
PRIVACY NOTICE: This survey is administered by the CLA Case Competition. The information will be used to further the understanding of CLA 
Case Competition participants and allow staff to follow-up with participants, in limited cases. The information from this survey will be available to 
USAID staff and contractors supporting the Case Competition and associated learning events and analyses. Email contact information is being 
collected for follow-up communication, in limited circumstances. Completion of this survey is a mandatory component of the Case Competition 
submission package. Questions? Email submissions@usaidlearninglab.org 

Case Title:  

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 
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1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) or opportunities prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or
adapt?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or
opportunity described above?



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),
organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would
you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

Photo Caption & Credit: Upload a photo, including a description and photo credit, to the Web 
Form. You do NOT need to upload a photo to this submission case form.
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The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Practice in the Bureau for Planning, Learning and 
Resource Management (PLR) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PLR mechanism implemented by 

Environmental Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Collaborators with Skin in the Game: Learning about the Use of Sport to Foster Resilience against Wildlife Crime in the Greater Kruger, South Africa 
	Submitter: Dr. Lindie Botha
	Organization: WWF South Africa
	Summary: WWF South Africa, with the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) Southern Africa Regional Mission, implements the Khetha Program, “Protecting Wildlife, Benefiting Communities,” in the context of wildlife crime. In the last decade, rhino populations in Protected Areas (PAs) have plunged as criminal syndicates recruit disadvantaged young men to poach rhinos. PAs have become increasingly militarized, and an atmosphere of mutual distrust has grown between many PAs and their community neighbors. In a shared landscape inhabited by over three million people, threats to young local lives and discord between neighbors needed to be addressed. We searched for collaborators with “skin in the game,” and partnered with the Greater Kruger Environmental Protection Foundation (GKEPF) to develop a sports-based initiative to build youth’s resilience against crime and bolster relationships between local people and PAs.
 
Despite sports initiatives being common in conservation, data that demonstrate impact is scarce. Also, little evidence exists about how sports bring about social change, despite the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA) Secretariat calling for the development and testing of a sports-youth-crime prevention theory of change as far back as 2020. We set out to bring research, rigor, reflection, learning and adaptation to our project! A literature review set the scene, a formative evaluation with target participants grounded what we learned from existing research, and a cutting-edge research tool, SenseMaker®, helped us harvest the project’s preliminary (but already transformative!) outcomes. We could pause and reflect and engage in an adaptive management process based on the project’s emerging successes and risks. What’s next? Expand our project and develop our theory of change.


	Context: In the last decade, rhino populations in Protected Areas (PAs) have plummeted due to poaching and rhino horn trafficking. Sophisticated criminal syndicates recruit disadvantaged, unemployed young men to risk their lives to face wild animals and heavily armed rangers in pursuit of rhino horns. These men are part of the three million people who live adjacent to the iconic Kruger National Park and surrounding network of private nature reserves. These PAs have been accused of “militarization” and “fortress conservation” in response to poaching, and many local people, some residing in South Africa’s poorest districts, feel indifferent or hostile toward nearby PAs. Despite living so close to PAs that they hang their washing out on the reserve’s fence lines, most local people have never been “inside” to enjoy nature and wildlife. Concurrently, many PA managers and law enforcement personnel label their community neighbors as “enemies” responsible for wildlife poaching. This relationship breakdown leads to poor communication and lack of cooperation between those on “this” and “that” side of the proverbial fence. Crime, after all, does not only affect endangered wildlife. Local communities bear the brunt of weak governance and poor policing, and criminal syndicates purposefully disrupt community institutions and social fabric to grow their influence. This situation is a textbook example of a “wicked” problem: young men are highly vulnerable to recruitment into a life of crime; their crimes affect communities and PAs, eroding mutual trust and collaboration between PAs and their neighboring communities. Wicked problems like these have multiple, interwoven drivers and no single “silver bullet” solution. Partnering with PAs and local communities, we thus set out on a multi-year learning journey to analyze, understand, and tackle this problem to reduce young men’s vulnerability to crime and mitigate its negative consequences for local people and wildlife.

	Dropdown1: [Continuous Learning & Improvement]
	Dropdown2: [Technical Evidence Base]
	CLA Approach: First, don’t reinvent the wheel! We made preliminary sense of the problem through studying existing research about people-centered ways to prevent and reduce wildlife crime. In 2020, we undertook a literature review, investigating the application of criminology and crime prevention to high-value wildlife poaching in the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA). The GLTFCA incorporates PAs and communities across three countries: Mozambique, South Africa, and Zimbabwe. We were struck by the lack of data and evidence grounded in real-world sports projects. As far back as 2020, the GLTFCA Secretariat commissioned the development of a theory of change to guide sports-youth crime prevention initiatives, but little had been done to test and refine it in practice. Our desktop review identified the breakdown in localized social norms, unemployment, poor education, and exclusion from the formal economy as drivers of crime. Furthermore, lessons from criminology, crime prevention, and behavioral economics suggested that law enforcement responses alone were insufficient to curb wildlife crime.
 
What was needed? Our review found that using community-based crime prevention approaches could possibly affect how easily poachers could operate within towns and villages surrounding PAs and how easily young people could be recruited into poaching gangs. A key recommendation was to use sports-based support groups for youth, particularly those vulnerable to becoming involved in criminal activities. Such groups would provide safe spaces for youth that divert them from criminal behavior and reduce the risk factors that lead to criminality. A community-based sports project was thus proposed to serve the interests of both PAs and local communities. Importantly, the review emphasized that crime—whether related to wildlife or otherwise—undermines safety and cohesion at a landscape level and thwarts efforts to support socio-economic development.
 
Second, use data to build a superior wheel: Before defining our project’s objectives, we conducted several focus group discussions with youth in communities most affected by wildlife crime to understand their perceptions of nearby PAs and wildlife, the risk factors exposing them to crime, and their levels of interest in partaking in a community sports program.

Third, get the wheels turning! In 2023, following grassroots qualitative research and consultations, we piloted our youth sports program with GKEPF and communities. Our goals (pun intended!) were to use soccer, and later also netball, as catalysts for social change: establish and reinforce positive linkages between local people and protected areas, enhance resilience, and decrease risk factors for youth to protect them from enrollment in crime.
 
Fourth, assess whether the wheel turns in the right direction. The Khetha program uses SenseMaker®, a research tool that captures perceptions, beliefs, and feelings about key issues. Narratives, and more specifically, micro-narratives, are a fundamental and ancient way by which humans interpret their experience and make decisions. These micro-narratives are the unscripted “whispers of change, the stories from the streets, the out-of-earshot coffee-break conversations and other weak currents of social stirring” (TheCynefin, 2024). Through the use of the SenseMaker® on an iPad, an interviewer can make use of pictures, recordings, and writing in various combinations to reflect how respondents make sense of the world. We thus used SenseMaker® early in 2024 to determine our work’s impact on the risk and resilience factors (as identified in the literature) that increase youth’s resilience against crime. 160 participants were interviewed over a one-week period, 87 percent living in a community near a PA. Ultimately, this real-time data provided a baseline, but more importantly, the opportunity to adapt our interventions proactively based on emerging evidence. SenseMaker® will be used annually to continually evaluate impact and inform program design. The collaboration-learning-adaptation sequence never ends!
	Dropdown3: [A. DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS]
	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: Leagues were formalized, kits distributed, fields renovated, coaches trained, players mentored. In 2023, famous soccer clubs supported our events. So what?
 
Our SenseMaker® research highlighted developmental outcomes: Participants learned how to attach to a higher goal. They learned about perseverance and discipline and developed supportive, pro-social relationships. Levels of cooperation and shared emotional struggle taught values (e.g., commitment, integrity, teamwork, sacrifice) and personal development (e.g., dreams for a better future). 80 percent of participants reported feeling part of a team and staying out of trouble. These results resonate with literature about building resilience against crime.
 
Collaboration: Cooperating and communicating with other actors, such as GKEPF and local communities, as far back as 2019, gave rise to the notion of implementing a youth sports project. These diverse actors brokered access to youth, opening the door for our initial, formative research (focus groups), and later, the use of SenseMaker® in evaluating emergent outcomes.
 
Learning: Prior research and our own data guided us in designing a project that would dampen risks and amplify resilience factors against crime. The resilience factors became the project’s implementation logic and framework for evaluating outcomes. Project design decisions were not determined prior to implementation but developed in line with (ongoing) evidence and lived experiences from the field.
 
Adaptation: SenseMaker® research further alerted us to possible risks, such as participants sharing stories about feeling overly competitive. These are the stories we had to “dampen” through changing our approach so that participants felt less competitive and more collaborative. Research findings and the reflections they prompted amongst all actors are being shared with coaches and project leaders to help them focus on bolstering resilience factors whilst mitigating risks.
 
CLA made our project relevant, responsive, realistic, culturally diverse, and crucially, evidence-based (many similar initiatives tend to rely on anecdotes and/or unstructured data).

	Factors: Enabling Conditions:
Trust between collaborators: GKEPF represented nine powerful private and community-owned PAs and their owners were well-known and trusted in target communities. Furthermore, WWF South Africa had partnered with GKEPF in the past, and a robust, dependable partnership was already in the making. 

Working in and with communities takes time and should not even be attempted if communities are not on board or not fully aware of what every aspect of the proposed project entails. We had enough time and space for dialogue and consultation. 

Embedded CLA values: The Khetha program has operated on the principles of learning and adaptive management since its inception in 2018. It therefore came naturally to us to apply CLA approaches in the sports project, and GKEPF was open to experimenting with CLA approaches. 

Being comfortable with a degree of ambiguity: Within our team and in discussions with USAID/Southern Africa, the “so what?” question was regularly asked, but could not be answered immediately. Formative research gave us hints, but we had to wait about a year before harnessing the power of SenseMaker® stories. As we collected more data and compiled reports, the question became easier to answer.

Having a progressive funding partner that encourages learning, innovation, rigor, experimentation, and adaptation.
 
Challenges:
Using a sophisticated research instrument like SenseMaker® is time-consuming, cognitively taxing, and relatively expensive (around $16,000 to develop a question framework from scratch, although it can be used repeatedly without much additional costs). Those that think CLA approaches are “fluffy” are not doing it right! CLA approaches, by design, require commitment, effort, creativity, financial resources, time, patience, tolerance for uncertainty, and good old-fashioned grit! Ensure research costs are budgeted in from the start. and explain to partners that their participation in CLA activities (such as participating in surveys themselves) are vital components of their project deliverables.


