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4. The coloniality of “crisis
conservation”: the transnationalization
and militarization of Virunga National
Park from an historical perspective

Esther Marijnen

INTRODUCTION: INTERROGATING “CRISIS
CONSERVATION”

Virunga National Park is a vast protected area located in the conflict-ridden
province of North Kivu in the east of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(DRC) that speaks to the imagination: it is the oldest park on the African
continent, home to the endangered mountain gorilla, and is located at the
epicentre of a turbulent history of colonization, civil and full-blown regional
wars — as the borders of the park overlap in part with the borders between the
DRC, Uganda, and Rwanda. Moreover, in 2014 the British oil company SOCO
started to explore for oil within the borders of the UNESCO World Heritage
Site, which has been officially classified as being “in danger” since 1994.
Indeed, efforts to protect Virunga National Park resemble a struggle against
all odds.

The difficulty to protect Virunga is also reflected in the existing literature
about the park, which emphasizes the disastrous impact the violent conflict
of the last two decades has had on the park and its biodiversity (Biswas and
Tortajada-Quiros 1996; Werikhe et al. 1998; Kalpers et al. 2003; de Merode
and Languy 2006; Glew and Hudson 2007 Hammill and Crawfgrd 2008).
Yet this literature on the park generally overlooks that Virunga National Park
is not only a site in conflict, but also a site of ¢
of Belgium established the park in 1925, lan
conflicts occurred between the park authorities
(Nzabandora 2006; Van Schuylenberg 2009; Vikanza 2011
are not only driven by economic motivations, as often portr
Pass larger political and decolonization struggles.

onflict. Ever since King Albert
d and resource-related violent
and adjacent communities
). These conflicts
ayed, but encom-
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unca National Park is indicative of a grqwing concern fo,
theTI};:otceist?oifo\;];atugre and sites of world heritage caught 11}11 th“e. crossﬁ.re of
war and violent conflict (Eckersley 2007). In these cases, the “internatiop,
community” is consequentially called upon to act, to pfevent t}}e C_On}plete
destruction of World Heritage Sites, anfi to halt the deple;’uon of wildlife in the
case of protected areas. These international actors and interventions, such g
UNESCO and large international environmental non-govemmeptal organiza-
tions (NGOs) such as WWF, WCS, and African Parks, are perceived as“‘gxter.
nal” and “independent”; however by taking up management responsibilities
they become an integral part of the complex figuration of conﬂlct and authority
in the areas of intervention. In previous publications I discussed Virunga
National Park beyond its appeal as a unique site of extraordinary biodiversity,
and as a site that is socially and politically embedded within the volatile land-
scape of conflict and violence in North Kivu (Verweijen and Marijnen 2018).
To understand how Virunga National Park is embedded in — and forms an
integral part of — the dynamics of violent conflict in the east of the DRC it is
important to focus on the multi-scalar politics of conservation in Virunga, as
it is the extensive support of transnational actors, and the allocation of devel-
opment aid to the park, that enables the management of Virunga to protect the
park daily (Marijnen 2018).

In the case of Virunga, it is the Virunga Foundation, a British NGO with
extensive links to the Belgian government as well, that has taken over the
main responsibility of the management of the park. In 2006 the European
Commission (EC), as the main long-term financial supporter of the park,
instigated the Public Private Partnership (PPP) that was negotiated between
the Virunga Foundation and the /’Insitut Congolais pour la Conservation de la
Nature (ICCN). A renegotiated PPP in 2010 transferred the entire responsibil-
ity for the management of the park to the British NGO. The most recent PPP
was renegotiated in 2015 and will last until 2040 (Management Agreement
ICCN-VF, March 2015). This increasing transnationalization coincided with
an increasing militarization of conservation efforts in Virunga; armed park
guards received intensified paramilitary training, law enforcement initiatives
were heightened, and mixed battalions of ICCN park guards together with the
Congolese national army, Les Forces armées de la République démocratique
du Congo (FARDC) started to be deployed in various areas of the park. This
amounted to the green militarization of the Virunga National Park, defined
by Lunstrum as ‘the use of military and paramilitary (military-like) actors,
techniques, technologies, and partnerships in the pursuit of conservation’
(2014, p.817). I refer to these coinciding processes of the transnationalization
anc! mil‘itarization of the park management as a mode of “crisis conservation”,
which is being legitimized by referring to the context of violent conflict in
eastern Congo, which endangers the park.
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While it is important to foc.us on these contemporary processes, as 1 have
done tog‘e‘th?r. with colleagues l_n e.arller work, I aim in this chapter to place this
form of “crisis conservation” in its historical and colonial context. By doing
s0, I question to what extent this crisis mode of conservation is different from
earlier periods in the park’s history. The notion of “crisis” is currently being
provoked with the aim to legitimize the fact that Virunga National Park contin-
ues to be approached as a “space of exception”, which is heavily imprinted by
various colonial continuities, such as the dominance and continuous influence
of “Europe” over the management of the park, and the reliance on the “gun” as
the main way to protect the park. Hence, despite the often seemingly turbulent
politics and conflicts around the park, and in the east of the DRC more broadly,
various structures initiated during the colonial period, from even before the
park was officially created, are strikingly resilient. I argue in this chapter that
the lack of change in these colonial structures surrounding Virunga National
Park continuously strains the relationship between park authorities and people
living around the park.

I first discuss the (pre-)colonial history of the area that became known as
Virunga National Park, focusing on processes of militarization, and the arrival
and influence of “white men” in the area. Second, I describe the politics sur-
rounding the creation of Virunga National Park, and its management structures
from 1925 to 2020. The focus is on the longue durée of the transnationalization
and militarization of Virunga’s management. Third, I discuss how these histor-
ically embedded processes are continued and legitimized through a discourse
of “crisis” — contributing to a mode of “crisis conservation” — which continues
to allow the management of Virunga National Park to manoeuvre within a his-
torically constructed colonial “space of exception”.

HISTORY OF THE GUN AND WHITE MEN

[T]he natives of this region have disturbed the gorillas very little, nor have the
gorillas disturbed the natives. Certain[ly] it is that the ggrlllz}s got along very well
till the white men came along with guns. (Carl Akeley, cited in Jones 2006, p.332)

Before the area became part of Leopold II “private property”, the Qongo Free
State in 1885, the current Virunga area was already contested terrljcory, espe-
cially around the Gorilla sector of the park (Vansina 2004).. The neighbouring
Rwandan Kingdom tried multiple times to expand their influence over .the
area, currently known as the chefferie of Bwisha (Figl'lre 4 1). The populatgon
in Bwisha, the Banyabawisha, included herdsmen, wh}ch is a n.oble profesmgn
in Rwanda and the language Kinyabwisha is very simll?r to Kinyarwanda, 5 e
language spoken in Rwanda. People needed to pay tributes to the ngn ar:
king, but they were only fully integrated under the rule of King Rwabugir
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Jan Vansina argues that ‘it is difﬁcult to knoy, i
Bwisha were sent t0 the central kmgdom of Rway &
ers in the region started to' recogng the authoriy,
(Vansina 2004, p.160). This expansion of ey

facilitated through the militarization of Fhe areailUfnder the rule of Rwabqgiri

ndan Kingdom was expanded in searc or resources gnd POsition
the Rv}\l/ari through obtaining cattle and new territories and aimed to ¢,
:;iac;:teoatzentralized state (Vansina 2004; Des Forges 2011). Hence, whe,
the Belgians arrived in the area, they found a population paying tribute to the
Rwandan king. From 1895 until 1908 the area fell under the Congo Free State,
and from 1908 until 1960 it became a Belgium colony.

Yet, the borders were not clear between Congo Free State and Germap
east-Africa, as the Germans arrived in Rwanda in 1897, who sought the “co|-
laboration” of Musinga, the Rwandan king at that time. In 1910 the “final"
borders were established. But people in Bwisha continued to pay tribute to
Musinga, and in reaction Belgian colonizers expelled Rwandap notables
present in the area once the delimitation of the borders was finished (Des
Forges 2011). The Belgians wanted to integrate the territory under their area of
influence and installed a “new” customary chief to whom the people needed to
pay their tributes. They appointed Daniel Ndeze as the local chief (Mwami) of
the area, who served as an interpreter of the Belgians and received this position
due to his loyalty to the Belgians. The Ndeze family has since remained the
customary authority in Bwisha.

As mentioned earlier, the borders between the Belgian, German, and
British colonies (currently Uganda) were disputed as they were not clear. As
aresult, this border area, especially where the three territories “meet”, became
increasingly militarized. Yet, it is exactly in this area where the mountain
go'ri.llas are present. The border dispute lasted from 1904 until 1911, and the
British, German, and Belgian armies all established a military base in this
part' of the central Albertine rift, Moreover, a few years later the area became
aB%f/lilth tt})leej;;i of fore;gn armed forces:.during the First World War, 191 ?—13:)'
Belge. In 1914et§2600 s meSt e P ‘L'fﬁ
Musinga, tried to exezn?in' i V'Vorkmg g i w-lth i ngn@ani m?
Belgians, and were ab?e ?o tmto BV'VlSha" bu.t th.e E'nghsh force§ J?l'll‘)e:i left
deep marks on the landsca . tge B The attle 1o I.\l 31“1‘0‘“
Goma to Kibati, graves of Ei’_an when currently passing down the 1oad s
Was not the last time Kibati bleocpean SOldlerS- ean be found alopg the rga ' an

ame a frontline between warring factions: 4

the consequenc
es of repeated rounds . P deep
' Ol ili on left
marks on society and the landscape, ence and militarizati

after 1875. Historian
the first tributes from
but over time the farm
of the central kingdom’
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Figure 4.1 The Virunga area
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CONSEQUENCES OF MILITARIZATION
i i tationed in the
Belgian soldiers that were s -
The over two thousarionz;ic consequences, for example the loca] D opuﬁf

s SOCic? ltc?r:/iork for the soldiers and_to give u,l? a part of thejr haryeg;
ot Lvasdfc;r;;) As the Belgian soldiers “discovered” the area, they Notice|
(Fairhea :

: ny returned as veterans to the areg ¢, Sta
the extreme fertile llantd,tiszgthm; thained L e (NZanbandOrz
1arge-scal§ pesrel : instrumental in the creation of the large-scale coffee
2011). .Chlef Nde?e wz;ed local people of their lands, and later also restricteq
D and.a lte'na any coffee (Fairhead 1992). The large-scale coffs
- f.rom“]gmg:iil;n;gle KZtale” that currently still exists, just next to the par
ﬁclezrclitc?ttll;rrtlers i(;i Rumangabo, is a remnant of this past. ?g;sﬂa;p'r?ftiiiei were
applied during the creation of Albert National Park in ( Tr ea 992).
Yet, the population of Bwisha was reluctant to‘work on these plantations (_iue
to their bad experiences with the Belgium soldiers and the trauma of the F%rst
World War (Nzabandora 2006, pp.15-16). In search of labour, the plantation
owners “imported labour” from other regions of the Congo and engaged
mostly people from the Banande community. By 1939 half of the' populatnqn
of Rutshuru was working on plantations (Nzabandora 2006). This history is
also important to consider for a better understanding of the cu@ent strugghle
of people in Bwisha to reclaim their land, as large land concessions are still
held by a small group of politicians, big businessmen, and Europeans. To .h_ave
ownership over land is not only an economic imperative, but also a pOlltlFa]
struggle to inverse unequal power relations that have been introduced during
colonization. _
Foreign soldiers not only “discovered” the extreme fertile volcanic soil in the
region, but also its flora and fauna, and as a consequence, ‘hunting incree}sed
drastically in the area’ (Nzabandora 2006, p.14). As in many other A_ﬁ'lCan
colonies, the imperative for conservation was first instigated by the wish of
colonizers to have the exclusive “right” to hunt wild animals (Neumann 1998?'
The mountain gorilla, Gorillg beringei beringei, has fascinated European.sﬂ‘
entists and conservationists ever since the German Captain Oscar von Ber_mg‘;
killed a gorilla in 1902 for “scientific purposes”, and after whom the apllna[
was nam.ed. Historical accounts indicate that people living in the area dlq Y}O
hunt gorillas; as remarked by Car] Akeley in the quote above, the gorillas tqle
well until the Europeans started to hunt gorillas in the region. The Belg};']'q“
;:oklmxal state issued numeroug permits that allowed people to hunt a go'lllla‘sj
Tt gy S 1 Americn Tt st 5651
y be higher (Van Schuylenberg 2006, p.599). This it
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and commercialized hunting paradoxically contributed t
conserve the gorillas.

King Albert I of Belgium was inspired after a visit to Yellowstone Park to
make his “own” national park in Belgian Congo based on the US model. His
personal interest was encouraged by a group of transnational conservatior'ﬁsts
including Carl Akeley, an American biologist (de Bont 2017). While Akele);
also shot an entire family of mountain gorillas for the American Museum
of Natural History, he started to lobby the Belgium government for their
protection. Akeley’s lobbying marked the start of an active role for American
and European biologists and conservationists in the region, contributing to
the transnational characteristic of the park’s management from its inception
(de Bont 2017). Jones describes ‘the transatlantic connections involving the
pursuit of gorilla; in the misty mountains of Belgian Congo, particularly as
those international links reflected and reinforced the politics of empire’ (2006,
p.322). Belgian Royals were driven by a desire to portray themselves and their
involvement in Belgian Congo as ‘benevolent imperialists in the eyes of the
Western world’ (Jones 2006, p.330). Public opinion outside of the colony was
seen as politically more important than the domestic public opinion. De Bont
(2017, p.407) describes in detail how the creation of the park in 1925 was also
spurred by a transnational elite and “scientific objectives™:

0 the imperative to

While the foundation of the park cannot be ascribed to Albert I alone, it can be
brought back to a very small network consisting of only a few dozen internationally
well-connected naturalists, diplomats, and royals. This group was responsible for
conceptualizing and managing the ANP, even as it grew in importance (until, in
the 1930s, it boasted a size of 856,790 hectares). The people involved hailed from
a variety of institutions but nevertheless shared a common discourse about the park,
its nature, and its purpose. Their discursive strategies would tie the park’s presumed
wilderness to ideals of scientific universalism and internationalism. It enabled
a small cosmopolitan group — acting from Brussels, New York, and London — to
gain and maintain control over the park’s destiny.

Currently the park continues to be controlled by a small cosmopolitan group of
people, focusing mainly on the mobilization of international public opinion in
favour of conserving Virunga (Marijnen and Verweijen 2016; Marijpen 2018).
Before the park was created European hunters were clearly the main threa'E to
Virunga’s gorillas, yet after the park was established discourses on poaihlng
and hunting completely changed, framing “natives” as the destroyers of “well
governed nature”, As Van Schuylenbergh (2009, p.45) states:

Any form of hunting that does not conform to European n.opn_s‘a?d ethlciil llr:org:?(;:
ately and unequivocally falls into illegality without any hlstomz 01‘t50:131 ki
eration. Hunting laws are deeply entrenched in colonial land and natur
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. Soon, the local Congolese population Was sep

ing wildlife ..
i environment under colonial power.

ement, inc ¢
I o fthe ‘well-governed

as the destroyer 0

The idea of the park as a “well-governed environment"’ also has a “ﬂgering
influence on contemporary perceptions of V1runga.Nat10na1 Park. To unde.
stand this continuity, it is important to discuss the history of how the park hag

been managed over time.

HISTORY OF A TRANSNATIONAL AND MILITARIZED
PARK MANAGEMENT

Since the park’s creation its management structures have been complex,
and heavily influenced by international actors. While the park officially was
created in 1925, its management still needed to be set up, and during the first
years this was hampered by various personal rivalries and different perspec-
tives among Belgian conservationists and authorities. At first, the management
was transferred to le Comité National du Kivu (CNKI) by a decree in 1928,
which was surprising, as this was a parastatal organization with the objective
to promote the commercial interests of colonizers in the area, including those
of the plantation owners discussed above. At the same time Carl Akely and
Derscheid, linked to the colonial museum of Congo Belgium in Tervuren,
had the mission to delimit and to enlarge the territory of the park. They came
in direct opposition to the interest of CNKI, as it would prohibit parts of
land from economic development (Van Schuylenberg 2006). As a result, the
Ministry of Colonies decided that a public institution was needed to manage
the park instead of a private one. By a decree in 1929 it was decided to extend
the park substantially, and a special committee was appointed to manage the
park directly from the metropole Brussels.
The.committee was first led by Derscheid and Prince Eugene de Ligne;
a Be}glan noble, who owned a large company and plantation of the island of
IdJ_Wl in Lake Kivu (and who is great-great maternal grandfather of the current
chief warden of the park, Prince Emmanuel de Merode) (Van Schuylenbers
2006, p.611). Hence the park management continued to have a parastatal
filglrli(::: "E}r}ll(iisthe local colonial' administration of Belgian Congo h'fld litcle
internal t.ension??)n?»gvement perl.od = chgractenzed by many conﬂ1c£5[ age
Brabasttl ol ”e[ een fplgomment- Belgian conserv.ationists. In 193 0
s Contrr)ol o ti1Son 0k ormer King Albel“t) and Victor van Straelen Fqu
Derscheid was accusefi P?r hicy peop]e killed seven gorillas that s.ame )’ev‘asﬂ
believed that the killin o aCt”.lg' eI, R onEhgealnst poacting IL?:W
Nibior yar s e thi ;V.&fs a political act and message instead of pOa_C 'n’
created the lnstitute’ofth trector of the Brussels Museum of Natural HIStOJ,~
€ National Parks of Belgian Congo (INPBC) in 19
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to manage Albert National Park, and the other parks that were envisioned. In
the meantime, the wife of Carl Akeley, Mary Akeley, established an Ameri;:an
committee for Albert National Park, to honour her husband who died during
a mission in the region from illness, but also to keep the park in the public eye
in the US (de Bont 2017). The current management of Virunga, the UK-based
virunga Foundation, opted for a similar strategy and created various founda-
tions in the US and Belgium, which I will discuss in more detail later in the
chapter.

Many of the people appointed to work in the park had a colonial military
background, and under Van Straelen it was believed the management became
stricter and more repressive, extending the limits of the park without any con-
sideration for the rights and lives of people living in these areas. It was believed
that the park authorities, who answered to the INPBC with its headquarters in
Brussels, increasingly started to operate as a “state within a state”. In 1948 the
Swiss biologist Heini Hediger said to a group of scientists about to enter Albert
National Park, ‘Not only are you going to visit a biological paradise but — even
if it is a bit of a state within a state — you will see the organization that func-
tions the best in Belgian Congo’ (cited in Verschuren and Ma Mbaelele 2006,
p-89). Meanwhile, the local colonial authorities were not happy with this as
they felt their authority was being undermined. They were also concerned that
by disposing of a large part of the population from their land without offering
any alternatives this would create a seedbed of resistance against the colonial
state. During the Second World War the park was cut off from Brussels, and
the authority was for a short period delegated to the governor of the colony,
Pierre Ryckmans. After conducting multiple enquiries in the area Ryckmans
recommended that people should be compensated and that some should regain
access to the park. The management became less strict, and some Congolese,
but also Europeans, were able to resume activities within the park. Van
Straelen objected, but this had no impact; he was only able to return to the park
from 1945 onwards. To this day, people continue to refer to the enquiries and
agreements they made with the colonial administration in this period to claim
compensation, or to gain access to certain parts of the park. They still hold on
to the documents from this period.

After the Second World War the strict conservation approach resumed and
resulted in growing numbers of contestations between people and the pa‘rk.
The park guards were increasingly trained to implement a more repressive
form of conservation, and they were expected to act fiercely against mﬁlt-ra-
tions to the park. The training instilled a strict discipline, but was accompanied
by an increase in salary, food rations, and medical care for the guards and
their families. More people were recruited as park guards anc} .houses were
constructed where the park guards could live with their families. In 1958,
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(414 in total) that workeg

the INPBC started a national corps of park guards
between the different parks in the colony. :
Yet despite more strict measures, poaching continued. Van Schuylenberg
(2009) describes how while the park started 10 conduct more patrols, poach.
ing also became more aggressive, especially bY people from Uganda. In the
k also grew, and park guards

mid-1950s the animosity of people around the P2
e end of the colonial period

started to be directly attacked as well, Towards th : _
rely more on collaborating with the loca|

the park management started to -
as Mwami Ndeze, to implement more strict

and customary authorities, such
punishments. Van Schuylenberg (2009) argued that these measures resulted in
better protection of the park, especially in the southem'sector of the park. Yet,
in 1959 the park became a hotbed of anti-colonial re51stance.'1n reaction, the
park management created an organization of “friends of the national parks” and
implemented some small projects for the benefit of the population to counter
the opposition (Van Schuylenberg 2000, p.645). Similar dynamics explain the
emergence of the organization “Virunga Yetu” (our Virunga) created in 2014
after youngsters organized a Jemonstration in front of the headquarters of the
guards started to shoot

park in Rumangabo. During the demonstration, park
at the demonstrators, injuring four people and resulting in one death from

injuries. The park took care of the victims, and in negotiations with one of the
it was decided to create a local NGO Virunga

organizers of the demonstration,
Yetu, which would receive some money from the park for community outreach

activities.

FROM BRUSSELS TO BRUSSELS: THE
DECOLONIZATION OF CONSERVATION?
Anticipating that independence would negatively affect the park, Van
argued in 1959 in the New York Times that

Straelen

The only solution was to set up a form of ‘international control’. Huxley, in th¢
Fm Oia;z;ndeszri's t}}mkmg of a surveillance system under the coordination of the N
i reg lgu tur}e1 Organization (FAO) that would force Affican park admin¥

port on their management in return for advice and financial support. (de

Bont 2017, p.18)
ya turbu-
i

On 30 :
n 30 June 1960, Congo became independent, which was followed b
4

lent peri ' i
period that became internationally known as the “Congo Crisis™ D

describes in detai ; 5
detail how conservationists aimed to be strategic and kep! conta®
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with all the different political actors in the country,

P ( and internationally.
claimed to not do politics, but that is exactly what th i

ey were doing,

Osborn and others deployed such langu
park infrastructure and, most urgently,
the guards of the ANP had not been p
Leopoldville refused to accept money fr
to the option that UNESCO, or pre

age 1n requests to perpetuate the existing
to find a solution for the problem that
aid for months. The new government in
om former colonial powers but was open

x: ‘ ferably an international nongovernmental
organization (NGO), would temporarily take care of the guards’ wages. Coolidge

eventually collected money through the American Conservation Foundation, and
Belgian philanthropists and the German zoologist and filmmaker Grzimek offered
donations. UNESCO officials were in constant contact with Leopoldville on the
matter. Because of the chaotic situation in eastern Congo, Nigerian and Indonesian
UN troops eventually brought the funds to the ANP in armored cars. (de Bont 2017,
p.19)

In his memoirs the former director of the park before independence in 1960,
Jacques Verschuren, wrote proudly that in the turbulent period after independ-
ence Albert National Park continued to work well. He decided to stay at his
post and did not leave for neighbouring Rwanda like many other Europeans.
He wrote that ‘Congo is confronted with numerous unending problems, but
without any doubt [it is one of] the national parks that continue to function
best in the east of the country’ (Verschuren 1970, p.102). He also was able to
maintain his influence through the numerous guards he trained and mentored.
Mobutu Sese Seko came to power in 1968 and renamed the country Zaire.
Mobutu took a particular interest in nature conservation, and a year later he
created the current ICCN and appointed Verschuren as its first director. This
appointment demonstrates the continuous influence of Belgians in the man-
agement of protected areas after independence. Moreover, Mobutu was par-
ticularly interested in Virunga. The location of the park far from the centre of
power in Kinshasa offered him the possibility of symbolically demonstrating
his vision and power to the neighbouring population. Currently, some people
around the park still vividly remember his strict approach to conservation. He
renamed the park, Virunga National Park. Some applauded Mobutu’s initi.ally
strict approach to conservation, including the “quasi-dictatorial power” given
to the new park management. According to Verschuren and Ma Mbac?lc?le,
‘a severe military discipline ruled [and] surveillance contain‘ed some policing
aspects. In 2006 it was politically correct to criticize these rigorous elements,
but everything functioned really well’ (2006, p.87). This strict approach.w.as
visible in the practices of the park guards, who stepped up patrolling activity
in the park, and there was a “shoot to kill” policy against anyone trespassing in
the park (Marijnen 2018). Yet, when the power of Mobutu st.arted to crumb.le
this also affected the ICCN from the mid-1970s onwards, VthCh created a dif-
ficult situation, Used to applying brutal methods, but subject to less control
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oy imogular payment,the park SUards arcd t

in a range of “illegal activities?’ﬁ poaching, 1lleg211:l ﬁlihulig, land charcog) Pro.

duction (Kujirakwinja 2010; Vlk.anza 2011). A§ air ead( 992, p.20) noteg

‘the institution of the state in Zaire may bft terrifying and strong for the loca|
| from the centre is actually very weak’,

lation, but its contro 2Lt
poﬁ? the 1980s, international organizations and NGOs started to he More
involved in the management of the park. For example, the IUCN and wyp

took up various functions that the state failed to. fulfil in and around the park.
In 1988 the EC started to become one of the main funders of thg park through
the Kivu programme (Fairhead 1992). This support was officially halted j,
1992 when the EC suspended all its financial aid to the Congolese state dye
to growing concerns about Mobutu’s economic and political orientation. This
also stopped official support to Virunga. Two years later, in 1994 the park was
impacted by internal unrest and the cross-border consequences of the Rwandan
genocide. By being in a “state of crisis” the European Union (EU), together
with a continuing network of Belgian conservationists, found new ways to
continue to support the “endangered” park through a Belgian NGO, Nature
Plus, from Willy Delvinght (Marijnen 2018).

by the state and 0

TRANSNATIONALIZATION AND MILITARIZATION
OF CONSERVATION DURING WAR AND IN “CRISIS”

Since the moment the EU found ways to continue to support the park man-
agement, it avoided working through the official Congolese state institution
rgsponsible for its management. It considered the ICCN a corrupt and ineffi-
cient organization. The EU lobbied the Congolese government to sign a PPP
after the signing of a peace agreement in 2002 that followed the Second Congo
War. A first PPP was signed in 2005 between the ICCN and the Affican
Conservation Fund, an NGO that was established in the UK the very same
year. Tl}iS NGO was created by the person who served as the coordinator for

EU projects in Goma at the time, the Belgian prince Emmanuel de Merode.
In 2007 there was a political killing of six mountain gorillas. This event nt
only shocked the entire world, but also reinforced th: idea among Wester™
Supporters of the park that the Mmanagement was not in capable hancis with the
:)CQN. Confronted with this disaster, the Congolese government felt pr essured
¥ .ll(n.ternatlonal Supporters of the park to make further changes in how the
{)hae] Olf:'lzzlng}gedr In 2008 the Congolese government appointed de M erode 88
sibilities: C(])I: V;/arden Qf the park. From that moment, he had dual rftﬁi‘“‘“"
also started for B ‘efse. state official and the director of the NGO. Nc“:‘om}m?l‘h
the entire eSPOisri(lj)i(l)'l lmfl‘latlon of the PPP, and in 2010 the ICCN tranS“’"[L\r
changed fts namy 1 Ity for Fl}e managemenF of the park to ACF, which Lni
€ to the Virunga Foundation (Hatchwell 2014). The m®*
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recent PPP signed in 2015 runs until 2040. This PPP structure, which was
politically supported by the EC, continues to rely on EC development funds
for its day-to-day management. In an interview de Merode stated that ‘the
management structure is completely financed by the European Commission,
which allows us to leverage other funds® (Interview, Rumangabo, 2014). As
such the EC positioned itself as a de facto guardian of the park, which makes it
very difficult for them to accept any critical and independent appraisals of the
practices of the current park management (Marijnen 2017). Just in the period
2016-20, it invested over 80 million Euro in the park (European Commission
2020).

More recently to leverage a more diverse range of funds the Virunga
Foundation also created a Virunga Foundation in Belgium and a Virunga Fund
in the US, which mimics how international support for the park was created
during the colonial period. There is no single Congolese national or even
a person with a Congolese background represented in the management bodies
of these foundations. Instead, we find Belgian aristocrats, former ministers,
and diplomats among its members. This transnational control over the park
management is a striking coloniality. While the wardens and guards working
in the park are all ICCN state agents and Congolese citizens, the management
of the park is in hands of the Virunga Foundation. Yet, the guards are the first
to implement policies and execute orders, which at times puts them in danger-
ous situations — as they are increasingly being directly attacked by rebel groups
residing in and around the park (Verweijen 2020).

The continuing influence of Europe, and mostly of white men, over the
park management is not the only historical continuity. It is also how the park
is being managed — through a heavy reliance on the gun as a response to the
general distrust by the people living close to the park. It is acknowledged by
the park management that people living close to the park are often disgruntled
by the park as they are being cut off from the land and other resources enclosed
within the park. Instead of attending to these grievances by forging genuine
collaboration, the park adopts a top-down approach with the aim to change
the attitudes of local people. By implementing large-scale pro-profit businf:ss
projects, the park aims to create economic opportunities for people outside
the park, with the hope that this will discourage people from wanting to enter
the park for livelihoods or to align themselves with rebel groups _(Marunen
and Schouten 2019). By doing so, the park neglects the fe'lct that it is also the
exclusion from Virunga’s management that is contributing to many of the
grievances (Kujirakwinja 2010).

Before the park started to focus on large-sca
to create off-farm employment opportunities for peo
Merode embarked on an internal reform process of par
aim to create a “new security service” in North Kivu. E

le business projects with the aim
ple around the park, de
k management with the
Isewhere, together with
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colleagues, I describe in detail how this process influenced the daily
ters between the park guards and the population living in and 4, en
(Verweijen et al. 2020). From the 1,000 guards, 770 park guards Were f
retired with pension. Subsequently, the focus shifted to new recmitmen:ed or
a training programme intended to develop military skills taught by Besl ang
and French ex-para commandos. The goal was to professionalize the rarian
corps. It was believed that many previous park guards were engageq iy me;:
activities in the park, human rights violations, and corruption. The Manage.
ment wanted to counter these bad practices by training the new range, CO:pS
supported by a stable monthly income, combined with food rations, healy
care, and proper equipment. It was thought that under these conditions
rangers would not have any “incentive” to act outside of the law and in contrs.
diction with the park’s interest. A guard who is at the beginning of their caregr
receives US$60 from the ICCN in Kinshasa and US$165 from the Virung
Foundation each month (a total of US$225). By comparison, a FARDC soldier
earns around US$85 a month and a police officer US$60. According to de
Merode himself,

Coup.
Und the Park

The EU is at the basis of internal reform process; startup of a strict command and
control structure. We have a service for operations where all intelligence comes
together, a restricted area. We collect intelligence from communities, also inci-
dences that are involving our staff. We need to be realistic about it. There is a history
of lack of accountability and the ability to monitor the guards. So, with the reform
process, we started with most difficult steps, as we went from 1000 to 230 guards. It
was expensive, fired many old guards of the park, with pension, the EU helped \\’lfvh
that. Also, some people went to prison. Which was sensitive as there was al\va}f
arisk of mutiny, it is difficult, and the process is still ongoing, not yet finished- W¢
started the reform in 2009-2010. (Interview, Rumangabo, 2014)

While these measures are well understandable and applaudable, they did net
automatically improve the perception people have of the park guards, 2 (hese
have been shaped over longer periods of time. Moreover, despite the pall\hb
zero-tolerance for any form of corruption, or human rights violations on‘ '[[i
part of the park guards, people continue to find it difficult to hold the qu'l\[eL
account. Moreover, people started to question if the park was really c'ommftm
to improve the conduct of the park guards, as they started to organiz® ml.‘,n
patrols together with the Congolese army, which has a deplorable ek
in prote?ting civilians and respecting human rights.

By bringing a part of the Congolese army stationed in the Virungd e lfou g
;h)edc_omro] of the park Mmanagement, it was believed that the Soldielis(;:wiﬂﬂ
C;arclf)ca?ugfll]%e:]lz'\?;; being involved in illegal ﬂshing,.P(’aChing’ ploreo\‘e"'
S o 8 people to access the park to cultivate lan g fishiE

Y also started to conduct joint operations to destroy entire il s
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“ illages along t_ht? coast of Lalfe Edward, destroy illegal fields in the park,

E}i’: and to conduct joint patrols mainly in the problematic centra] area of the park.
hy

Howevet, these operations fuelled violent conflict instead of addressing it; as
people were uprooted from their livelihoods, rebel groups in the areas found
N a fertile base for armed mobilization. In many fishing villages, in Ndwali and
Chondo for example, fishermen returned to the villages but this time with the

protection of armed groups. These military operations pitted the park guards
against rebel groups claiming to protect the fishing families, leading to more

direct deadly attacks against the park guards (Verweijen and Marijnen 2018).
The increasing deadly attacks against park guards means that military
training is unavoidable, and that it would even be irresponsible not to give any
training at all. However, a vicious circle of militarization ensued, leading to the
deterioration of the relations between civilians and park guards. For example,
while initially the restructuring of the park management was designed to
increase accountability and to eliminate instances of corruption and human
rights violations by the park guards, the militarization of the park created

a climate of distrust between the local population and the park (Verweijen et
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al. 2020).

COSMOPOLITANISM AND COLONIALITY IN “CRISIS

CONSERVATION”
For me, but without me, is against me. (Congolese proverb)

As the historical overview has shown, the Virunga area was characterized by
processes of militarization and transnationalization under colonial rule even
before the park was created. This historical perspective questions whether
“crisis conservation” is a useful concept, as “crisis” is commonly associated
with “rupture” and radical transformation of social and economic structures.
The concept of “crisis conservation” provokes the idea that the daily practices
advanced by this mode of conservation would differ significantly —and actively
distance itself — from the practices and underlying structures of conservation
preceding the crisis. Yet, this is exactly the paradox of “crisis conservation™:
the daily practices it generates are informed and based on experiences‘and
structures implemented during colonization that became solidified over time.
As such it does not allow for any structural changes in the historically shaped
institutions and structures that manage protected areas.
This understanding of “crisis conservation” is based on Roitman’s concep-
tualization of “crisis”, which she defines as an object of knowledge, as a crisis
S a moment that “called for decisive judgment between alternatives’ (Roitman

‘5 2011). She goes further to say crisis is an ‘enabling blind spot for the produc-
f
i

o
'\\\37 ‘

tion of know\edge‘ , and thus makes certain things visible and others invisible.
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invocation of crisis opens up certfain responses 4, d;
closing others (Roitman 2013). It is thus very imponanter.
er and who profits from labelling somethipng , . <t
analyse who holds pow d cesses are often self-ref; : Clisig
because the associated knc?wle ge proces relerentig), faci,
tating the status quo and reinforcing existing structures of Inequality (Roitman
13)- :
20]131ys i?es e)nting and acting upon Virunga Nathnal _Park as a protecte areg
«in crisis”, a moral demand is evoked, as the situation does not Correspon
to the norm and “universal” ideas about how nature shpuld be Manageg
and protected. According to Tsing (2005, p.1), the protection of natyre, ang
environmental politics more broadly, is a field par excellence where idea
of universality are ‘enacted in the sticky materiality of practical encounters’
Moreover, in addition to these encounters Tsing (2005, p.1) argues that it
is important to analyse ideas of universality and their origins, because ‘the
history of the universal is also produced in the colonial encounter’, as i the
case in “crisis conservation”.

Moreover, the situation of a “crisis” creates blind spots among the park
management, but also its international supporters such as the EC, which mage
them foreclose alternative management strategies to protect the Virunga
National Park. Instead, they fall back on traditional approaches of conservation
conducted since the (colonial) past in the area; furthering militarization and
transnationalization. This default option is instigated by the moral demand
to protect nature that is threatened by war, chaos, plunder, and violence. By
capitalizing on the actual protracted violent conflict in the east of the DRC,
also defined as a situation of “no-war-no-peace” (Raeymaekers et al. 2008),
transnational actors reinforce their influence over the management, and as such
significantly influence structures of public authority in the wider Virunga area
(Marijnen 2018). This is justified by referencing the park as being in a “crisis”
situation. As such, the wider context of protracted violent conflict continues
to serve as legitimation for an approach to conservation that was introduced
in the colonial period, pointing at various forms of ongoing coloniality. Most
importantly, the current management of the park invokes memories of the
colonial past among the inhabitants of the Virunga area, who continue to refer
to the park as “white men’s land” (Verweijen et al. 2020).

Consequently, the
ventions while fore

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In the Congo Basin, Virunga National Park receives a disproportionate amount
of political attention and development aid, compared to other protected areas
in the area (Wilkie et al. 2001). This is due to the presence of the endangered
mountain gorilla, a charismatic mega-species, but it is especially the circula-
tion of images of gorillas caught in the crossfire of war that provokes a sens¢
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of urgency al_ld generates tbe resources z.md political support needed to protect
Virunga Natl_onal. Park. .It is not surprising that the outcry and support is trig-
gered when iconic species in protected areas and wildlife populations are in
peril, provoking the notion of “crisis”.

The conceptualization of “crisis conservation” assisted me to understand
the paradox that I encountered during my research in and around Virunga;
while the multiple actors that are engaged in the management of the park
genuinely aim to “save” it, they perpetuate and reinforce pre-existing struc-
tures of inequality and coloniality around the management of the park. These
structures negatively affect community-park relations, resulting in ongoing
encroachments, violent encounters, and even direct violent attacks against the
park guards. This approach to conservation thus essentially undermines the
actual goal of restoring the integrity of Virunga National Park in the long run.

Moreover, “crisis conservation” interventions are often not questioned
in public because to do so may be considered immoral due to the state of
emergency in which these parks in-peril find themselves, and which in turn
demand a swift, satisfactory, and urgent response. Nor are these interventions
elaborated upon in consultation with people living around these parks and
implemented in a transparent manner. As such, “crisis conservation” is often
characterized by the unaccountability of the actors involved, and especially of
those who enable these practices. Within the critical development literature,
the concerns about the influence of NGOs on accountability and wider struc-
tures of public authority have been widely questioned, as ‘the reporting and
other requirements imposed by donors reorient NGOs to be more concerned
with accountability from above, not from below’ (Schuller 2012, p.176),
which also holds true for many conservation interventions — especially those
implemented in violent environments (Marijnen et al. 2020).

In sum, I argue that “crisis conservation” reflects a “doxa” or “universal”,
a truth claim that is constructed and advanced by a network of connected
individuals, mainly from the Global North, who make strategic alliances
across the globe. “Crisis conservation” is advanced through various secu-
ritized narratives, declaring emergencies, calling for exceptional measures
and other discursive techniques. Yet, the daily practices of conservation, and
park-population relations, remain remarkably unchanged from before the trope
of “crisis” was employed. Indeed, as Tsing (2005) argued, .through”ethnogra-
phies of global connection, it is possible to analyse how “universals : and truth
claims are implicated in the entrenchment of European (neo)colonial 'povyer,
and how these are not politically neutral. Universalism and cqsmOPOIIt?“15111
are double-edged swords which, while claiming to pursue-plnlanth.roplc a.nd
humane goals, continue to (re)structure global asymmetries and inequality
(Tsing 2005).
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