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Since the early 2000s, tourism has become vital to African economies. In 2019, the tourism 
industry in Africa employed over 24 million people and generated an income of $169 billion—
about 7% of Africa’s total GDP, roughly the size of Côte d’Ivoire’s and Kenya’s combined 
economies.1 Ecotourism, described as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the 
environment and improves the well-being of the local people,”2 has been the fastest-growing 
sector of the industry during this period. It has brought large-scale risks as well as opportunities, 
becoming both a blessing and a curse in terms of sustainability and development of local 
communities. 

As a development tool, ecotourism has enabled East African countries to capitalize natural 
resources by creating previously nonexistent revenue streams and sources of employment, 
promoting local micro-businesses, increasing awareness of local cultures, and incentivizing legal 
and economic structures for conservation efforts. However, there has been a price to pay in 
terms of environmental degradation, uneven benefit distribution among stakeholders, 
disturbance of habitats and species, and increasing risks of labor exploitation. 

COVID-19 created an unprecedented crisis in 2020 for the tourism industry in Africa and 
worldwide. In Kenya, while hundreds of millions of dollars in revenues and over a million jobs 
were being lost, ecotourism businesses had to react to find a way of surviving such a crisis. For 
Savannah Discovery Kenya (SDK), part of this process involved getting financing from European 

 
1 Olivier Monnier, “A Ticket to Recovery: Reinventing Africa’s among fastestIndustry”, International Finance Corporation, 
May 2021. Retrieved from 
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/news_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/news+and+events/news/reinven
ting-africa-tourism  
2 The International Ecotourism Society. 
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investment funds. What this experience meant to the person in charge of this mission, and 
perhaps to the whole institution, can be summarized in the following words: 

Seriously? I’m having this conversation about what is best for a Masaai community in Kenya, 
with six rich, white men, half of whom are billionaires? So, there I am, an African woman, 
who looks Asian, in the Board room surrounded by only white men, overlooking the beautiful 
lake in Zurich, desperately guzzling down my coffee and preparing myself to facilitate the 
next session: “the impact aspirations for the next 5 years.” I remember the words of my CEO: 
“it’s up to you and me in there, Sara, to land this critical impact discussion.” More like 
negotiation! I close my eyes and imagine myself back in the Masaai Mara, surrounded by the 
beautiful landscape, watching the giraffes knock heads in their clumsy manner, the warthogs 
backing into their holes in the ground and the warm savannah sun striking down on my face, 
“this is what we’re doing this for” I think to myself. I grab the whiteboard marker and begin.”  

 

Sara was Senior Investment Manager at a part-philanthropy, part-impact investing family office, 
Werdenberg Social Ventures (WSV) (see Exhibit 1), leading the Africa arm from Kenya 
headquarters. Impact investing has become almost ubiquitous in the Kenyan investment 
landscape lately, but the “impact” part is meeting some skepticism, particularly by those like 
Sara, who believe returns sometimes do have to be sacrificed to make an impact first. Since 
2016, WSV has been an active investor in SDK (see Exhibit 2), an ecotourism company that 
provides intentionally impactful high-end safaris in Kenya while using the proceeds to create 
lasting influence on local communities. Operating such a model is much more challenging and 
expensive than running a traditional “non-eco” tourism business. 

SDK was founded by Sigmund Pedersen, a quirky Norwegian in his 60s who walks around with a 
binder full of loose papers and rolled up maps of the Mara. He is the kind of man who sits in the front 
seat of a safari car and gets into deep conversations with the Masaai guide on the latest health 
development of her niece. Sigmund set up SDK in 1998, investing most of his life savings, with the 
intention of committing the remainder of his professional years to helping create sustainable, 
dignified livelihoods for the Masaai community (see Exhibit 3), protecting this precious ecosystem, 
and educating the international community on the inextricable link between responsible tourism 
and protecting vital landscapes for future generations.  

In SDK, Sigmund imbued all his personal ideologies: the company was committed to impact first, 
was centered on environmental conservation, and set up a foundation that invested directly in 
the local communities surrounding all his camps. His camps were all ecofriendly (e.g., solar-
powered, food waste going into compost used to feed their gardens, and no single-use plastic). 
He received numerous awards for this, and 90% of his company was local. His CEO and COO both 
were local Kenyans, his camp managers were locals, and some of the Masaai guides were 
women. Today, Sigmund spends 60% of his time working on the SDK Foundation and its projects, 
all focused on conservation in the Mara and the empowerment of local Masaai communities. 
Their current project is helping set up a Wildlife Training College in the Mara, which will train 
200 students per year in various tourism and conservation careers with a mandate to have 60% 
women. SDK had committed that a share of their topline revenues would always go to the 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A
bs

tr
ac

t f
or

 p
ro

m
ot

io
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.
 F

ul
l v

er
si

on
 a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 w

w
w

.ie
se

pu
bl

is
hi

ng
.c

om



Savannah Discovery Kenya E-240-E 

 

  

IESE Business School-University of Navarra 3 

foundation, so Sigmund and his team were inspired, in addition to being financially successful, 
to doing “well to do good.” Sigmund also sits on the board of the Masaai Mara Wildlife 
Conservancy Association.3  

SDK has four camps in Kenya, three of which are based in the conservancy, Ol Kinyei, near the 
Masaai Mara National Park. Humans have to drive on the bumpy dirt road from Ol Kinyei to get 
to the National Park, while animals roam freely and often find a safe haven in Ol Kinyei given the 
shorter grass, better ecology and, if they are as selective as humans, the fewness of safari cars.  

Despite successful cases such as Sigmund’s in making tourism eco-friendly, there are still skeptic 
voices who question whether negative effects on the environment are actually inherent to the 
tourism industry.4  

The last thing I would ever invest in is a safari tourism business. These companies bring 
masses to the national park, charging $150 for a day of exploring. This means thousands of 
cars driving throughout the park, putting their harmful fuel in the air, blocking animals from 
their regular migratory routes, creating disturbances, destroying the ground, and millions of 
small animal life, under their tires and even disrupting big ‘events’ like the great wildebeest 
migration, said an ecology expert at Frankfurt Zoological Society.  

The national park model is different from the conservancy model. In the former, land is owned 
and managed by the government, while in the latter, it belongs to private owners, mostly Mara 
community members, who lease it to private companies (see Exhibit 4). Given the dramatic 
record of corruption cases in Kenya, the conservancy model is often seen as a necessary 
alternative to conservation efforts. Though conservancies have so far proven to work quite 
successfully and great impact has been achieved, there is no absolute certainty that they will 
last for generations, given that their existence depends on the current legislation. 

Conservancies now hold 65% of Kenya’s wildlife that is outside national parks, including some of 
the most endangered species, such as 72% of the white rhino population, 45% of the black rhino, 
and 90% of the global populations of Grevy’s zebra.5 They also have some of the highest densities 
of lion, cheetah, and wild dogs in Kenya; in Masaai Mara alone, the conservancies hold up to 
25% of Kenya’s wildlife. Since animals can migrate naturally between the national parks and the 
adjacent conservancies, the more the conservancies invest in their biodiversity protection, the 
more animals will migrate to this area. “Competition is good, even for national parks. If 
government is not held accountable for the way they protect their National Parks, and just see 
it as a ‘cash cow’ for park entry fees, they will destroy this national gem,” said a member of the 
conservancy association.  

Ol Kinyei Conservancy relies heavily on tourism; landowners have agreed to lease their land to a 
few tourism partners, SDK being a key one (see Exhibit 4). 

Being a guide in the conservancy is so different from being in the National Park (see Exhibit 4). 
We are allowed to drive anywhere, not just on the main path, so we can chase a predator when 
it’s hunting an animal and get a front row seat in nature. There are also so many more animals 

 
3 MMWCA was established in 2013 as an umbrella body for the Mara conservancies. It plays an important role in advocating 
the Maasai communities’ and conservancies’ interests and serves as a joint platform for landowners and tourists on 
regional and national levels.  
4 Brian Mullis., “The Growth Paradox: Can Tourism Ever Be Sustainable?”, World Economic Forum, August 2017. Retrieved 
from: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/08/the-growth-paradox-can-tourism-ever-be-sustainable/  
5 Kenya Wildlife Conservancies Association.  
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