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Introduction   

 

Communities across the world have gradually transformed tourism from time at the 

beach, sun and sand (Adams 2006), to spending time at World Heritage sites learning 

about their preservation.  There is strong evidence from research that local guides 

and traditional leaders play a fundamental role in educating tourists about local 

cultures. Mass tourism regrettably causes a lot of environmental challenges; Ghulam 

Rabbany et al (2013) confirm the direct impacts of tourism on the environment which 

include things such as alteration of natural habits, noise and air pollution, loss of 

biological diversity, and littering. In Botswana, littering is considered one of the eye 

sore at the famous Okavango Delta. Littering has significantly impacted tourism 

development in the Okavango Delta and the entire industry in Botswana (Mbaiwa 

2004). As tourism is heavily dependent on the quality of the environment, it is crucial 

for all stakeholders to protect the environment for it to continue being a sustainable 

economic resource. One of the major issues is the role of mass tourism in 

environmental protection and sustainable tourism. Is destruction in mass tourism 

avoidable? A possible answer is Smith’s (1956) market segmentation strategy of 

grouping tourists in a way that is of most manageable value. Market segmentation 

results in niche tourism as tourists are divided into smaller groups, according to their 

needs, behaviours and expectations (Adams 2006). Heritage tourism has observed a 

significant growth in recognition as a niche in Botswana. Thus, there are numerous 

efforts to protect World Heritage sites to ensure that the people of Botswana and 
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tourists understand their value; that they are preserved so they do not lose their 

unique characteristics due to vandalism.  

 

Moswete and Dube (2011) concur with above assertions that, even though Botswana 

is well known for the Okavango Delta, nature and wildlife, cultural heritage has 

experienced a rapid increase and development over the past years. This growth and 

development is defined by the increased local and international visitors to local 

cultural events such as Dithubaruba, Domboshoba, Khawa, Son of the Soil and Orange 

Letlhafula cultural festivals (Botswana Tourism Organisation 2012). The paradigm shift 

to diversify nature based tourism through cultural tourism is an initiative influenced 

by Botswana’s Tourism Mater Plan of 2000. The Master Plan listed cultural heritage as 

product development alternative for tourism product diversification. Previous 

research in Botswana has indicated that cultural tourism is indeed a tool for 

diversification of livelihoods and tourism product. Research by Mbaiwa and Sakuze 

(2009) provide Gwihaba Caves and Xaixai community at the Okavango Delta as 

specific examples for cultural heritage tourism. Still in Botswana, research by 

Moswete and Dube (2011) authenticates the practice of cultural heritage tourism at 

The Tsodilo Hills which is also on the UNESCO World Heritage List. The aim of this 

paper is to look at how the values of the heritage sites are conveyed to tourists and 

local people. Firstly, this paper will explain and contextualize key terms. Secondly, it 

will explore the ways in which the values of Botswana’s heritage sites are presented 

to tourists and how the people of Botswana are involved.  

 

Heritage Tourism 

McNulty and Koff (2014) identified some tourism niches resulting from the shift from 

mass tourism, and include adventure tourism, religious tourism, ecotourism, 

sustainable tourism, and educational tourism among others. In general research, and 

in Botswana, cultural heritage tourism is one of the growing specialty markets in the 

industry today. Botswana Tourism Organisation (2012) describes the growth of 

cultural heritage, not only in terms of increasing cultural heritage events in Botswana 

but also with increased audience from within and outside the country. They give an 

example of the Domboshoba Cultural Festival which experiences increased audience 

especially from Botswana and Zimbabwe. Moswete and Dube (2011) also confirm the 

practice of cultural heritage tourism at Botswana’s Tsodilo Hills. Tsodilo Hill is a home 
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to over 4500 rock art paintings, displaying the life of the old inhabitants of the area, 

and is respected for its religious significance as the residents use them for religious 

and ritual purposes (World Heritage Committee 2003). Other national cultural 

heritage sites in Botswana include Lekhubu Island Manyana rock paintings, the David 

Livingstone Memorial site, and Lepokole Hills. 

 

Outstanding Universal Value 

Heritage sites demonstrate the common heritage of humanity, contributing to the 

conservation of globally important cultural and natural areas. The sites are extremely 

diverse and showcase universally outstanding biomes, ecosystems, as well as 

geological and evolutionary processes (Borges et al 2011). Being designated a World 

Heritage Site, these properties stand out from others, are different in their own right, 

and are unique in a special way. ‘Outstanding Universal Value’ is a term that was 

introduced by UNESCO when it laid down the Operational Guidelines for the 

Implementation of the World Heritage Convention in 1977 (UNESCO 2005).  The 

Convention defined Outstanding Universal Value as cultural and/or natural 

significance, which is as exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of 

common importance for present and future generations of all humanity. From the 

standpoint of a resident of Botswana, heritage sites are cultural and religious places 

to perform rituals, traditional healing and ancestral worship, as well as places the 

community can freely benefit from, for example, the hunting and grazing land in the 

Okavango. Given the identification of Outstanding Universal Value by UNESCO, the 

question is, are these values universal? Do the people of Botswana hold the same 

view as UNESCO? In addition, are these values contextually and culturally relevant to 

Botswana?   

Heritage site values identified by UNESCO can be shown to somehow be linked to 

community values.  For example, one of the outstanding qualities of the Tsodilo Hills 

is that it witnessed visits and settlement by successive human communities for many 

millennia (World Heritage Committee 2003) and the local community refers to these 

old inhabitants as ancestors, hence there is common ground. However, the challenge 

with a property being listed as a World Heritage site is that while UNESCO’s mandate 

is to protect and conserve these sites, the communities on the other hand are rather 

concerned with reaping financial benefits than conservation. 
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Tourist  

As indicated earlier, tourists are compelled by different needs to visit a destination. 

Obviously, defining a property as of Outstanding Universal Value puts it in a spotlight 

and gives tourists an impression that it is worth visiting. Adams (2006) suggests that a 

tourist is a person travelling outside their usual environment for more than a day and 

less than a year for leisure, business and other purposes other than remuneration. 

Additionally, heritage tourists travel for different reasons such as to get a feel of for 

foreign cultures; for learning and to gather experiences. Tourists come to Botswana 

for its wildlife and wilderness but end up consuming cultural products (Moswete and 

Monare 2015). On that note Lenao (2014) observed that tourism and heritage 

management have an awkward relationship because of their conflicting objectives. 

The author argues that while heritage management is premised on preservation of 

the heritage resources to bear pristine and unspoiled status for posterity, tourism, on 

the other hand, is concerned with producing financial benefits. However, even with 

the conflicting objectives, it is possible to harmonize the two through sustainable 

heritage tourism (Mbaiwa 2004). Botswana has established programmes, such as 

Community-Based Natural Resource Management, through which community-based 

cultural activities are carried out (Mbaiwa and Sakuze 2009). The programme ensures 

that the people of Botswana economically benefit from the environment while at the 

same time entertaining tourists and protecting the environment. 

 

The significance of World Heritage to residents and tourists 

All heritage sites have a history linked to them; they stand out and are associated with 

unique tales. This history and folklore influences how locals interact with the sites, 

and how tourists recognize them. In general, and in Botswana from a resident’s point 

of view, cultural heritage does not only conserve the cultural values but also connects 

people to collective memories and induces them to appreciate where they come 

from. Heritage in that sense, bridges the gap between the current generation and 

their ancestors. With more than ten ethnic groups in Botswana, each have their 

culture linked to the heritage sites in their respective areas. For example, on the west 

of the Kalahari Desert, sites such as Tsodilo Hills is known to be a magical place, filled 

with history for uplifting and tranquil souls. It is a great attraction for tourists mainly 

because of its rock art, but for many people living around the area, the hills offer a 

place of healing and serene spirit (Campbell and Robbins 2010). Heritage sites also 
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give a community a sense of identity. They are linked to a certain history, such as how 

and why the inhabitants occupied the given area of land, and in Botswana, some have 

common significance. For example, Lekhubu Island and Domboshaba Hills are 

national heritage monuments believed to have medicinal plants, spiritual importance, 

and are sites where rainmaking ceremonies are performed (Motswete and Dube 

2011). People entering these places are warned to show respect and warned that 

failure to do so may attract bad luck (i.e., punishment from the ancestors). This 

explains not only the value of heritage sites but also how important it is that residents 

are made part of the heritage management process. In the traditions of the people of 

Botswana, it is believed that the ancestors only communicate with people with whom 

they have a connection. Therefore, residents understand the signs and warnings given 

to them by ancestors and can then interpret them to visitors to avoid punishment and 

danger.  

 

 Most importantly, locals know about the tales and history of heritage sites in their 

areas and can educate visitors. In Botswana, local people guide at heritage sites and 

operate in cultural villages. The aim is for heritage values to be passed on to visitors 

and for the residents to know even better about their own heritage. This is crucial in 

developing tourists’ and residents’ tolerance of World Heritage sites. The strategy 

used in Botswana to engage local residents as guides fosters the communities’ 

tolerance for heritage tourism which is influenced by a feeling of sense of ownership – 

feeling like they are part of the heritage. Secondly, they create visitors’ tolerance and 

acceptance of local cultures which is developed from knowledge and understanding. 

Tolerance from both sides is essential to developing sustainability at these heritage 

sites and for creating good memories for tourists. For example; Tourists learn and get 

a feel of Tswana culture by buying crafts and engaging in cultural dances and village 

tours which is an economic benefit to the people of Botswana while at the same time 

preserving their culture (Mbaiwa and Sakuze 2009). 

 

Although heritage tourism includes sites that have cultural significance to local 

communities, these may not be of interest to the typical tourist. Since World Heritage 

status accords heritage sites publicity and exposure, World Heritage sites attract 

international visitors for learning purposes. Sadiki (2012) notes that the success of a 

heritage site as a tourist destination can be attributed to the tourist drive to visit the 
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site. Chen and Chen (2009) assert that this growth of tourists and tourism activities 

causes major concerns for practitioners and academics in heritage management 

because they must come up with sustainable heritage management approaches. Two 

important reasons why visitors were attracted to sites are education and recreation 

(Sadiki 2012). Mainly, visitors come to Botswana for its well-known wildlife and 

natural scenic beauty, especially the Okavango Delta but often end up engaging in 

cultural tourism, for example; through cultural village visits and tours. Tourists are 

also looking for authentic cultural experiences. This is consistent with assertions with 

Moswete and Monare (2015) who note that visitors generally want to experience 

things that are real. They agree that the people of Botswana educate tourists through 

dancing, craft production, food, and drinking which portray their past which often 

make tourists visit longer and worthwhile. 

 

Communication practices for presentation of World Heritage values 

Government Policies and Strategies 

Across Sub-Saharan Africa and in Botswana, the government’s role in directing 

tourism policy is to ensure that tourism is a vehicle for transformation of the economy 

and the society of contemporary Africa, (Christie et al. 2013). A policy is a position, 

strategy, action or product adopted by government and arising from contests 

between different ideas, values and interests (Lawrence and Dredge 2007 in 

(Nyakunu and Rogerson 2014). Furthermore, Nyakunu and Rogerson (2014) concur 

that in most of sub-Saharan Africa, national tourism polices have emphasized the 

need for tourism to be a catalyst for earning foreign exchange and for community 

development, particularly through the activities of the private sector. In regard to 

Botswana, Moswete and Monare (2015) assert that the government has supported 

communities’ Small-Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and community based projects 

through Community-Based Natural Resource Management programmer (CBNRM). 

 

The importance of supporting local businesses is not only in deriving economic 

opportunities for people of Botswana. It is also crucial also in developing a good 

attitude towards tourism. Economic advantages from the environment give 

communities a sense of responsibility towards tourism areas and therefore protect 

and preserve it. In addition, when the local community is engaged in cultural heritage 

tourism, it presents an opportunity for preserving traditional culture by educating and 
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entertaining tourists. However, undesired impacts may arise when the local people 

tune their performances to tourists’ expectations leading to staged performances and 

eventually a loss of culture. Another issue that may arise is locals learning and copying 

cultures and practicing them at the expense of their own. Otherwise, SMEs that sell 

the cultural product are a good idea to entertain and educate tourists, to make their 

stay memorable and perhaps encourage them to stay longer. It also instills a sense of 

cultural pride in the people of Botswana. Clearly, this is a confirmation that players in 

the heritage circle working together can be a tool for balanced needs.  

 

Although the Government of Botswana is interested in ensuring the local 

economically gains from the World Heritage sites and national monuments in their 

environment, there are times when it moved in directions opposite to what many 

local communities expected, through policies such as a high pricing strategy and 

national commercial hunting ban. Botswana’s tourism product is generally expensive 

because of the high cost, low volume policy which is aimed at sustainable tourism by 

controlling visitor numbers to heritage destinations. The policy adopted a high price 

for its heritage tourism products to attract only few visitors that are able to pay the 

amount necessary to sustain the business of heritage conservation.  Nyakunu and 

Rogerson (2014) confirm that pricing a resource serves to underline the value and 

importance of the resource. Clearly then, the high set prices for Botswana’s tourism 

products communicate how treasured Botswana’s resources are and prompt visitors 

to contribute to its conservation. It is actually a marketing tool more so that tourists 

of today want to be associated with destinations that are concerned with their impact 

on the environment (Adams 2006). In comparison to Nepal and Bhutan, Botswana’s 

high price stratagem has been successfully implemented. Alamaniotis (2016) gives 

Nepal and Bhutan as classic examples of a failed tourism model. Nepal attracts low-

budget tourists and backpackers who only patronize them because they cannot afford 

the high prices set by Bhutan (except for Indian tourists) for a similar tourism product. 

Inbound tourism in Bhutan has then uncontrollably increased therefore reflecting 

adversely on the environment and local cultures. Even though the actual services are 

normally high, for example; high-end camps and scenic flights over the Okavango 

Delta, locals in Botswana are expected to pay lower park fees compared to 

international travellers. This price variation ensures that while the country 
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encourages domestic travel, it also limits numbers for conservation and preservation 

purposes.  

Another condemned example of a policy is the hunting ban that was criticised locally 

and internationally. This decision seeks to protect Botswana’s natural heritage, 

because nature conservation is not just a challenge for today but challenge for 

generations to come. It also attracts sophisticated visitors who want to be associated 

with well-preserved environments. However, arguments against the hunting ban are 

that communities depend on hunting as a livelihood, especially the indigenous 

communities; this therefore jeopardizes their way of living. This is a threat to living 

heritage as argued by Sobrevila (2008) that dispossessing the indigenous their land or 

restricting their access to natural resources leads to loss of identity and threats to 

their cultural survival. Sobrevila (2008) believes that ancestral knowledge and 

traditional management systems accumulated through interaction with the 

environment for many years enables the indigenous people to interact well with the 

environment and conserve it which they have done for many years ago. 

 

Storytelling 

It is crucial to use different approaches, including storytelling, to teach different 

communities about heritage values and the general significance of heritage sites for 

tourism and beyond. Consistent with many other African countries, including 

Botswana, storytelling still plays a pivotal role as an educational tool. Even today, 

storytelling is used for communicating the value of heritage sites to visitors in Africa 

and Botswana. Storytelling is the socio-cultural activity of interactive art using words 

and actions, for entertainment, education, cultural preservation, and instilling values 

(Smith et al 2011). It is practiced in daily routines to pass family values, traditions and 

morals to the young ones. In ancient times, storytelling was mostly done verbally or 

through physical interaction. In the current millennium, storytelling also takes place in 

cyber space, which is referred to as digital storytelling. Digital storytelling allows 

preservation and storage of the valuable information independent of the existence of 

the original storyteller. For example, in case tellers are no longer living or have 

forgotten the stories. 

Botswana has adopted mostly the traditional form of storytelling at the local 

community level. Storytellers are hired to be local guides at these heritage sites and it 
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is more than just narrating and describing the place. To give visitors a more valuable 

experience; activities which are linked to history; some dancing, crafting, poetry and 

are performed to tourists and these visitors are normally engaged so they can have 

the feel of it. The passion and zeal shown by residents augments the story telling 

activity and similarly demonstrates the respect and reverence these locals have on for 

their heritage sites. Even better, local communities are the ones that know about 

their values, their environment and cultures as they are passed from generation to 

generation (Sobrevila 2008). 

While it is good to have human interaction between locals and tourists at heritage 

destinations, the disadvantage to verbal storytelling is that the very same information 

cannot be revisited later. It is therefore advantageous to document and record 

heritage stories for preservation purposes (Smith et al 2011) and this is a challenge for 

Botswana. Smith et al (2011) further argue that oral storytelling which is primary 

mechanism used in Africa may lead to loss of information when the chain of narration 

stops for some reason, thus there is an undying need for storing, documenting and 

recording this information. Botswana has not yet fully taken advantage of the 

digitalization of heritage.  Kalusopa and Zulu (2009) pinpoint that the challenges that 

bear evidence to that include lack of awareness of the potential of digital preservation 

by national heritage institutions and lack of common standards on digital heritage 

preservation in Botswana. They further note that Botswana has a weak policy on 

digitization at the organizational and national level. In agreement, Mnjama (2010) 

noted that Botswana’s law is ‘silent’ on digital preservation and that results in a 

feeling of indifference when it comes to the responsibility of institutions to deposit 

their records to the Botswana National Archives and Records and Services.  

 

Conclusion  

Botswana’s tourism is wildlife-based and the primary tourist attraction is the 

Okavango Delta which inscribed on the World Heritage List. Even with differing 

reasons for travel, today’s tourists are concerned with sustainability and want to visit 

destinations that are concerned with their impact on the environment. Botswana’s 

tourism policy caters for such travellers. The country is developing cultural heritage as 

a tourism diversification strategy, not just for new travelers but also for nature 

travelers to have something else to do while in Botswana. Heritage and tourism have 
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conflicting objectives as one is about undisturbed authenticity while the other 

requires some level of creativity and comodification for money. Botswana has come 

up with policies that take into account the interests of both. The high-yield, low-

volume tourism policy accounts for the fact that tourism is not entirely the cause of 

the destruction and deterioration at World Heritage Sites which, if used sustainably, 

can be a driver for conservation. Storytelling, which is the common African way of 

communicating values, has also played a significant role in teaching visitors about 

local cultures. It is in that regard that this paper suggests that storytelling is tailored in 

a way that interests’ visitors according to their preferences but at the same time 

defend the original significance of the heritage destination. Botswana invests time 

and energy on technology use in order to meet the international standards for 

preservation of heritage. This is not only beneficial for communicating heritage values 

to the world, but also an opportunity for preserving information that may not be 

accessible once lost.  
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