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What if the most important species in our planet’s greatest national parks was us?  

Told through the unique and diverse perspectives of the world’s top conservationists, as well 
as people whose day-to-day lives are affected by these issues - we investigate whether 
the 19th century idea of the ‘national park’ can survive in an uncertain 21st century, as we 
reveal the hidden, human sides of these beautiful, complex and highly man-made locations.

NATURE’S FORTRESSES OR DOOMED TO EXTINCTION?NATURE’S FORTRESSES OR DOOMED TO EXTINCTION?



“Humans are a part of nature, not apart from nature”



INTROINTRO
There is a particular mammal species contained within all of 
the world’s biggest national parks that is incredibly abundant, 
yet rarely studied, usually forgotten, and almost never filmed. 
It is, of course, Homo sapiens. Us.

Our great parks are one of humanity’s proudest achievements. 
They are seen as epic, pristine areas of organic beauty; as the last 
strongholds against the relentless development of man; where 
nature and wildlife can live freely as they’re supposed to.

But what about their hidden, human sides? The animals and the 
landscapes, as incredible as they are, can distract us from the parks’ true 
natures, which are more complex, controversial and intimately 
intertwined with human affairs than we’d like to believe.

The ‘national park’ is an international phenomenon, born 
a century and a half ago in Yellowstone, inspired by a mixture of 
romantic love for nature and economic interests. It was then copied 
around the world, based around the common idea that ‘fortresses’ of 
conservation are symbols of national pride. 

But what relevance can a “national” park have in this 
modern age of widespread global travel, independent conservation 
organisations and aspirations of international cooperation? Some 
even see them as outdated products of colonialism - in need of 
reinvention…or even extinction. Is it time to tear down the walls 
of these fortresses?



THE SERIESTHE SERIESIn this ground-breaking new series, we’ll assemble an international 
cast of thought leaders in the fields of conservation, indigenous 
rights and ecotourism to get a deeper look at the past, present 
and future of the world’s national parks.

From veteran icons such as Jane Goodall to young activists to indigenous 
rangers, each of these conservation heroes will come with their own 
unique and highly personal perspective on the issues at hand.

Although we’ll see some majestic wildlife, this is not a classic natural 
history series. Our cast of conservationists treat the national 
park as a very human phenomenon. Full of plants and animals, 
but created, maintained and funded by people - like a garden - and 
ultimately it is people who will protect or destroy them.

Through their eyes, we’ll discover that these tranquil, idyllic nature spots 
are the frontline battlegrounds in some of humanity’s trickiest 
conflicts: between modern and traditionalist lifestyles, between 
economic development and environmental protection, between 
change and the status quo, and between localism and internationalism.

Our expert voices will question if national parks are models for a 
new world - or if, by protecting small, fenced-off regions, we might 
be relieving ourselves of the responsibility to protect the rest of this vast 
Earth, and putting up barriers between communities at a time when 
cooperation is critically necessary. Can we sustain them in times of 
rapid population growth - and at what price?



The more we hear and see, the more we’ll find that the world’s national 
parks are not patches of undisturbed Earth that we have merely 
ringfenced to keep humans out. Instead, many began as lands cultivated 
by indigenous peoples (with the park creators taking paternalistic attitudes 
to indigenous rights), and were later crafted into the wild animal parks we 
see today. A national park is, in some ways, as man-made as a 
skyscraper.

We’ll be challenging our cast with the big question: is the 150-year-old idea 
of a national park still relevant today? To answer, they’ll assess how the 
parks operate in the modern world, and what threats and conflicts 
they face, ranging from poaching to oil drilling to overcrowding to wildfires.

Through our series we’ll find that national parks are, whether they l ike i t or 
not, more than places for conservation of nature. They can be sites of 
precious mineral resources, viral social media sensations, film sets, 
disputed indigenous homes, war zones, vast tourist operations, or, 
if managed badly, reservoirs of diseases.

Finally, our conservation heroes will look forward to the philosophies and 
technologies which could safeguard the future of these parks for the 
next 150 years and beyond. We’ll even question if national parks should go 
extinct, or be replaced by a different model of conservation. 

In this three-part series, each episode is themed on a different issue 
which affects the world’s great national parks: RESOURCES, INDIGENOUS 
RIGHTS, and TOURISM.



This will be a globe-trotting production, and in addition to our international cast we’ll include 
some truly breath-taking locations, including grasslands, glaciers, forests and 
much more. From the dramatic icefalls of Los Glaciares, Argentina, to the dense tropical 
jungles of Kahuzi-Biega, DRC, to the sprawling savannas of the Serengeti, to the original park 
that started it all, Yellowstone.

While we take in the ‘big picture’ issues affecting national parks, our approach will not be 
remain abstract or ‘at-a-distance’. We will transition from 4K down-the-lens interviews with 
our conservation leaders into action-packed observational scenes in and amongst 
the people - in jeeps, on boats, amongst the trees, surveying from the air.

This will allow us to see how the broad perspectives of our conservation icons play out in 
the field, as we follow the personal narratives of people whose day to day lives 
are affected by these issues, such as rangers patrolling the parks, researchers working in 
the field, indigenous tribes struggling to survive, journalists relentlessly digging out stories of 
corruption and violence, even representatives of mining companies or organisations like the 
WWF. 

As we meet these different stakeholders, we will probe who is best placed to be the real 
custodians of the national park: local communities, the nation state, or vast international 
organisations? We will not shy away from difficult questions around conflicting interests, and 
will look to see where different skillsets can be combined to best serve the parks.

To understand the true nature of national parks is not to denigrate them or be 
pessimistic. It is to appreciate them fully: as fragile, intricate marvels, held together 
by multifarious groups of people; as an idea that has lasted over a century but 
may need to be reimagined to continue surviving; as the most extraordinary 
ecosystems on Earth, where plants, animals and, yes, humans all play incredibly 
important roles.



At Cop15, the UN’s 2022 Biodiversity Conference, 
a global agreement was made to aim for protection 
of 30% of the planet for nature by the 2030. Crucial 
cornerstones of the deal included conservation targets 
to halt species extinction and the rights of Indigenous 
peoples to be placed front and centre.

This is an ambitious and widely praised target - but 
the question now turns to how to achieve it. Should the 
National Park, a 19th century concept, be the model for 
this 21st century target for expanded natural protection?

Now is the perfect time to highlight and debate 
the human-centric issues that our greatest National 
Parks face, as these factors will also impact any new 
conservation zones created following the Cop15 
agreement. 

Can the lessons learned from the two centuries of 
managing National Parks help us protect our planet for 
the next two centuries - and beyond?

WHY NOW?WHY NOW?



EXAMPLE  VOICESEXAMPLE  VOICES

Jane Goodall
Jane is a legend in the fields 
of animal behaviour and 
conservation, entering Gombe 
Stream National Park in 
Tanzania  in the 60’s and making 
groundbreaking observations 
of chimpanzee tool use and 
complex social behaviour. She 
founded the global conservation 
organisation the Jane Goodall 
Institute, which supports many 
chimp sanctuaries such as 
Tchimpounga in Congo.

Chuck Sams
Chuck is Director of the US 
National Park Service, the first 
Native American to fill the role. 
For 30 years, Sams has worked 
in tribal and state government, 
and in the non-profit natural 
resource and conservation 
management field, with an 
emphasis on the responsibility 
of strong stewardship for land 
preservation for this and future 
generations.

Paula Kahumbu
Paula is one of Africa’s best-
known wildlife conservationists 
and CEO of WildlifeDirect, a 
charitable organisation which 
aims to connect people to 
nature and wildlife. She is also 
the creator of the Hands Off 
Our Elephants campaign and 
formerly worked for the Kenya 
Wildlife Service heading up the 
research and parks departments. 

Emmanuel de Merode
Emmanuel is Director for Virunga 
National Park. 350 rangers fall 
under his command and much of 
his work is focused on protecting 
the park’s exceptional wildlife, 
that include a critically important 
population of mountain 
gorillas, elephants, okapis and 
chimpanzees. Prior to that he 
worked was in the parks of 
eastern DRC to sustain them 
through civil war.

Lek Chailert
Lek started rescuing injured, 
neglected, and elderly elephants 
in the 90s, and went on to establish 
a permanent homeland for them 
in the beautiful Mae Taeng valley 
in Northern Thailand. Today, 
Elephant Nature Park is home to 
over 100 elephants, living free 
from abuse within family herds 
and developing close friendships 
with one another.



EXAMPLE  VOICESEXAMPLE  VOICES

Leela Hazzah
Leela is the founder of Lion 
Guardians, which works to 
protect lions in East Africa 
along with the indigenous 
Maasai people. Leela grew up 
in Egypt before moving to live 
and work amongst the Maasai 
people near Kenyan National 
Parks. Lion Guardians, hires 
Maasai warriors as full-time 
lion protectors, giving them field 
training, even teaching them how 
to read and write.

Krithi Karanth
Krithi is Chief Conservation 
Scientist at the Centre for Wildlife 
Studies, Duke University. Her 
research in India and Asia spans 
25 years and encompasses 
the human dimensions of 
wildlife conservation. She has 
conducted studies assessing 
patterns of species extinctions, 
impacts of wildlife tourism, and 
consequences of voluntary 
resettlement.

Paul Salaman
Paul is President of the Galapagos 
Conservancy. He is an expert on 
global biodiversity conservation 
and has been involved in 
directing urgent interventions 
to save Critically Endangered 
species action across the tropics  
in South America. In 2018 he 
helped to establish the Jocotoco 
Galapagos Reserve.

Tyronne Garstone
Tyronne is CEO of the Kimberley 
Land Council, the peak Indigenous 
body in the Kimberley region 
working with Aboriginal people 
to secure native title recognition, 
conduct conservation and 
land management activities 
and develop cultural business 
enterprises. Tyronne is a strong 
advocate for Indigenous rights 
across Western Australia.

Silvana Campello
Silvana is president of Instituto 
Araguaia, Brazil, a non-profit 
devoted to the protection of 
Cantão State Park in the 
Araguaia River basin of Brazil. 
Silvana's work to protect the rare 
pink river dolphins here led to her 
being awarded the The Bruno H. 
Schubert-Prize and IUCN Fred 
Packard Award for conservation.



EXAMPLE  VOICESEXAMPLE  VOICES

T. Thamrongnawasawal

Thon is a marine ecologist 
whose influence online, and 
activists on issues relating to  
marine national parks and 
coral reefs have had huge 
impacts on government 
decisions, including successfully 
getting an overvisited beach 
closed to allow sharks to return.

Botswana Bushmen
The Bushman tribes of the 
Central Kalahari Game Reserve 
are the last Bushmen to largely 
depend on hunting in Africa. But 
their access to traditional lands 
have been restricted and a 
nationwide hunting ban 
threatens their survival and 
hunter-gatherer culture.

Arakwal Bumberlin
The Arakwal people have lived 
in the coastal landscape around 
Australia's Byron Bay area for 
over 20,000 years. This 
Aboriginal group now co-
manages the Arakwal National 
Park alongside the NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife 
Service.

Rebeca Atencia
Rebeca is a veterinarian and 
director of the Tchimpounga 
Chimpanzee Rehabilitation Center 
in Congo. A chimpanzee she had 
cared for, Kutu, saved her life by 
defending her against an aggressive 
chimpanzee that was directing 
others to attack her.

Akashinga
Akashinga ("Brave Ones") is 
armed, all-female poaching 
group  in Zimbabwe, founded 
by Damien Mander, a former 
Australian special forces soldier, 
on the principle that women’s 
empowerment is the main driver 
for social, economic and 
environmental change.



1. INDIGENOUS RIGHTS
The idea of the “National Park” began in the 19th century before modern 
appreciation of environmental and ecological change. When the world’s first park, 
Yellowstone, was founded, it was assumed to be an ancient, untouched, natural 
landscape, when in fact archaeological evidence shows it has a ‘lost history’ of 
thousands of years of use by numerous indigenous tribes. Same for the Serengeti: it 
was once a grazing area for the Maasai. Only once they departed, did it develop 
into the ecosystem we see today. Humans have been influencing the nature of 
national parks before they were even called that, and that will never change.

But the vision of national parks as “people-free” zones spread across the world, 
and the consequences continue today. In East Africa, indigenous pastoralists were 
moved without compensation from Kenya and Tanzania’s national parks, and are 
still restricted to areas where they struggle to maintain their traditionalist lifestyles. 
In Kahuzi-Biega, DRC, there are regular violent clashes between rangers and the 
Batwa people who live outside but have tried to reclaim their ancestral lands. 
There are similar situations across the globe. 

Returning to Botswana, we’ll find that the Bushmen’s deceased elder Pitseng 
Gaoberekwe remains unburied, after the courts ruled that he cannot be laid to rest 
in his ancestral land in the Kalahari Desert, from which the community were evicted 
to make way for the Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR).

EXAMPLE STORIESEXAMPLE STORIES



And does tribal eviction even help conservation? We’ll meet tribes that have 
been evicted from Indian tiger reserves but also visit the Biligiri Rangaswamy 
Temple Reserve in Karnataka, the first tiger reserve where local tribes have 
been allowed to stay. A recent study found that tiger numbers have doubled 
here, a far faster rate of growth than elsewhere. Dr. C. Madegowda was at 
the forefront of securing access for his Soliga tribe, and  will tell us that they 
worship tigers as gods with no hunting or conflict.

We’ll find that indigenous knowledge is being used as a benefit to 
conservation. Traditional Native American burning techniques are being used 
for forest fire management. At Arakwal National Park, Australia, we’ll see 
how the park is jointly managed between the Arakwal-Bumberlin Aboriginal 
people and the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service.  Yvonne Stewart  
chairs the management committee and talks to us about incorporating the 
wisdom of the Aboriginal Elders. It’s a system that works so well that the 
IUCN added it to its prestigious Green List of Protected Areas. Also sitting 
upon that list is the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve, in which areas with the 
oldest traditions and customs have been painstakingly mapped out, with 
cultural conservation seen as equally important to conservation of nature.

In Scotland, we’ll discover that Cairngorms National Park is not owned 
by the state but by hundreds of independent landowners, and managed 
through forums and working groups containing diverse specialists. Could 
decentralization and devolution be the future of the so-called “national” 
park? 



2. RESOURCES
The world’s national parks are treasure troves of natural beauty. But they contain 
other valuable resources, and with more resources comes more problems. One 
of the biggest threats facing these parks is exploitation - both legal and illegal.

Just six criminal gangs are said to organise the trade of tusks, tiger penises 
and lion skins. We’re on their trail, following rangers and international law 
enforcement agencies as they track these poachers. We’ll learn about their 
latest scientific techniques, such as those of Dr Samuel Wasser who takes DNA 
from confiscated tusks and comparing it to samples from the Kavango-Zambezi, 
where half the African elephants live, to trace their origins.

There will be also chances for rangers to show us the very latest anti-poaching 
technology, such as ‘WIPER’, an anti-rhino-poaching technology originally 
developed for the military, which detects the waves made by bullets, transmitting 
the data to rangers about where poaching is taking place.

There are also more controversial ideas. Fulton Mangwanya, Director of 
Zimbabwe’s Parks and Wildlife Management Authority, for example, wants to 
flood the market with its stockpiles of ivory. He believes that the legal sale of 
ivory will reduce demand for illegal poaching. 

We’ll contrast that with the efforts of Kelly Lyee Chigumbura, Wadzanai 
Munemo and other members of Akashinga (“Brave Ones”), Africa’s first armed, 
all-women anti-poaching unit, as we hear their deeply personal and tragic 
backstories, and see how anti-poaching work has benefited their lives.



We also tackle the tricky issue of big game hunting, which has led some to feel there 
is one rule for the rich - who can travel to areas to conduct what has been described 
as “state-legalised poaching” - and another for the poor - such as the local tribes who 
are banned from continuing their traditionalist hunter-gatherer lifestyles. In Botswana 
all hunting is banned (even for Bushmen who hunt to survive) except for trophy hunters 
who purchase expensive permits.

In the Okavango Delta, in the border area between Namibia and Botswana, we’ll 
meet conservationists, such as Willem Odendaal of Namibia’s Legal Assistance 
Centre, who are here to prevent the worst. Oil companies want to develop a huge 
area where up to 120 billion barrels of oil are suspected to have been found - one 
of the largest global oil discoveries in recent decades. It is already feared that the oil 
will be extracted with the help of fracking, which will threaten water resources.

Loss of habitat is a huge threat - for example, we are slowly eating up the Amazon. 
Timber companies are advancing further and further, cutting down the trees in order 
to sell the wood and create areas for livestock and the cultivation of soya, and this is 
driven in huge part by EU supply lines. And on top of that the Amazon is the source of 
much of the world’s minerals, including copper, tin, nickel, bauxite, manganese, iron 
ore and gold.

But there are examples of how exploitation can lead to positive local impacts. The 
Kenyan government wants to build geothermal power plants in the Maasai Mara. 
because of the underground hot springs. In return, the Maasai are allowed to draw 
water from these deposits for their cattle, in the fight against drought.



3. TOURISM
Wildlife tourism is a $120 billion and 22 million job industry. But it’s 
a double edged sword…On the one hand it provides critical funding 
for the upkeep of the parks, as well as raising awareness amongst the 
public of the need to protect nature, and ensures that the parks remain 
“for the benefit and enjoyment of the people” (as originally provisioned 
for Yellowstone). 

On the other hand, with more tourists comes greater human encroachment 
of natural spaces and the need for increased manmade infrastructure, 
contradicting the very idea of a national park as a protected space. 

For some species, such as gorillas in Kahuzi-Biega, DRC, tourist groups 
can only visit animals that have been habituated to the presence of humans 
over a period of several years. At what point does this become too much 
interference for a protected space? Have scientists truly understood the 
differences between unhabituated, habituated and captive species? 
On the other hand, we will meet Dr Rebecca Atencia, Executive Director 
of the Jane Goodall Institute, whose life was dramatically saved by a 
chimpanzee she had cared for, showing the mutual benefits that close 
human-animal relationships can have.  

We’ll visit areas that are becoming victims of their own success, a 
problem that is especially prevalent in the US, where beauty spots 
are liable to go #instafamous. One such example is Mesa Arch 
in Utah’s Canyonlands National Park - it was a hidden gem until 
Microsoft made it one of its default Windows backgrounds. 



And over in nearby Zion National Park, superintendent Jeff Bradybaugh 
will show how how he has been forced to issue lottery ticket entry for the 
overvisited Angels Landing trail. The public are flocking to the world’s parks 
in unprecedented, record numbers, and risking their lives to get that perfect 
selfie. How can national parks adapt to a new reality where their purpose is 
increasingly becoming acting as a backdrop for people’s social media?

The most infamous example of international attention causing overtourism is found 
in Thailand, in Maya Baywhich was the subject of the film “The Beach”. Here, 
we’ll meet marine biologist Dr. Thon Thamrongnawasawat who successfully 
campaigned for a four year closing of the beach. In that time, blacktip sharks 
have returned to breed and Thon’s team replanting 30,000 pieces of coral. 
But now the beach has reopened, will the tourists - and the problems - return?

More tourism funds conservation efforts, but if conservation efforts are successful 
and animal populations increase, humans and wildlife will become increasingly 
squashed together. Space is paramount; expansion vital. We travel to China to 
see an ongoing, massive expansion that is creating the world’s largest national 
park network, covering 90,000 miles and 30% of its species. 

The Covid pandemic has once more highlighted the threat of zoonotic (between 
human and animal) disease transmission. One of the biggest threats to wildlife 
comes from well-meaning but overeager tourists infecting animals by getting 
too close. In a study conducted at the Bwindi Impenetrable National Park, 98% 
of tours and two thirds of human-gorilla encounters did not stick to distancing 
rules. Can parks balance the risks and benefits of mass tourism before it’s too 
late?






