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BY BAGIE SHERCHAND

Social Fence Makes for Good Neighbors, 
Good Policy in Nyika National Park 

 

Ranging over some 3,200 square kilometers at an 
elevation 2,500 meters above sea level, Malawi’s 
Nyika National Park protects an afromontane ecosys-
tem that harbors an amazing array of flora and fauna. 
But Nyika’s biodiversity, and sacred places such as 
Mwanda Hill and Kaulime Lake—which for centu-
ries have served as spiritual sanctuaries for the local 
population—are under threat.

The problem is that hard-pressed local smallholders—
many of them physically and culturally displaced by the 
park’s creation in 1965 and expansion in 1978—have 
been driven by economic necessity to deplete the 
park’s natural resources, usually in unsustainable 
ways. Poaching, deforestation, and uncontrolled forest 
and grassland fires have taken a heavy toll on Nyika in 
recent years.

That corrosive dynamic, however, is changing. The 
U.S. Agency for International Development-funded 
Community Partnerships for Sustainable Resource 
Management project (COMPASS)—in partnership with 
the surrounding communities and the Department of 
National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW)—has fashioned 
a solution that aligns the economic interests of local 
people with the environmental interests of the area, 
thereby engaging Nyika’s neighbors as de facto stew-
ards of the park. 

This “social fence” allows people once again to  
enjoy their ancestral heritage, promotes sustainable 
livelihoods and food security, mitigates climate change, 
and protects a precious resource. Malawi’s DNPW has 
embraced the idea that social fences—constructed 
in cooperation with local residents—are better at 
conserving the environment than a top-down “fence 
and fine” approach, especially where funding shortfalls 
prevent authorities from effectively enforcing protective 
laws.

Underpinning the new ethos of partnership between  
local stakeholders and the DNPW is a Resource Use  
Agreement developed by DAI, which has implemented 
COMPASS since 1999. A Resource Use Agreement—
signed between the government and producers of 
natural resources-based products—is a legally binding 
mechanism permitting those producers to enter the 
park and harvest its resources, while sharing responsi-
bility for management and conservation of the area.  
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Roadside retailers selling chanterelle mushrooms, prized in 
season in Malawi but very perishable. In the West, these mush-
rooms are valued even more and can fetch high prices. Working 
with local businesses, COMPASS has explored possibilities for 
drying and exporting this product to add value for the harvesting 
communities. Since these mushrooms grow in natural woodland, 
increased income from their sale should act as an incentive to 
conserve the forests.
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Richard J. Gold, most recently Chief of USAID’s Rule 
of Law Division, has joined DAI to lead its Integrity and 
Accountability team. Before his most recent assignment 
at USAID, Mr. Gold directed the agency’s Democracy 
and Governance Office in Egypt. His overseas postings 
encompass 15 years in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia.

Edward B. Rackley has worked for 15 years supporting 
security- and justice sector-related programs on behalf 
of international donors, including the U.K. Department for 
International Development, World Bank, United Nations, 
and USAID. He has extensive experience in conflict and 
post-conflict environments throughout Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Before joining DAI as a senior development 
specialist in the Crisis Mitigation and Recovery group, 
Mr. Rackely served as a consultant specializing in rights 
monitoring and civil society development in situations 
where governments are complicit in violations against 
women and children. 

Nancy Russell joined DAI as Chief of Party for USAID’s 
Urban Gardens Program for HIV/AIDS-Affected Women 
and Children in Ethiopia. She has worked for 30 years 
in the United States and internationally in mobilizing 

Social Fence in Malawi continued from page 21

New DAI Staff continued from page 2 community reproductive health programs. In 1999, 
Ms. Russell cofounded the White Ribbon Alliance, an 
international network of community and government 
partners dedicated to raising awareness about maternal 
health in developing countries. 
  
Amy Wares has joined DAI as a competitiveness 
specialist. She has 10 years of experience in project 
management and private sector development, with 
expertise including cluster development, value chain 
analysis, and business environment reform. Ms. Wares 
has worked with various bilateral and multilateral donors, 
including serving as Senior Competitiveness Advisor in 
USAID’s Bureau of Economic Growth, Agriculture, and 
Trade. 

Walter Weaver brings to DAI 15 years of experience 
managing pollution prevention and environmental 
projects in the public and private sectors, and supporting 
analytical, policy, and financing efforts for USAID, the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation, and the International 
Finance Corporation. At DAI, he serves as home office 
project team leader for a water demand management 
project funded by USAID/Jordan and supports the 
Advancing the Blue Revolution Initiative.  

Guided by the Agreement, local people have thrown 
themselves into the responsible, small-scale com-
mercialization of forest-based products from Nyika. 
In less than two years, for example, two-thirds of the 
park has been demarcated as apiaries; some 6,000 
honey-producing hives now hang in the park, and the 
behavior shift that comes with having such a stake in 
the protected area is striking. 

Communities increasingly view themselves as partners 
with the DNPW and share conservation responsibili-
ties. Vandalism has been reduced, poachers are more 
frequently being arrested, and snares are confiscated 
by community members themselves. Habitat manage-
ment efforts such as early burning are carried out in a 
controlled manner, with local communities and park 
authorities acting in concert.  

As of November 2008, nearly 1,700 households from 
221 villages and 142 beekeeping clubs are stewards 

to Nyika’s apiaries, earning income through their 
honey and through the carbon credits they generate 
by avoiding deforestation. Clearly, a community once 
disconnected from its past has seized the opportunity 
to protect its future.  

BAGIE SHERCHAND IS THE CHIEF OF PARTY  
FOR COMPASS.

Nyika (“where the water comes from”) is home to lions, leopards, 
elephants, buffalo, zebra, antelope, at least 435 species of bird, 
and 200 types of orchids.
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from the desk of the Chief Executive Officer

DAI’s 39-Year Stretch

In February, Chief Executive Officer Jim Boomgard 
made the keynote address at our all-staff conference, 
a weeklong event that brought together employees 
from all over the world. The following article is an 
excerpt from that speech.

When I took over as DAI’s fourth CEO in January, I 
was honored to be chosen by the Board, humbled 
by the large shoes I had to fill, and energized by the 
prospect of tackling the challenges ahead. But above 
all I was confident of our bearings, in part because of 
the careful succession process put in place by outgo-
ing CEO Tony Barclay and the DAI Board, but largely 
because this company has been built on a rock-solid 
foundation. 

For all 39 years of our history, the core mission, vision, 
and values of DAI have endured. And while differ-
ent people have expressed these fundamentals in 
different ways at different times, they are principles to 
which I remain passionately committed. Here’s how I 
see them:

l	 We are driven to make a lasting difference in the 
world, to improve the lives of people in developing 
nations, and to help organizations and institutions 
that support development achieve real results. 
This is our mission and is why DAI exists. 

l	 We envision a world that is more prosperous, fairer 
and more just, cleaner, safer, more stable, more 
efficient, and better governed. When we finish our 
work, we leave the world a better place than when 
we started. The results of our work are visible and 
we see that DAI, our projects, and our people get 
some of the credit for creating the change.

It will always matter to us how we achieve our mission 
and realize our vision:

l	 We hire and strive to retain the very best people, 
and create a productive and motivating work 
environment for them, in the United States and 
overseas. We want DAI to be a great place to work 
for a great group of people.

l	 We are responsible and accountable. When we 
don’t get it right or don’t meet our high standards, 
we do not seek to assign blame: we fix it and get it 
right the next time.

l	 We demand of ourselves the highest attainable 
standards of quality and professionalism in every-
thing we do.

l	 We do the right thing. We have an unwavering 
commitment to civility, ethics, and integrity.

l	 We believe we must be a successful company 
to succeed in our mission. There is no conflict 
between financial success (profit) and mission 
success (development). In my experience, the 
opposite is true. If we succeed as a business, we 
will have a deeper and more lasting development 
impact, secure the future for our employees and 
employee-owners, and have the resources to 
invest in our future.

l	 Finally, our independence is an essential element 
of our DNA. Employee ownership is a leading 
edge of our competitive advantage. We take 
responsibility for our own direction and we have a 
personal stake in the success of our projects and 
our company. DAI is not for sale.

These are our values: people, accountability, qual-
ity, integrity, profitability, and independence. There is 
one more constant—one that has defined DAI since 
day one. And that is our drive to do more, to make a 
bigger difference. DAI, put simply, has an insatiable 
appetite to stretch. 

At our best, we combine what we know with what we 
have learned to tackle the next, bigger challenge. Our 
appetite to stretch moved the company from prepar-
ing reports to implementing projects; it challenged us 
to enter new technical areas and new geographies; 
it is driving us onward even now to find new ways to 
achieve our mission. 

Our stretches have not always been without a few 
muscle pulls. But so be it … we get up, dust ourselves 
off, laugh at our missteps, and start again. 
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This year will be no different. We are continuing to 
push into new technical areas, such as energy and 
climate change, health, rule of law, and stability, where 
our proven capabilities can benefit our customers and 
help to tackle the world’s most pressing problems. 
Likewise, we will continue efforts to focus geographi-
cally. We have just opened a new company in Jordan 
and are exploring representation in other high-priority 
locations. We must be closer to our customers to pro-
vide the greatest potential value. We also will continue 
our initiatives to serve new customers, such as the 
U.K. Department for International Development and 
the U.S. Department of Defense. 

And we will continue to take seriously our commit-
ment to improving the practice of development in 
all corners of the world by all involved in trying to 
make a difference. We have provided seed fund-
ing to a new initiative—The Development Practi-
tioners Forum—to enhance knowledge sharing 
in the development community as a whole.

These and other “stretch” initiatives will be carried 
out against a backdrop of change. For example:

l	 The distribution of development talent, knowledge, 
and skill has changed. The world of development 
is becoming “flatter,” to borrow New York Times 

columnist Tom Friedman’s expression (just look at 
how our project staffing has evolved over time to 
embrace host-country expertise). 

l	 The field of development is also changing. We 
have completed the shift from “Development 
1.0”—exclusively government-driven programs—
to “Development 2.0”—the realization that devel-
opment requires government support but depends 
on complementary leadership, engagement, and 
financial investment from a wide array of actors. 
(We are probably well on our way to Development 
3.0, but that’s another article.)

We might add to these changes the seismic distur-
bance of the global financial crisis, the high-stakes 
imperatives of climate change, and the geopolitical 
implications of a new U.S. administration and its 
approach to defense, diplomacy, and development—
to name just a few of the landscape-scale variables on 
DAI’s horizon.

Yet DAI could not be better positioned to navigate 
the way ahead. We are confident that the United 
States will rise to meet today’s crises and set a new 
tone for global engagement. As the economy recov-
ers and reorders itself, DAI will be strong, ready, 
and poised to play our part by doing what we have 
always done: making a difference in the world. 

JIM BOOMGARD


