
46 47

travelzone

The untouristed Sioma 
Ngwezi in the Sisheke 
Chiefdom of south-west 
Zambia is a place few 
people have ever heard 
of, much less explored. 
In two Land Cruisers, 
STEPHEN CUNLIFFE 
joined members of the 
Sisheke Conservation 
Project (SCP) on a 
ground reconnaissance 
of this unfamiliar and 
fragile conservation 
area. Their exploratory 
foray proved both 
entertaining and 
enlightening, with 
the team journeying 
deep inside hitherto 
uncharted territory to 
unlock Sioma’s secrets.

Out Of
the Ashes
Journeying to the Sisheke Chiefdom, Zambia

LEFT: In the Sisheke Chiefdom, years of 
war have left the ecosystem in tatters, 
exacerbated by agricultural activity to 
sustain poor village communities.



48 49

travelzone

Sandwiched between the Zambezi 
and Kwando rivers, Sioma Ngwezi’s 
5 276 square kilometres make up 
Zambia’s third-largest reserve, yet it is 
almost unknown, even within Zambia. 
It was this complete lack of credible 
information about the area that drew 
my Sisheke Conservation Project (SCP) 
colleagues and me to investigate this 
long-neglected national park.

Taking a couple of fully kitted Cruisers 
into an unknown wilderness to discover 
its hidden charms and, hopefully, 
unearth untapped ecotourism potential, 
was an intoxicating prospect.

In 2011, the savannah grassland 
and miombo woodland dominated 
park – along with its surrounding 
West Zambezi Game Management 
Area – was incorporated into the 
Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier 
Conservation Area (KAZA TFCA) covering 
444 000 square kilometres. Spanning 
five countries and amalgamating 37 
previously separated reserves, the KAZA 
TFCA is as magnificent as it is audacious: 
a gigantic and continuous conservation 
area 15 times larger than the Serengeti 
ecosystem and equivalent in size to 
Sweden. Home to an estimated quarter 
of a million elephant (half the remaining 
population in Africa), this iconic Peace 
Park aims to restore age-old migration 
routes within Africa’s newest and largest 
cross-border conservation initiative.

Sioma’s inclusion in this new 
megapark – as well as its fortuitous 
location on the ancient Chobe-Kafue 
migration corridor – might just 
be the much-needed catalyst for 
this historically undeveloped and 
long-neglected reserve to finally start 
clawing its way out of world obscurity.

LARGE HUMAN FOOTPRINT
Approaching Zambia via the Caprivi, 
we crossed the border at the newly 
opened Singalamwe tourist facility. 
Situated a frog’s hop from the Kwando 
River, the friendly KAZA Tourist Facility 
was the antithesis of the Wenela border 
post (at Katima), providing hassle-free 
access directly into Sioma Ngwezi 
National Park. Driving away from the 

1. Water, water everywhere, which bodes well for wildlife rehabilitation.  /  2. A group of locals are intrigued by 
modern technology.  /  3. A pack of wild dogs was spotted.  /  4. SCP officials used Cruisers to investigate the park.  /   
5. Antelope species abound.  /  6. There are signs of human activity throughout.  /  7. Camping at Katuli Pools.  /   
8. The KAZA TFCA spans five countries.  /  9. Human settlement is a reality for Sioma Ngwezi.
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shiny new offices on the Zambian side, 
a meandering two-track traced the 
edge of the Kwando floodplain towards 
Imusho village.

Our first impressions of Sioma were 
far from favourable. Desperately poor 
villages surrounded by cultivated fields 
and marauding cattle lined the Kwando 
riverbank, revealing a worryingly large 
human footprint inside the national 
park. Wildlife had all but vanished. 
A dilapidated road infrastructure within 
the park necessitated our sticking to 
the sandy two-tracks that ricocheted 
between riverside villages, dodging 
Scotch carts as we went. 

From Imusho we found a route 
heading north-east, cutting through the 
heart of the park. All signs of humanity 
evaporated as soon as we left the river. 
Driving through a parched landscape 
of homogenous woodland where 

TRAVEL ADVISORY

 Vehicle preparation: Our convoy 
consisted of a 1998 Toyota Land 
Cruiser 100GX and a 1999 Land Cruiser 
105GX 4,2 Diesel. Both vehicles were 
fitted with BF Goodrich A/T 285/75/16 
tyres (including two spares), three 
diff-locks and raised with Old Man Emu 
suspension for the heavy-going Kalahari 
sandveld conditions.

We opted not to carry any other 
spares and found genuine Toyota parts 
and competent mechanics were readily 
available in Livingstone as well as 
many of the smaller towns we travelled 
through along the way. However, a 
comprehensive toolkit is always handy.

 Essential gear: At the very least two 
spare wheels, a high-lift jack, spade, 
machete and GPS, as well as proper 
recovery points (front and rear) along 
with tow/snatch straps and/or a winch. 
An air compressor and tyre-pressure 
gauge are invaluable. Also, remember to 
carry plenty of spare fuel and drinking 
water, because if you get into trouble it 
might be some time before anyone finds 
you deep inside the Sioma Ngwezi.

 Documentation pitfalls: Thanks 
to membership of the South African 
Development Community (SADC), 
South African passport holders do not 
require a visa to visit Zambia. Overland 
tourists are automatically granted a 
stay of up to 90 days upon arrival at 
the border. However, make sure your 
passport contains sufficient blank pages 
and is valid for at least six months.

 Border crossings and formalities: 
Namibia-Zambia borders operate 
between 6 am and 6 pm. Overlanders 
have a choice between the Wenela 
border crossing joining Katima Mulilo 
in the Caprivi to Sesheke in Zambia, 
or the new Singalamwe border post. 
Singalamwe is a conveniently located 
KAZA TFCA tourist facility – just north 
of the Kongola police checkpoint on the 
Kwando River – and gives visitors direct, 
hassle-free access to Sioma Ngwezi 
National Park.

All foreign-registered vehicles entering 
Zambia need to pay a R170 (US$20) 
entry fee; R50 Sesheke council tax; R330 
Zambian Revenue Authority fee; and 
R510 for Zambian third-party insurance.

 Medical advice: Overland travellers 
should be inoculated against yellow 
fever and carry their vaccination cards 
with them. This is mandatory for travel to 
and from Zambia. Getting preventative 
jabs for typhoid, tetanus and hepatitis is 
also highly recommended.

Zambia is a malaria area, so purchase 
an effective anti-malarial prophylactic 
such as Malarone before leaving home. 
Overland travel in remote areas demands 
you carry a fully stocked first-aid kit.

 Further information: To find out 
more about the valuable work of the 
Peace Parks Foundation in guiding 
the ambitious KAZA TFCA programme 
and, more specifically, their Sioma 
Ngwezi development project, go to 
www.peaceparks.org. To learn more 
about the Sisheke Chiefdom and gain 
a better understanding of the recently 
implemented Sisheke Conservation 
Project, have a look at www.sisheke.com.

 Where to stay: There are currently 
no tourist facilities within Sioma Ngwezi 
National Park and visitors need to be 
totally self-sufficient when exploring this 
remote and untouristed wilderness area. 
The wild camping at Katuli Pools is on a 
par with the finest anywhere in Africa.

Tucked away on the west bank of the 
river, Mutemwa Lodge boasts not only 
premier accommodation but also the 
ultimate in hospitality on the upper 
Zambezi. Gavin and Penny Johnson 
own and manage this idyllic riverside 
camp, which caters for 12 guests in 
en-suite tents atop teak decks. Go to 
www.mutemwa.co.za for more.

Ten kilometres upstream of 
Mutemwa, Kabula Tiger Lodge and 
Campsite provides affordable and 
comfortable reed-wall chalets or 
camping facilities to overlanders who 
are keen to catch a tiger. Check out  
www.kabulalodge.com.

nothing moved, we began to wonder 
what the hell we had signed on for with 
this Sioma Ngwezi mission. Apart from 
the ubiquitous moisture-loving flies 
that descended in droves as soon as we 
stopped, there were few signs of life in 
these deserted woodlands.

HOPE FOR THE wILdLIFE
So it was a huge relief when a regal roan 
bull suddenly galloped across the road 
just ahead of the lead Cruiser. With the 
sun sinking lower and the temperature 
mellowing, duiker and kudu started to 
pop up alongside the track. It was an 
encouraging sign, although there was  

no disputing the fact that game was 
thin on the ground in the southern and 
eastern sectors of the park.

While researching Sioma Ngwezi 
ahead of our expedition, I read up 
on the park’s history and, as we 
drove through the eerily quiet bush, I 
understood that we were witnessing the 
aftermath of a decades-long abuse of its 
wildlife and exploitation of its resources. 
Long the refuge and larder for a 
succession of guerrilla armies fighting 
bush wars in neighbouring Namibia 
and Angola, my early impression was 
that not much wildlife had survived 
this ruthless purging. Over the years 

SWAPO, UNITA, Angolan refugees and 
local Lozi poachers have all abused 
the park to assuage their hunger and 
supplement their livelihoods. Even 
today, the long-mistreated Sioma 
Ngwezi continues to face many 
challenges, with human settlement, 
illegal timber harvesting and annual 
veld burning compounding the 
poaching problems within the park.

Although the Zambian Wildlife 
Authority personnel stationed at 
Sioma Ngwezi have traditionally 
been ill equipped, poorly trained and 
lacking in motivation to confront the 
poaching pandemic, all this seems 

ABOVE: There are no accommodation 
facilities in the park. A tree next to a 
pool provides an ideal backdrop for 
getting close to nature.

The KAZA TFCA is as magnificent as it is audacious: 
a gigantic and continuous conservation area 15 
times larger than the Serengeti ecosystem and 
equivalent in size to Sweden
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set to change – courtesy of a generous 
R25 million grant from the German KfW 
development bank for the Peace Parks 
Foundation to rejuvenate the park. 
Opening up to intrepid 4x4 enthusiasts 
in search of adventure in unmapped 
wilderness, Sioma is seemingly ready to 
shake off its reputation as a poachers’ 
haven and I’m not alone in hoping 
that this might just be the catalyst that 
triggers the park’s renaissance.

As our Land Cruiser slid through the 
soft sand of a tight corner, a sudden 
screech of brakes snapped me from 
my musings. I did a double take and 
rubbed my eyes: a pack of 17 African wild 
dogs blocked the way. The alpha male 
immediately jumped up and trotted 
towards the vehicles with a low rumbling 
growl. After a good sniff, he decided the 
strange mechanical beasts posed no 
threat and returned to his pack; soon the 
seven pups re-emerged from a burrow 
and began romping around their termite 
mound den. 

It was an exquisite sighting of one 
of the continent’s most endangered 
mammals: a highly prized reward for any 
wildlife enthusiast.

Based at the Katuli Pools for the bulk 
of our reconnaissance, we explored the 
full extent of the drivable roads within 
the north-west sector of Sioma as well as 
reconnoitring part of the neighbouring 
West Zambezi Game Management 
Area (GMA). During our wanderings, 
we came across a surprising variety of 
wild herbivores: giraffe, eland, sable, 
roan, kudu, tsessebe, reedbuck, impala, 
duiker, steenbok and warthog. The 
herds tended to be relatively small and 
skittish but, against all odds, game had 
survived in Sioma.

On our last night in the park, camping 
below an enormous African ebony 
alongside one of the perennial Katuli 
Pools, the wild dogs graced us with their 
presence once more. Sitting next to a 
campfire watching 10 thirsty canines 
noisily gulp down water by the light of 
the full moon was an incredibly moving 
experience that forced me to concede 
the story of Sioma was not one of doom 
and gloom but one of hope, survival 
against all odds and unbridled optimism 
for the future.

Undeniably a key component of the 
KAZA TFCA, Sioma Ngwezi National 
Park remains a remote region caught 
in a conundrum: its greatest asset 

is its untrammelled wilderness feel, 
but the future of its wildlands and 
beleaguered wildlife depends upon 
an increased tourist presence on the 
ground. Although Sioma is barely on 
the map, even for intrepid Land Cruiser 
enthusiasts, its overlander and wildlife 
potential is beyond dispute. 

Reflecting on our adventures later,  
I allowed myself to dream – and believe 
– that a brighter future finally awaits this 
hitherto ignored national park.  

Apart from 
the ubiquitous 
moisture-loving flies 
that descended in 
droves, there were few 
signs of life in these 
deserted woodlands
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TOP: Crossing wetlands is par for the 
course. ABOVE: The Sisheke District 
forms part of the KAZA TFCA, spanning 
five countries.


