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ABSTRACT Tacit knowledge is embedded in lived experience, cultural practice and social relations, and has
long shaped forest use and stewardship in Namibia - yet it remains marginal in formal forest governance. This
perspective paper examines the role and relevance of tacit knowledge in the management of Namibia’s state
forest reserves, drawing on guided stakeholder discussions conducted within and around the Kanovlei,
Hamoye and Zambezi State Forests as part of the Safeguarding Namibia Protected Area Network (NAM GEF-
8) project. We argue that tacit knowledge, expressed through customary land-use practices, spiritual values,
gendered resource use and intergenerational knowledge transfer, continues to and should underpin
sustainable forest management and community well-being. We highlight how adaptive management
frameworks, supportive regulatory instruments and environmental and social safeguards provide
opportunities to better integrate tacit knowledge into state-led forest governance. Particular attention is given
to the gendered dimensions of tacit knowledge, recognising women’s central role in transmitting ecological
knowledge and sustaining cultural landscapes, alongside men’s contributions to timber use, grazing and
boundary enforcement. We contend that forest conservation efforts that overlook tacit knowledge risk
undermining both ecological sustainability and cultural heritage. Integrating tacit knowledge into formal
management systems is therefore not only an ethical imperative but a practical strategy for strengthening
co-management, improving governance outcomes, and sustaining Namibia’s state forest reserves as living

socio-ecological systems.
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knowledge
BACKGROUND experience, abilities, values and often intuition,
that is difficult to express in words or other forms
Understanding the relevance of knowledge in our of ‘formal communication” (Polanyi 1958, 1966;
daily lives, how we acquire it and apply it is Dampney et al. 2007). As Polanyi (1958) articulates,
increasingly necessary in today’s dynamic world, “knowledge is deeply personal, relational, and
shaped by constantly evolving cultures, beliefs and culturally situated, gained and transmitted
technologies. Tacit knowledge is a type of through lived experiences rather than formal
knowledge that an individual gains from personal instruction.” According to Namibia’s Access to
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Biological and Genetic Resources and Associated
Traditional Knowledge Act (2 of 2017), traditional
skills
practices that are developed, sustained and passed
on from generation to generation within a
community, often forming part of its cultural or
spiritual identity.”

knowledge includes “know-how, and

Tacit or traditional knowledge, although long
marginalised by more mainstreamed knowledge
systems (Adolph 2005), is now gaining renewed
attention for its practical and sustainable value in
natural resource management, including forests, as
well as climate change mitigation and adaptation
(Phuthego & Chanda 2004; Reniko et al. 2018;
Baaweh et al. 2022). Tacit knowledge in a natural
resource management context, has been developed
over time through the longstanding mutualistic
relationship between human communities and
their environments (Cheveau et al. 2008; Eneji et al.
2012; Darboe et al. 2023). This mutualism has, in
turn, led to the creation of cultural landscapes and
traditions, including sacred forests and various
forms of ethno-forestry. These traditions are also
reflected in a variety of practices regarding
livelihood traditions, the use and management of
animals, plants and other resources.

Across many African countries, practices based on
totemisation and spiritual significance at large
have been among the most commonly used forms
of tacit knowledge for conserving different aspects
of the environment (e.g., Rusinga & Maposa 2010;
Muyiira et al. 2025). In Kenya, for example, the
Teso community regulations
permitting only the collection of materials of
mature plants for medicinal use (Ayaa & Waswa
2016). Likewise, only secondary roots, rather than
the main taproot, can be dug up, to minimise
damage and ensure the continued survival and
availability of medicinal plants. Specific patches of
grassland and forest, often situated near
settlements, have also been traditionally set aside
as sacred lands and exclude livelihood-based

enforces strict

activities such as farming, livestock grazing or even
settlement. These areas have been regulated by
Teso customary laws, and many of these practices
continue to persist today.

In Namibia, similar examples can be cited.

Amongst the indigenous Himba people of north-
western Namibia, the mopane tree (Colophospermum

ISSN: 2026-8327 (online)

13

David et al.

mopane) is often the most readily available and
preserved plant resource. Himba communities
make extensive use of nearly every part of the tree
for a wide range of purposes, from construction to
pain relief, demonstrating their deep knowledge
and efficient use of the plant. Beyond its practical
uses, the mopane is deeply woven into the Himba
cultural and spiritual identity, serving as a medium
for religious Against  this
background, it can be argued that the tacit
knowledge and cultural significance of the mopane
contribute to its conservation (Bainbridge 2012).

communication.

Namibia preserves its forests and woodlands
through integration into its protected area
network, which includes community and state
forests. Today, there are over 40 registered
community forests and three state forests in the
country (Figure 1). Under Namibia’s Forest Act (12
of 2001), community forests and state forests are
managed in different ways. In a community forest,
the land is still owned by the state, but local

communities are entrusted with day-to-day
management through a legally recognised
Community Forest Management Committee

(CFMC), which operates according to approved
rules and management plans. In contrast, a state
forest is owned and managed directly by the
government through the Ministry of Environment,
Forestry and Tourism (MEFT), with decisions
about access, use and management made mainly
by state officials under a more centralised system.
Various policies and legislation, including the
Forest Act, have been enacted by the government
to regulate and ensure communities practice
sustainable harvesting and effective natural
resources management within these forests. While
relevant policies and legislation are in place,
harmonising these with local realities and practices
to create an enabling environment for knowledge-
sharing and co-management remains a
shortcoming. This article offers a perspective on
how tacit knowledge
management practices in Namibia and its potential
in a more integrated approach. Our perspectives
are enriched by information from discussions held
as part of the Safeguarding Namibia Protected
Area Network (NAM GEEF-8) project. The project
was led by the MEFT and looked to document
aspects of knowledge retention, indigenous
practices and forest management approaches
within communities residing within and adjacent

participates in forest
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to state forests (such as the community forests and
conservancies bordering state forests).

We used guided discussions to engage a wide
range of stakeholders, ensuring conversations
remained grounded in local realities and aligned
with the project’s objectives. Engagements were
inclusive and gender-sensitive, involving traditional
authorities as land custodians, local authorities
representing government at the grassroots level
and relevant line ministries. Discussions focused
on three main groups: residents living within state
forest areas, neighbouring communities bordering
the forests (including community forests and
conservancies) and relevant local authorities.
Based on these engagements, we evaluate tacit
knowledge’s importance to the sustainable
management of Namibia’s state forest reserves.
Moreover, our insights make a strong case for
integrating  tacit knowledge into formal
management systems, which can strengthen forest
governance, support co-management with
communities and improve ecological outcomes.
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SUSTAINABLE RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
AND RETENTION OF TACIT KNOWLEDGE
IN STATE FOREST RESERVES

The concept of natural resource management
should extend beyond the conservation of natural
resources to also encompass the preservation of
knowledge, particularly the transfer and retention
of tacit or traditional knowledge within local
communities. Consultations with communities
residing in and around the three state forest
reserves clearly highlighted the enduring benefits
of tacit knowledge. Long before the Zambezi State
Forest was gazetted in 2021, traditional authorities
and community members had been leading forest
preservation efforts, working closely with relevant
line ministries. A particularly interesting example
is found in the Ncumcara Community Forest area,
which borders the Hamoye State Forest. There, the
community uses the road as a boundary-making
instrument in forest preservation. It acts as a
borderline demarcating areas reserved for
cultivation and residential use on one side; while
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Figure 1 State Forest Reserves and complementary conservation efforts in Namibia: Protected area network of Namibia
(top left), Hamoye State Forest in the Kavango West Region (top right), Kanovlei State Forest in the Otjozondjupa Region
(bottom left), and Zambezi State Forest in the Zambezi Region (bottom right). Maps were sourced from Namibia’s Ministry

of Environment, Forestry and Tourism (MEFT).
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the areas on the other side are reserved for grazing
only and in some instances collection of timber and
other forest products that are used in the Ncumcara
craft shop and the local vocational centre. This
arrangement is widely respected by community
members and enforced by the traditional authority
and local institutions (such as community forests
and conservancies). It demonstrates how local
social structures and tacit knowledge, even in the
absence of formal laws or policies, can contribute
to effective natural resource management. There is
a communal understanding of the interrelatedness
between the need to balance livelihoods and
sustainability. This reinforces the need for an
integrated approach to forest resource governance;
one that allows tacit knowledge to play a central
role in ensuring community well-being and
ecological sustainability.

Inherently, tacit knowledge is largely intangible
and difficult to codify; it is experiential and
embedded in personal and communal practices,
making it resistant to easy conversion into explicit,
transferable knowledge. Attempts to document or
therefore often led to
dilution of original
meanings and values (Adolph 2005). However,
advances in technology and adaptive policy

systematise it have

inconsistencies and the

frameworks could provide viable platforms for
capturing and preserving this knowledge without
compromising its authenticity. Oral histories,
participatory mapping and case studies are some
of the approaches that could help create systems
for documenting and preserving tacit knowledge.

For many communities, forests are more than
consumable resources; they constitute cultural
landscapes through which traditions, knowledge,
and values are transmitted across generations. One
example from the three State Forests studied is the
cultural initiation of young girls by their mothers
or elderly women during wild fruit harvesting
seasons. These rites of passage, conducted within
the forest, are crucial moments for transferring
knowledge about customs, gender roles and
ecological stewardship. Some community members
shared how certain tree species and animal
behaviours have traditionally been used for
weather forecasting and for determining the timing
of various forest activities, such as wild fruit
collection, managing veld fires and hunting. These
practices reflect a deep understanding of
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sustainability by communities and contribute to
effective forest resource management (Garibaldi &
Turner 2004; Katjirua et al. 2024). This underscores
the need for practical, context-sensitive approaches
that the epistemologies of
communities. Our engagements revealed that tacit
the
sustainable management of state forest reserves in
Namibia. Integrating this knowledge into formal
systems offers a pathway to improved forest
governance, community co-management, ecological

honour local

knowledge remains indispensable in

preservation and knowledge continuity.

ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT AS A CATALYST
FOR SUSTAINABLE KNOWLEDGE
MANAGEMENT

The release of Namibia’s National Research,
Science and Technology Policy and the subsequent
establishment of key institutions such as the
National Council for Research, Science and
Technology (NCRST) have laid a foundation for
adaptive management in the post-Independence
era. As early as 1999, Namibia began aligning its
national development with a knowledge-based
economy (Hooli & Jauhiainen 2018). These efforts
have complemented other major frameworks such
as the Decentralisation Policy Act (33 of 2000) and
the National Policy on Community-Based Natural
Resource Management (CBNRM), which promote
area-based management, local research and
community-centred natural resource governance
(MET 2013).

The introduction of Vision 2030 in 2004 marked a
pivotal commitment to partnership, innovation
and inclusive development (Republic of Namibia
2004). While this subsequent strategic
instruments such as the National Development
Plans (NDPs) and the Harambee Prosperity Plan
may not explicitly reference tacit knowledge,
the scaffolding for
incorporating local knowledge systems into forest
management practices. The ethos of craftsmanship,
implementation and inclusive governance within
these frameworks supports the recognition of local
knowledge as a critical asset.

and

they provide strategic

Namibia’s Access to Biological and Genetic
Resources and Associated Traditional Knowledge
Act, in alignment with the Forest Act, provides a
legal framework that protects tacit knowledge -
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written, experience-based practices held by local
communities while promoting sustainable resource
use. The Act ensures prior informed consent,
mandates and
recognises
biodiversity. These provisions not only safeguard

traditional knowledge but also create pathways to

benefit-sharing  mechanisms

communities as custodians of

improve
building and equitable access to forest-derived
benefits. Together, these policies support the
integration of tacit knowledge into formal forest
management, particularly in state forest reserves.

rural livelihoods through capacity-

However, ongoing monitoring, evaluation and
policy coherence are essential for adaptive
management to contribute meaningfully to
sustainable state forest management and tacit
knowledge preservation. Adaptive management is
not a one-time event but a continuous process of
adjusting
environmental and socio-cultural dynamics. This
approach not only serves ecosystem conservation

learning, and responding to

but also ensures a just approach that respects local
the
communities hold with the forest. Tacit knowledge
embedded within
adaptive management practices if there is a
structured, consistent and inclusive coordination
mechanism stakeholders,
government agencies, traditional authorities and
civil society (David 2021). Legislation like the
Forest Act must be harmonised with local realities

identities and relational  knowledge

communities can enrich

among including

and practices to create an enabling environment for
knowledge-sharing and co-management.

Community development practices across the
Global South are increasingly shifting toward
bottom-up approaches (Hooli et al. 2016). This shift
is evident within the three Namibian state forest
reserves, where traditional leaders play vital roles.
These leaders, as custodians of communal land
under the Communal Land Reform Act (5 of 2002),
are responsible for land allocation and conflict
resolution, often through Land Boards. Their
influence is particularly strong in the Zambezi and
Hamoye State Forests, where cultural orthodoxy
and traditional protocols are widely observed. In
contrast, the Kanovlei State Forest presents a
unique challenge. Home to fewer than 50 residents
and lacking formal leadership structures, this small
and arguably more marginalised community
amongst the three case studies, as a result, has
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limited influence over forest management decisions.
Further compounding their vulnerability is the
absence of basic services such as water, healthcare
and transportation, which deepens their isolation.
Subsequently, the community is often compelled to
conform to externally imposed decisions with
minimal consultation or input. Many community
members feel that their capacity to sustain
traditional knowledge and practices is being
increasingly undermined and that they are being
excluded from decision-making processes.

Despite these challenges,
approach to gazetting these three state forests with
restricted but sustainable use presents a forward-
thinking model. Compared to some community
forests, which face issues like illegal fencing and
internal disputes, the state forest model, if well-
coordinated and adaptive, could offer long-term
ecological and cultural benefits. It can enable
community participation while preserving the
forest’s integrity and the tacit knowledge tied to it.
Such co-management strategies, rooted in adaptive

the government’s

governance, are essential for ensuring that forest
ecosystems and the knowledge they harbour are
protected for generations to come. Collaborative
planning for a more inclusive and -effective
conservation approach, aimed at achieving the
Global Biodiversity Framework Target 3 (30x30),
has reinforced national commitments not only to
biodiversity protection but also to the safeguarding
of community rights and cultural heritage. Within
this
Safeguards (ESS) have emerged as essential

framework, Environmental and Social
instruments to ensure that conservation efforts do
not marginalise local communities (NACSO 2024).

These safeguards signify a shift away from
exclusionary, conservation models
toward more inclusive, participatory approaches.
They emphasise that effective conservation must

also protect social systems and cultural norms,

top-down

especially in areas where communities depend
heavily on natural ecosystems for their livelihoods
and identity. While conventional conservation
models often prioritise ecological outcomes, the
integration of ESS demonstrates a broader
commitment to just, culturally respectful and
community-empowered conservation in Namibia
and beyond.

https://doi.org/10.64640/76u2vmb8
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GENDERED DIMENSIONS OF TACIT
KNOWLEDGE IN FOREST RESOURCE
MANAGEMENT

Tacit knowledge in forestry is not uniformly held
within communities; it is deeply gendered, shaped
by the distinct roles, responsibilities, and lived
experiences of men, women and youth. Women, in
particular, hold a central role in transmitting
intergenerational knowledge through their daily
interactions  with  forest Their
responsibilities—such as collecting wild fruits,
firewood, medicinal plants and other non-timber
forest products—make them key custodians of
species  diversity,
availability and sustainable harvesting practices
(Howard 2003; Mogotsi et al. 2018).

resources.

knowledge on seasonal

Despite this, women’s contributions to forest
resource management are often undervalued or
overlooked in formal governance systems.
Decision-making structures such as traditional
authorities, forest management committees and
land boards are predominantly male-dominated,
which can limit women’s influence on forest
policies and benefit-sharing arrangements. Studies
within Namibia’s CBNRM programme show that
while women actively participate in a wide range
of conservancy activities, their voices are still less
recognised in governance structures, even though
they derive significant benefits, such as access to
game meat and household food security from these
initiatives (Lendelvo et al. 2012). This exclusion
risks the erosion of gender-specific tacit knowledge
that is vital for sustainable practices, including seed
selection, small-scale agroforestry and wild fruit
preservation.

Men, on the other hand, often retain tacit
knowledge use, wildlife
management and grazing practices. Their
ecological knowledge tends to be linked to
mobility, resource enforcement and the negotiation
of land-use boundaries - functions that complement

related to timber

but differ from women’s contributions. Together,
these gendered spheres of knowledge provide a
holistic foundation for forest management, yet
their unequal recognition poses challenges to
inclusive governance.

A gender-sensitive approach to tacit knowledge
retention, therefore, requires intentional
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mechanisms to elevate women’s voices, ensure
equitable participation in decision-making and
safeguard the knowledge they steward. Policies
such as Namibia’s Access and Benefit Sharing Act
provide an entry point for ensuring that benefits
derived from forest resources are equitably
distributed across genders. Furthermore, creating
participatory spaces where women and men
contribute equally, such as joint community forest
committees, inclusive mapping exercises and oral
history documentation, would foster more
comprehensive and resilient management systems
(Angula et al. 2021).

Without a gendered lens, there is a risk of
knowledge fragmentation: women’s ecological
practices may disappear when younger generations
migrate to urban centres, as elders pass on, while
men’s traditional practices may diminish under
formalised forestry regulations. Once this
knowledge fades, it cannot simply be
“reintroduced” through policy or training. As
Angula et al. (2021) argue in the context of climate
adaptation, integrating gender responsiveness into
resource governance strengthens both equity and
resilience. Gender equity is therefore not only a
matter of social justice but also a prerequisite for
sustaining the tacit knowledge base that underpins
Namibia’s forest and
integrating these gendered dimensions can enhance
community ownership, improve forest governance
and safeguard the cultural landscapes tied to

Namibia’s forests.

reserves. Recognising

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper has highlighted the vital role of tacit
knowledge in the sustainable management of
Namibia's state forest reserves — drawing from
engagements the
Kanovlei, Hamoye and Zambezi reserves. Tacit
knowledge is rooted in lived experience, oral

from within and around

tradition and cultural practice and it continues to
shape the day-to-day decision-making processes of
forest-dependent communities. It is a central
element in activities such as wild fruit collection,
medicinal plant use, initiation rituals and broader
ecological stewardship. Despite its significance,
tacit knowledge remains poorly documented and
often overlooked in formal forest governance
structures.
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Our
management and sustainability cannot be achieved

work underscores that effective forest
through technical or ecological approaches alone.
Integrating local knowledge systems is not only an
ethical necessity but also practically beneficial
for fostering resilience, promoting
development and ensuring long-term conservation

inclusive
success.

Namibia has made commendable progress toward
adaptive management through policies such as
Vision 2030, the Decentralization Policy, the Forest
Act and the establishment of institutions like the
NCRST. However, more explicit recognition and
integration  of these
frameworks are needed. Moreover, the importance
of ESS in protecting community rights and
fostering
emphasis on the pursuit of global conservation

tacit knowledge into

inclusive  conservation  warrants
targets. This inclusive lens must continue to guide
conservation interventions, especially in state
forest reserves where cultural identity and

ecosystem health are deeply intertwined.

Equally important is the need to address and
recognise the gendered dimensions of tacit
knowledge. Women and men bring distinct,
complementary expertise to forest management,
yet
undervalued within governance structures. Women
are critical custodians of intergenerational
knowledge through practices such as fruit
harvesting, medicinal plant use and initiation
rituals, while men contribute knowledge linked to
land boundary
Sustainable forest governance,
therefore, deliberate strategies to
strengthen women’s participation, safeguard
gender-specific knowledge and ensure equitable
benefit-sharing. Gender-responsive policies and
co-management structures are not just matters of
equity but also essential for maintaining the
resilience of local knowledge systems. Integrating
these perspectives
management frameworks will enhance governance

women’s contributions often remain

grazing, timber and

negotiations.

use

requires

gendered into  forest
outcomes, sustain ecological health and preserve
landscapes for
generations to come. Namibia’s forests are living

libraries. Protecting them without protecting the

Namibia’s diverse cultural

knowledge they contain is a loss we cannot afford.
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