 
habitat fragments in their regions 
and crucial to continuity across the 
elephant range.16 As strongholds of 
biodiversity, anchor areas are important 
targets for conservation efforts. 

In Room to Roam’s initial stages, IFAW is 
already working in anchor areas that  
are strategically positioned for cross-
regional connectivity from East to 
Southern Africa:

Zimbabwe

Through our conservation partnership 
with ZimParks and other partners on 
the ground, we are helping to manage 
an anchor landscape of 40,000 km2 
in Zimbabwe. This land includes the 
iconic Hwange National Park and the 
Panda Masuie Forest Reserve, where 
rescued and rehabilitated orphan 
elephants are released back into the 
wild in a healthy and secure space.

Malawi-Zambia

Our partnerships in the Malawi–Zambia 
transboundary area help to secure 
protection of 5,366 km² across Luambe, 
Lukusuzi and Kasungu national parks. 
We are partners on a climate change 
resilience agricultural project in the 
communal areas surrounding Luambe 
and Lukusuzi national parks. These 
small-scale farming projects help 
communities and individuals increase 
their income and reduce their reliance 
on poaching wildlife. 

In partnership with DNPW, we are 
working to restore Kasungu National 
Park by addressing law enforcement, 
wildlife crime, infrastructure and 
capacity within the park. We are 
collaborating on construction of a 
boundary fence to prevent conflict 
between wildlife and the surrounding 
communities. 

Recognizing the importance of 
alternative sources of income 
for the community, we initiated a 
tailoring workshop that now provides 
uniforms for every ranger in Malawi.  
Environmental education outreach to 
schools continues to raise awareness 
of the importance of protecting the 
wildlife. In total, we support 178 wildlife 
rangers in this landscape.

Kenya

The Amboseli-Tsavo-Kilimanjaro 
landscape is an important habitat for 
elephants and other wildlife in the 
Greater Kilimanjaro Trans-Frontier 
Conservation Area. Thousands of 
people also live on communal lands in 
this region, making it key for promoting 
human–wildlife coexistence. We have 
close ties with the Olgulului-Ololorashi 
Group Ranch, where staff have guided 
us in identifying livelihood projects that 
support women and children. Together, 
we created Team Lioness, the first 
all-women ranger unit in East Africa. 
The team protects almost 607 km2 of 
traditional Maasai community lands 
encompassing Amboseli National Park.

connectivity  
for elephants

existing IFAW 
partnerships and 
project sites



engaging communities  
and traditional leaders 

empowering  
3,598 landowners 

In 2013, we signed a five-year 
agreement with the local community 
in Amboseli, including leases with 
1,600 landowners, to safeguard 65 
km2 of an elephant movement route 
between Amboseli and Kilimanjaro 
national parks. In 2017, in addition to 
leasing an additional 4 km2 as wildlife 
habitat, IFAW extended the agreement 
for another five-year term—collectively 
securing 69 km2. Today, our landscape 
conservation efforts in the Amboseli 
region of Kenya cover 223 km2. IFAW 
has partnered with the Olgulului-
Ololorashi Group Ranch to create an 
agreement with 3,598 landowners, all 
of whom will earn lease fees, creating 
the potential for eco-tourism. 

Team Lioness: all-women 
ranger unit 

Today, women play an increasingly 
visible and vital role in community-led 
solutions that protect African wildlife. 
In 2019, we created Team Lioness, 
the first all-women ranger unit in East 
Africa. Chosen based on leadership, 
academic achievement and integrity, 
this team of 16 young people from the 
Maasai community is defying social 
norms and creating new opportunities 
for women. 

Traditional conservation efforts focus 
on confining wildlife to designated 
spaces, such as national parks, to keep 
animals safe. Room to Roam is different. 
In this initiative, we acknowledge that 
elephants and other wildlife often must 
roam vast distances outside of formally 
protected areas in search of food, 
water, safety and other elephants. As a 
result, they are more likely to interact 
and experience conflict with local 
human communities. 

At its core, Room to Roam centres on 
the understanding that community 
involvement is key to conservation. To 
ensure positive and sustained change, 
we engage with the people who live 
closest to the animals and habitats 
we strive to protect. We embed 
conservation actions into local society 
and culture. We enhance leadership 
and participation at the grassroots 
level. Ours is a bottom-up approach to 
create locally defined solutions to local 
challenges. 

assisting communities  
to enable conservation 

Communities often need support 
that falls outside of conventional 
conservation approaches but that is 
vital to achieving our conservation 
objectives. 

For example, communities require 
support to: 

  improve literacy, allowing people  
to read and understand agreements 
that affect their lives;

  improve money management skills 
and banking access for income from 
land leases, small businesses and 
investments; 

  develop sensible land-use policies; 

  create frameworks and governance 
for land trusts and conservancies; 
and 

  enhanced animal husbandry  
and veterinary practices

  develop skills and create 
opportunities for livelihoods  
that do not rely on poaching  
or exploiting wildlife. 

Over the years, IFAW has gained 
considerable community engagement 
experience in Africa. In our life-saving 
efforts to help communities mitigate 
human–wildlife conflict, we rely 
urgently on developing coexistence 
between people and animals. Our 
experiences include: 
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scholarship programme 

Through our fully funded scholarship 
programme, we have helped 66 
students pursue high school and 
university degrees. The programme 
has supported students working on 
degrees in everything from business 
to tourism to clinical medicine. With 
degrees in hand, scholarship recipients 
bring their skills back to their local 
communities.

Chikolongo transformation 
and impact 

The Chikolongo Livelihood Project 
originated in 2013 when IFAW and the 
Chikolongo community came together 
to develop solutions for human–
wildlife coexistence. To reduce deadly 
encounters with wildlife, we built a 
pipeline that carries irrigation and 
household water from the Shire River 
to villages outside of Liwonde National 
Park. The community project has since 
expanded to include five fishponds and 
24 irrigated community plots, solving 
food security issues for the 1,400-plus 
people living in the 13 villages of the 
extended Chikolongo community.

Junior Ranger Programme 

In Zimbabwe, a Junior Ranger 
Programme implemented by ZimParks 
with support from IFAW educates pre-
teens as conservation ambassadors in 
the communal lands bordering Hwange 
National Park. Starting in 2019 with two 
schools, the project now works with 21 
primary schools and reaches 315 pupils 
in the Tsholotsho, Lupane and Hwange 
districts. Combining outdoor nature 
education activities with classroom-
based learning, the project is for 
students ages 8–11 years to develop 
their knowledge and understanding of 
nature.

Jenga Mama project 

Jenga Mama is Swahili for ‘Empower a 
Woman’. In this project, IFAW and the 
German foundation Margarete-Breuer 
Stiftung are helping 60 women in the 
Amboseli community learn professions 
and set up microenterprises to 
generate sustainable incomes for their 
families and communities. In the three-
year program, the women receive one 
year of vocational training, one year of 
support in establishing a business and 
one year of mentorship and follow-up.
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A Maasai woman walks with cattle near  
the village of Chief Sontika Ole Melok  
in Amboseli, Kenya.

IFAW-supported Team Lioness Olgulului 
Community Wildlife Ranger (OCWR) uses 
binoculars while on patrol near the base 
camp at the Risa community in Amboseli, 
Kenya.

David Serinketi, a Maasai community member 
who received an IFAW scholarship, visits  
with his brother Lutori.

Elita’s husband, Sauti, loosens the soil  
with a hoe, Chikomeni, Zambia.
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Children in the Junior Ranger Program 
playing drums.

Two Jenga Mama participants work with each 
other at a sewing machine during their 
artisan in garment making training.



science-based solutions 
drivers of elephant population 
health 

Decades of scientific research reveal 
that the size of an elephant population 
is only one of many indicators of its 
health. The number of males and 
females and their ages offer deeper 
insight into a population’s well-being. 
With good estimates of the survival of 
reproductive-age females, for instance, 
scientists can predict population 
growth or decline and the time it will 
take for a population to reach a certain 
size—or disappear altogether. 

Obtaining an accurate snapshot 
of ages and sexes in an elephant 
population is no easy task. Historically, 
conservationists have relied on aerial 
census methods. These flights are 
costly and can be inaccurate, thanks 
to variations in observer experience, 
search intensity and visibility of the 
animals. To solve this challenge, 
researchers at the University of 
Pretoria’s Conservation Ecology 
Research Unit developed a method 
that IFAW has adopted, called Rapid 
Elephant Population Assessment.17 With 
this method, we can study populations 
much faster and more accurately than 
with a conventional randomized aerial 
census.

Long-term scientific studies reveal that 
stable elephant populations grow at a 
rate of 0% to 2% each year. We have 
used this information in our efforts 
to restore the elephant population 
in Kasungu National Park, Malawi. 
Our modelling showed that without 
the addition of at least 250 more 
elephants, the population could go 
extinct within 50 years at its current 
growth rate of –7% to 0%. In July 2022, 
IFAW and its partners relocated 263 
elephants from a smaller Malawi park 
to Kasungu, with four times the room to 
roam and thrive.18

the power of connectivity 

Room to Roam aligns with the science 
of connectivity conservation19 in its 
aim to establish and restore linkages 
among protected areas and other 
intact ecosystems. Our vision builds 
on existing conservation clusters, 
in keeping with the Transfrontier 
Conservation Areas agenda and 
recent International Union for 
Conservation of Nature’s Guidelines 
for Conserving Connectivity.20 We 
add to this foundation by seeking to 
proactively identify, secure and extend 
more habitat in anticipation of climate 
change effects and increasing human 
development pressures. 
A viable elephant population needs 

room to live without a negative impact 
from human interference. Maintaining 
a minimum viable population of 1,000 
elephants can require at least 2,500 
km2 or more, depending on rainfall and 
drinking water distribution.21 

Options for expanding conserved and 
protected land are limited. A more 
realistic approach is improving the 
effectiveness of the available land. This 
aim can be achieved by: 

  opening natural linkages across 
human-dominated landscapes, 
connecting small areas into 
ecologically functional units; and 

  extending core conserved areas into 
surrounding buffer zones. 

Both options focus on connectivity, 
a nature-based solution that should 
enhance a population’s resilience 
to and recovery from disturbances. 
Connectivity promotes elephant 
population stability, which in turn 
increases the population’s resilience. 
Resilience is becoming more and more 
important in the face of climate change 
challenges for this species.

  Elephants just after their release into 
Kasungu National Park.
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0-2%
is the natural annual growth rate  
for a stable elephant population

-7% 
the most dire estimation of annual growth 
rate of the population of elephants in 
Kasungu National Park, Malawi

263 
elephants were relocated to Kasungu 
National Park in Malawi by IFAW and  
its partners in 2022 18

+2,500 km2 
is required to maintain a minimum viable 
population of 1,000 elephants depending on 
rainfall and drinking water distribtuion.12



working together for bold action
Room to Roam encompasses large-
scale, ambitious conservation goals 
that must be developed in partnerships 
with a variety of interested parties. 
Protected areas are governed 
by agencies and other arms of 
government, while buffer zones and 
lands connecting protected areas 
are managed and owned by local 
communities and individuals. Other 
stakeholders include investors, donors 
and NGOs. IFAW is forging partnerships 
with all of these parties in a long-term 
plan to reconnect critical landscapes 
and allow wildlife to flourish.

The following pillars guide how we 
interact with our partners: 

  long-lasting relationships

  integrity

  value-based and principled

  consultation and public 
participation

  equality and equity

  documentation and learning

IFAW is uniquely positioned to serve 
as the convener of the Room to Roam 
initiative. With more than 50 years 
of global conservation impact, we 
recognize that the problems we’re up 
against are complicated and require 
fresh thinking and bold action—from 
rescue and rewilding to combatting 
wildlife crime, affecting policy and 
preserving land and its inhabitants  
for generations to come.
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endnotes

  With support from IFAW, Zimbabwe Elephant 
Nursery (ZEN) has committed to a 25-year 
lease for 34,500 hectares (85,215 acres) 
of land that connects Zambezi National 
Park in the north to Kazuma Pan National 
Park in the south. 
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  Aerial view of a group of elephants 
walking through water.
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