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Abstract

Globally, there has been a gradual realisation of the potential of caves in attracting tourists. Zimbabwe has a rich
heritage of caves, with the Chirorodziva.! The caves in Chinhoyi are the most prominent. Currently, the
conservation and management of the Chirorodziva Caves are in the hands of the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife
Authority. This authority is the sole beneficiary of proceeds from Cave Tourism around Chirorodziva Caves,
relegating local communities to spectators. However, the critical question for this paper, therefore, is what insights
can be derived from a mere festival around the Caves, such as Chirorodziva Festival, to point at opportunities for
local community and park authorities' partnership in both conservation and management benefit sharing from
Chirorodziva Cave Tourism. Study findings indicate that caves are very important to tourism if properly
harnessed, as they will improve the social and economic well-being of the host community and also contribute to
the conservation of biodiversity and the environment. The findings from this study are essential in fuelling the
discourse on cave tourism and drawing relevant authorities’ attention to the need to accentuate and exploit the
potential posed by Chinhoyi Caves as an alternative tourism resource for both management and local community
benefit.
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1. Introduction

Globally, there has been a gradual realisation of the potential of caves in attracting tourists. Zimbabwe has a rich
heritage of caves, with the Chirorodziva.? Caves in Chinhoyi are the most prominent ones. Currently, conservation
and management of the Chirorodziva Caves are in the hands of Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Authorities. This
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authority is the sole beneficiary of proceeds from Cave Tourism around Chirorodziva Caves, relegating local
communities to spectators. However, the critical question for this paper is therefore what insights can be derived
from a mere festival around the Caves, such as Chirorodziva Festival, to point at opportunities for local
community and park authorities' partnership in both conservation and management benefit sharing from
Chirorodziva Cave Tourism.

2. Literature Review (Section Heading)

Globally, there has been a gradual realisation of the potential of caves in attracting tourists (see Dowling et al.,
2018; Olafsdéttir, R., & Tverijonaite, 2018; Buonincontri et al., 2021). Ghazi et al (2021) posit that caves, if
properly harnessed, have the potential to rapidly increase social, economic and environmental benefits to the host
community. As tourism resources, the mobilising power of caves lies in their intrinsic values of scientific,
recreational, aesthetic and cultural values (see Benedetto et al., 2021). These natural landscapes are found
fascinating and valuable by Cave Tourists.

Despite being home to many caves such as Terry’s Cave in Chimanimani (Manicaland Province), Inanke Cave,
Pomongwe Cave, Gulumbahwe Cave, Bambata Cave, Nwatugi Cave, Silozwane Cave (all in Matobo Hills,
Bulawayo), Domboshava Caves, Big Cave, Makumbe Caves (all in Harare Province), Chamavaza Cave
(Mutirikwe, Masvingo), Ruchesa Caves (Mutoko), and Dengani Cave (Masvingo), among others, the
phenomenon that is Cave Tourism has remained under-theorised in the Zimbabwean context. However, studies
conducted elsewhere indicate that Cave Tourism is fast becoming increasingly important to tourism development
(see Chiarini et al., 2022; Yonathan et al., 2025; Kusuma et al., 2025; Fernandez-Cortes et al., 2025). The problem
is not only confined to Zimbabwe. Literature posits that the significance of most caves for tourism development
and community benefit, especially in developing countries, has remained unexplored (see Oguamanam &
Nwankwo, 2015).

The significance of caves in natural resource conservation and tourism development has remained undervalued
and untheorised. This reluctance to embrace cave tourism comes despite statistics showing that Cave Tourism
pulls approximately 250 million tourists every year with an estimated expenditure of USD 2 billion, apart from
providing employment to 200,000 people and generating a total household income of USD 100 million per year
(see Muna, 2025). However, other countries have been quick to realise the potential of cave tourism for both
conservation purposes and community benefit. Countries such as Brazil, Russia, Indonesia, and Australia have
increasingly taken deliberate steps to harness the potential of cave tourism as part of broader geotourism and
nature-based tourism strategies (see Farsani, Coelho & Costa, 2020; Garofano & Govoni, 2021; Newsome,
Dowling & Leung, 2021). In these contexts, cave tourism has been integrated into national and regional tourism
development frameworks, with emphasis placed on conservation, visitor management, and community
participation.

Although local communities are the very key providers of goods and services to the tourism sector, they have
not derived sufficient benefits from the development of tourism. This was mainly ascribed to the lack of adequate
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involvement of locals in the mainstream development of tourism. This disconnection promoted environmentally
and socially unsustainable tourism development based on unsound management practices.

During the 1950s and 1960s, community development emerged as a key approach to rural development,
particularly in the context of decolonisation and nation-building across many developing countries. The United
Nations played a central role in promoting this approach as a means of fostering local participation and self-
reliance (United Nations, 2020). Early development models were often criticised for creating dependency among
local populations; as a result, participatory approaches were advanced to empower communities and involve them
in decision-making processes (Chambers, 2017; Mansuri & Rao, 2013).

Recent scholarship continues to emphasise that top-down planning approaches tend to marginalise local voices
and limit the effectiveness of development interventions. Consequently, sustainable development is increasingly
understood as requiring inclusive, bottom-up processes that position local communities as key stakeholders in
planning and implementation (World Bank, 2020; Altinok, 2024).

During the late 1960’s, USAID and UN started promoting community participation so as to achieve community
involvement in decision-making, program implementation, sharing the benefits of development and evaluating
the programs (Stephens et al., 2025). This is done in a bid to balance power and reassert local community views
against those of developers and /or local authority, as alluded to by Tlhapiso, and Stephens (2020). It, however,
did not work as expected since it was theoretical and lacked practical application.

The concept of Community Based Tourism has now become the order of the day, the subject of conversation
and centre of attraction in the tourism realms, with its promotion a collective responsibility. ZTA has noted that
several creative and innovative packages of the tourism product that take into account local culture and
community involvement can be developed. Hence, tourism planning and development should involve all sectors
of the community to be able to produce something efficient based on political, economic, social and environmental
issues.

2.1 Policies, Initiatives, Institutes and Their Frameworks towards CBT

In Zimbabwe, many initiatives were put in place to encourage CBT countrywide. These include: (AGRO-
TOURISM) Agricultural Tourism, (CAMPFIRE) Communal Areas management Programme for Indigenous
Resources, (CBTE) Community Based Tourism Enterprise, (CITES) Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species, (COMESA) Commercial Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, (MTP) Medium Term
Plan, (SEDCO) Small Enterprise Development Commission, (ST-EP) Sustainable Tourism Eliminating Poverty,
(STEP) Sustainable Tourism Enterprises Promotion, (STEP) Short Term Economic Recovery Programme,
(ZCBTA) Zimbabwe Cross Boarder Traders Association, (ZIMASSET) Zimbabwe Agenda for Sustainable
Socio-Economic Transformation, Pro-Poor Tourism and Broad-Based Tourism among others.

2.2 The beneficiary aspect of CBTs
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Tourism is simultaneously portrayed as culturally destructive, undermining social norms and economics,
dehumanising, stripping communities of individuality and independence, and as a saviour of the marginalised
sects, providing opportunities and economic benefits, promoting social interaction and exchange and upgrading
of living standards.

Community participation level of control, ownership or influence in tourism appears to be closely linked to the
upgrading of living standards and other benefits from tourism to that same community (Suriyankietkaew et al.,
2025).

A community’s sense of ownership, feeling of responsibility and practical involvement in tourism has since
been heralded by researchers and practitioners as key to the sustainability of tourism and of great importance to
planners, managers and operators (Jackson, 2025; Abreu et al., 2025).

According to Simpsons et al. (2018), one of CBT's defining principles is the transfer of benefits to a community
regardless of location, instigation, and size, level of wealth, involvement, ownership and control.

To distribute benefits to a community, the tourism initiative need not always involve the community in any
ownership rights, tenure or control of the initiatives (Ramaano, 2025). Ideally, community participation, control
or level of ownership should be aimed for, if only to ensure delivery of the appropriate share and type of benefits
to the relevant community (Dolezal, & Novelli, 2022).

2.3 Barriers to the success of CBTIs

Carlisle et al (2013) listed several constraints that hinder community involvement in tourism operations through
the proposed CBTIs. The challenges include those that hinder participation success in various ways, and also
those that hinder the benefit of the intended beneficiaries (in this case, the locals).

2.3.1 Lack of Human and financial capital in the communities

Financial capital is critical for the poor to be able to expand informal sector activities within tourism. Poor
entrepreneurs have generated their own capital over time by starting small and reinvesting profits over several
years. However, communities often lack the required capital and skills to manage and run their own tourism
ventures.

2.3.2 Locals’ involvement in Planning

Mostly, the local communities lack the right to negotiate directly with tourism companies. In this instance, the
representing government authorities can promote their interests instead of promoting the local communities. For
instance, control over planning approval can be used to require or encourage investors’ commitments to benefiting
local communities.

2.3.4 Lack of transparency
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Transparency and collective accountability hinder the accountability of revenues gained. In most cases,
transparency is an exception rather than a rule (Havadi & Espinosa, 2020). This makes funds vulnerable to abuse
by those in power, the likes of the rural district council and project/initiative organisers, and may result in the
intended beneficiaries not benefiting, and the overall aim of alleviating poverty will be unmet.

2.3.5 Inter-community conflicts

Inter-community conflicts are mostly a result of one community perceiving that other communities in the
tourism venture are benefiting more than it. For example, the Mkupane and Mqgobela communities under
ADMADE in Botswana found themselves in growing conflict. According to Mokgalo, and Musikavanhu (2019),
the conflicts were a result of the Mkupane community feeling isolated from what they saw as benefits,
predominantly economic, flowing from the Rock tail bay lodge to the Mqobela community, sidelining them.

2.4 Developing a Recognised CBT Brand

Significant investments of money and time are required to develop and maintain CBT. This means that CBT is
often more expensive than comparable tourism products. Recognition of the integrity of the CBT brand is essential
if it is to stand out from the competition.

2.4.1 Marketing CBT

CBT practitioners are mainly the less privileged people without the knowledge, skills and resources to plan and
implement marketing activities (Dolezal & Novelli, 2020). This reduces their influence over the type and volume
of their guests (Tosun, 2021). Some groups are struggling to attract guests, like the Thai CBT, while visitor
volume in other communities is exceeding the capacity of CBT groups to manage (Scheyvens & Biddulph, 2022).
A greater risk is that the volume of visitors could exceed ‘Carrying Capacities’, causing negative impacts to local
cultures and environments (Gdssling, 2021). The most iconic caves in Zimbabwe are the mythical Chinhoyi
Caves. One legend after the other have been told of these caves.

2.5 Brief history of Chinhoyi Caves
The picture below shows the entrance to the caves.

Figure 1.1 Chinhoyi caves

276



Journal of Tourism Quarterly Research Article

ISSN 2689-2294 (Online) 2026, 8 (4), 272-294

Source: Great Zimbabwe Guide

The Chinhoyi Caves are located in Chinhoyi (Mashonaland West Province, 128 km from Harare along the
Harare-Chirundu highway). The caves are located very close to the main highway, 9 km out of Chinhoyi. Since
1955, the Chirorodziva Caves have been designated as a National Park and managed by the Zimbabwe Parks and
Wildlife Management Authority. The traditional name for Chinhoyi Caves is "Chirorodziva", which means the
"Pool of the Fallen".

Frederick Selous is credited with having discovered the Chinhoyi Caves in 1887. However, there were many
who already knew of the Caves and saw them either as a place to admire or fear. More so, there had been local
communities around the caves for centuries. The caves have been made famous not only for their splendour but
also by myth and legend.

The area around Chinhoyi Caves used to be inhabited by the Leya and Kore Kore communities. The area was
very fertile and was used for agricultural and pastoral purposes as well as for hunting (Makoni et al., 2018). The
caves not only supplied a reliable and permanent source of clean water, but also offered a measure of security
against infrequent Nguni and Ndebele raids for much of the nineteenth century (Kwashirai, ibid).

The caves also fulfilled another crucial role as a cultural and religious centre for Mukwerera.®. The area’s
Rambotemwa* could only be exploited with political and religious sanction. The consumption, conservation and
management of woodland resources such as fruit, firewood, medicinal plants, timber and wildlife were regulated
by taboos and traditional practices (Makuvaza, 2020). Several environmental features, such as caves, trees, rocks,
mountains and pools, were declared holy and conserved. Societies, social conformity and religious sanctions
fostered compliance with natural resource management regimes (see Chipungu et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the
internal logic of the myth was species conservation.

The dawn of colonisation in 1890 resulted in the Leya and Kore Kore being dispossessed of their land and
being relocated to the Zvimba Reserves. In 1900, the caves were designated and gazetted as a future national park.
The development of the caves area as a tourist attraction centre began in earnest in 1917. From a sacred site, they

3 Rain-making ceremony
4 Sacred Forests
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were transformed into a tourist attraction. Indigenous civilisation in Chinhoyi District was dismissed as ‘pagan
and barbaric’ and swept aside.

The aura of the caves has been heightened by the myths and legends around the caves.

2.5.1 Myth Making Around The Chinhoyi Caves

One legend that surrounds the Caves, and inspires their name, involves Chinhoyi, a Headman who defeated
and killed the Nyamakwere outlaws. They used the Caves as their stronghold and murdered many victims by
throwing them into the Silent Pool. After defeating the outlaws, Chinhoyi became a Mashona Chief who used the
Caves to keep his people safe from raiding tribes like the Ndebele. Oral tradition has it that until a few years ago,
one could even come across the remains of Chief Chinhoyi’s grain bins in some of the Caves’ underground
passageways.

Traditionally, the Chinhoyi Caves are called “Chirorodziva”, which means the “Pool of the Fallen”. The name,
it’s believed, was inspired by an incident involving the Nguni Tribe in the 1830s. While moving northwards, the
Tribe surprised a group of Shona tribe heroes, who were living near the Caves. The Nguni raiders flung them to
their deaths, inspiring the oral tradition that whispers of the bones of the fallen that are believed to still cover the
bottom of the Pool can still be heard. Figure 1.2 depicts the sleeping pool in the Chinhoyi Caves.

Source: Zimbabwe Travel

The caves consist of a system of tunnels and caverns, which have been referred to as “dying” in that they are
slowly collapsing. One such case of a collapse is the main feature of the Caves, called the Wonder Hole, which
is actually a large cavern with a collapsed roof. Figure 1.3 depicts the Wonder Hole.

Source: Zimbabwe Travel
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The 150-foot walls of the Wonder Hole drop vertically down to the Sleeping Pool, which is filled with water
of an unbelievable blue and crystal clear. Incredibly, the water of the Pool defies meteorological logic, staying at
a constant temperature of 22 degrees Celsius — every single day (ZIMPARKS, 2018). Legend has it that a visitor
cannot successfully throw a stone across the Pool, as the sacred spirits who watch over the Pool will catch it and
bestow a curse upon the person who threw it. Several underwater passages lead from the Sleeping Pool, but so
far, all of the passages that have been explored have led back to the main Pool (Kwashirai, ibid).

The Caves are a geographical spectacle and one of Zimbabwe’s best-kept tourism secrets.

3. PROBLEM STATEMENT

Zimbabwe has a rich heritage of caves as potential tourist attractions. However, the increasing interest in caves
as a form of alternative tourism has raised issues of sustainability. The sustainability of caves as a tourist attraction
anywhere in the world depends on efforts made to conserve these resources, and the best conservationists are the
people who live in and around the caves. Nevertheless, the incentive for these communities in conserving caves
for either nature or adventure tourism has remained unexplored. The critical question for this paper is: What
insights can be derived from a mere festival around the Caves, such as the Chirorodziva Calabash Festival, to
point at opportunities for local communities and park authorities' partnership in both conservation management
and benefit sharing from Chirorodziva Cave Tourism?

Currently, conservation and management of the Chirorodziva caves are in the hands of the Zimbabwe National
Parks and Wildlife Management Authorities, and this authority is the sole beneficiary of proceeds from cave
tourism around Chirorodziva, relegating local communities to spectators. This paper draws insights from the
Chinhoyi University of Technology-pioneered Chirorodziva Calabash Festival to explore how local communities
in Chinhoyi may be provided with an opportunity to earn a living by playing host to Cave Tourists targeting
Chirorodziva Caves.

4. Methodology

The qualitative research method was used to conduct the study. In order to comprehend insights that can be
derived from a mere festival around the Caves, such as Chirorodziva Festival, to point at opportunities for local
community and park authorities' partnership in both conservation and management benefit sharing from
Chirorodziva Cave Tourism, the study adopted an interpretive research philosophy. The rationale behind the
adoption of the philosophy was that knowledge is construed from stakeholders’ perspectives, which are by nature
qualitative (Zukauskas et al., 2018). Asiamah et al. (2017) and Ames (2019) are of the view that in a qualitative
study, both descriptive and interpretive positions are legitimate and often overlap. As such, reality is best
accomplished within a natural setting where the researcher is deeply engaged with the phenomenon of interest
and where nothing is taken for granted (Smith et al., 2009). Interpretation thus depends on what the respondent
says and the researcher’s meaning-making (Wilson, 2015). An exploratory research design was adopted. Reiter
(2017) highlights that an exploratory research design is most ideal when dealing with emerging concepts
characterised by a dearth of relevant literature, as the design puts major emphasis on the discovery of new insights
and ideas. Such a methodology is said to be important for the reason that it generates imperative research data
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from respondents’ experiences with a research phenomenon and their perceptions (Rubbin & Babbie, 2001). Data
collected from the primary sources were mainly in-depth interviews, oral tradition and key informants’ interviews.
Content analysis was also used to aid data collection. Data for the study were construed from journal articles,
books, papers and other relevant sources on the research topic, which were reviewed. A Google Scholar search
was conducted for articles that centre on the phenomenon under interrogation. In order to get relevant articles on
the internet, the researcher used the following study focus-related search terms: nature conservation, cave tourism,
and opportunities for local community involvement in cave tourism. Both classical and contemporary literature
were made use of. Generally, the study focused on material published between 2010 and 2026. Several journal
articles were reviewed. Also, the reference lists of studies that were identified by any of the aforementioned
methods were searched for additional relevant studies. A total of 30 articles were utilised. This number is
consistent with content analysis (Nueundorf, 2016; Kripperndorff, 2018). The researcher used themes as a unit of
analysis. The results and discussion of the findings are presented below.

Primary data was also collected at Chinhoyi University during the Chirorodziva Calabash. Data was collected
from 20 stakeholders who took part in the event. The selection process involved the identification of respondents
based on a predetermined criterion that considers those with an understanding of the phenomenon under
investigation (Ames et al., 2019; Noyes et al., 2018). It was the researcher’s role to decide on the suitability and
the relevance of the respondent to the study, as observed in Yuksel and Yildirim (2015). The researcher used open
and closed-ended questions to answer and gather information during interviews and observations were used to
gather information. Information obtained from both primary and secondary sources was used in the analysis and
interpretation of study findings. The people targeted as key informants were purposively selected from exhibitors,
event consumers, and event planners. A thematic approach was used to analyse the data collected. Observation
was used to triangulate findings. In order to bring rigour to findings, pictures were used to aid the discourse.
Patterns and thematic ideas were formed by connecting emerging topics. Field observations were used to
supplement the findings of the study. Data sources, study respondents, and the produced themes were used to
create an educated presentation. The data analysis framework for this study was based on the work of Srivastava
and Hopwood (2009). Using data collected from the field respondents, coding was utilised in order to comprehend
the aspects of the investigation. Coding enabled the researcher to identify themes, subjects, linkages, and discover
similarities and differences in the data provided, allowing them to make more informed decisions. Data-driven
coding methods like selective coding were employed, and the development produced themes and sub-themes that
were articulated to reveal findings

5. Results

Chirorodziva is fundamentally positioned as both a celebration and a cultural intervention that seeks to re-activate
the historical, spiritual, and ecological significance of the Chinhoyi Caves. The findings indicate that the caves
are not merely an attraction but function as a sacred cultural landscape embedded within Shona religious
cosmology. Ritual practices by traditional healers and prophets point to an enduring system of indigenous
environmental governance, where spiritual beliefs historically regulated human interaction with natural resources.
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The establishment of the Chirorodziva Calabash Festival by students from Chinhoyi University of Technology in
2016 represents an attempt to translate this cultural heritage into a contemporary tourism product. However,
beyond its function as a training platform for students, the festival can be analytically understood as a prototype
for integrating intangible cultural heritage into cave tourism management. The 2019 theme, “Hupenyu
muChirorodziva”, explicitly sought to reconstruct lived experiences of the past, thereby packaging memory,
identity, and mythology as part of the visitor experience.

5.1 Key features of the festival

The festival was graced by different stakeholders from different walks of life. Various events were used to further
the double-barrelled event theme of nature and cultural heritage conservation.

5.1.1 Traditional song and dance

Traditional performances functioned as more than entertainment; they acted as mechanisms for cultural
transmission and identity reinforcement. From a tourism development perspective, such performances have the
potential to:

e Enhance visitor experience through cultural immersion
o Create income-generating opportunities for local performers
o Strengthen place identity as a differentiating factor in destination branding

However, feedback from participants highlighted issues of authenticity and localisation, particularly regarding
the use of the Mbende/Jerusalem dance, which is not unique to the Chinhoyi area. This suggests that for such
performances to be institutionalised within cave tourism, curation is required, ensuring that cultural expressions
are both context-specific and representative of local heritage. Without this, performances risk becoming generic
and losing their value as unique cultural assets.

The picture below depicts one of the invited traditional dance groups in action.

Figure 1.5: Mhanyame Primary Traditional Dance Group
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Source: Author

Among the Shona people of Zimbabwe, music and dance play an important role in celebrations and marking life
cycle events such as death, marriage and many others (Mamimine & Enes, 2016). Arts were used as one of the
flows through which cultural appreciation and exchange could take place at the festival. The Traditional Dance
Groups invited (Mhanyame Primary and Hurungwe Traditional Dance Group) were used to remind people that
the caves have a long history of existence. Song and dance have been exploited from time immemorial, similar
to the caves. Thus art was used to communicate verbally and non-verbally to communicate the culture of the
Shona people, particularly those who used to live around the Chinhoyi caves.

Through song and dance, the audience was provided with an umbilical code to connect with the past. Ancient
traditions of song and dance were simulated, including the once-popular Jerusalem dance. The arrival of
missionaries signified the death of Jerusalem dance as it was banned for its sexually suggestive dances (Mamimine
& Enes, 2016). The dancers performed a subtle version of the original dance where boys and girls would form a
circle and take turns to dance in pairs of the opposite sex.

The traditional dance provided interest and excitement to the event. The purpose of the dance was to bring about
an appreciation of culture as well as to bring about a celebratory mood to the event. However, interviewed event
consumers highlighted that although the songs and dances presented were befitting the event running theme, the
Jerusalem/Mbende Dance was not unique to these parts. Seke district was highlighted as the original place of
Jerusalem; there was a need for the arts presenters to offer performances unique to Chinhoyi.

5.1.2 Traditional cuisine

The significance of traditional cuisine within the matrix of the festival was to connect the audience with the past.
The politics of food, besides helping to drive the theme of the event, generally constitute an important aspect of
any event programme in the African context. Such significance can be seen in such adages as “Ukama igasva
unozadziswa nekudya’ or “Totenda maruva tadya chakata”®. Thus, food is used as an important aspect in

5 Life is a bond, its fulfilled by eating.
6 We would be grateful to flowers after eating the fruits.
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determining the success or failure of an event. Interviewees opined that the Traditional Food Pavilion, to some
extent, reconnected them with their roots. The pictures below depict some of the foods on offer.

Figure 1.6: Traditional cuisine on offer (traditional foods used as traditional snacks) (Mutakura, Nzungu,
Masawu, Nyii)

Source: Author

The significance of traditional foods within the matrix of the festival was to connect the audience with the past.
Traditional equipment was used to further the event’s theme. The traditional food pavilion demonstrated strong
potential for linking tourism with local livelihoods. Interview responses suggest that food acted as a cultural bridge,
reconnecting participants with their heritage. Economically, this points to opportunities for:

e Small-scale entrepreneurship (food vendors)
e Value chain development around local agricultural produce
o Destination branding through culinary identity

However, institutionalising this component requires more than periodic festival inclusion. It demands the
development of permanent or semi-permanent food spaces, adherence to hygiene standards, and supply chain
coordination. Without such systems, the economic benefits remain episodic rather than sustained.

5.1.3 Fortune teller

Institutions of fortune tellers fall within the African traditional belief system. Fortune tellers were seen as the
missing link between the living and the dead in the religious cosmology of the people. They would predict the
future of an individual or society. In the religious cosmology, fortune tellers would predict disasters like droughts,
crop failure or such other impending events (Ozioma & Chinwe, 2019). Societies would then react accordingly,
and they would also, together with political leaders, conduct rain-making ceremonies to avert droughts. Hence, it
is from this perspective that fortune tellers had a significant role to play during the Chirorodziva Calabash Festival.
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The inclusion of fortune tellers reflects deeper indigenous environmental ethics, where spiritual beliefs
historically governed conservation practices. These belief systems functioned as informal regulatory mechanisms
that promoted sustainable resource use. These beliefs and taboos formed codes of behaviour that ensured
sustainable natural resource utilisation. Societies, social conformity and religious sanction fostered compliance
with natural resource management regimes. Any violation of these codes of behaviour was said to induce some
disasters such as droughts, famines or diseases (Resource Africa 2002). This suggests that:

o Indigenous knowledge systems can complement formal conservation frameworks
o Cultural beliefs may be leveraged to promote environmental awareness among tourists

However, integrating such elements into tourism requires careful ethical consideration to avoid commodification
or misrepresentation of sacred practices. Their institutionalisation must therefore be guided by community
consent and cultural sensitivity.

5.1.4 Main speaker speech (ZIMPARKS Director)

The speech of the main speaker centred on the role of both society and ZIMPARKS in nature conservation. The
Main Speaker highlighted that “Hupenyu MuChirorodziva” simply points to a certain way of life in and around
Chirorodziva, popularly known as Chinhoyi Caves. In the speech, the main speaker emphasised that even though
Chinhoyi Caves is one of the most attractive sites, as part of a tourism package, they cannot be enjoyed in isolation
but as part of the broader African cultural context. He further went on to say: “Africa is the cradle of mankind
and home to a rich cultural heritage that has evolved over many years. Today, millions of people visit Africa for
its cultural diversity, rich history and many other natural and man-made phenomena. Chirorodziva is not just a
time for celebration, it is also a time for us to remember the less fortunate and to bring happiness into their life.
This is as demanded by UBUNTU, which is core to our culture”.

The central message from the speech was one of cultural and natural resource conservation and community
benefit. For communities to benefit from the proceeds of tourism, they need to be involved. Insights from the
festival indicate there are several ways by which communities may share the benefits of Cave tourism, such as
offering Traditional dances and traditional cuisine.

5.1.5 Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Authority (ZIMPARKS)

The management and administration of Chirorodziva Caves falls within the jurisdiction of ZIMPARKS. As caves
were the main focus of the celebration, it was befitting to have representatives from ZIMPARKS. The
ZIMPARKS tent tried to imitate nature. The representatives outlined how they discharge their duties as the
custodians of nature in its entirety. There is a need to abandon the Fortress Approach to natural resource
conservation. Such an approach results in either total or semi-total marginalisation of traditional institutions,
fomenting conflict, confusion and semi-anarchy. The dangers of the Fortress Approach to natural resource
management can be resolved by a spatial redistribution of the park and community involvement. Based on the
insights, we argue that in order to pursue sound and sustainable natural resource management, there is a need to
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forge a partnership between traditional institutions and modern institutions of governance. Traditional and modern
institutions cannot do without each other. There is a need to take into account the cultural dimension of Natural
Resource management. Responsible authorities in NRM should go the integration route, taking the indigenous
knowledge systems of resource management on board.

Figure 1.7: The picture depicts one of the exhibition tents for ZIMPARKS
Source: Author
5.1.6 Environmental Management Authority (EMA)

The mandate of EMA cuts across boundaries in natural resource conservation, unlike that of ZIMPARKS, which
is mostly confined to designated parks. The presence of EMA together with ZIMPARKS was to emphasise the
importance of natural resources and heritage conservation. EMA’s presence, just like that of parks, emphasised
the importance of conserving natural resources to glean economic opportunities to sustain livelihoods. .

Figure 1.8: The picture depicts one of EMA’s representatives in consultation with one of the event
attendees/Cave Tourists

Source: Author

5.1.7 Econet
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The presence of Econet was to offer a guarantee to tourists that, as a communication provider, they were geared
to connect the event and its consumers to the wider community of the globe. The communication giant was there
to assure tourists that Zimbabwe as a destination is not a remote destination.

5.1.8 Farmers

Figure 1.9: Exhibiting Farmers

Source: Author

The presence of farmers during the festival aided in furthering the theme of “Hupenyu Muchirorodziva”. Their
presence brought to the fore the life of communities around the caves. The area around the caves is said to have
been occupied by the Leya and the Kore Kore, who were both crop producers and pastoralists. The presence of
farmers provided an extension to the event theme. Thus, their presence, besides bringing out the theme of
conservation seem to showcase some of the opportunities that can be exploited as a result of cave tourism.
Community involvement can be a viable option in the packaging and selling of cave tourism in Chinhoyi.

5.1.9 Nyaradzo

The presence of Nyaradzo seems to be symbolic, symbolising the finality of life. Life in the sleeping pools
(Hupenyu Muchirorodziva) celebrated life. However, Nyaradzo acted as a reminder that where there is life, there
is death. Thus, their presence seems to spell the need to conserve and create opportunities, as uncontrolled
resource use could lead to extinction, which in itself signifies finality, just like death. Although specifically to
them, their main purpose was advertising, they seem to have carried symbolic representations in the staging of
the event.

5.1.10 Traditional games

The games on offer included both traditional and modern games. Traditional games like nhodo were used to aid
in visual coordination for the kids, whilst games like pada were there to teach body balancing skills/locomotive
skills. The traditional games were juxtaposed with modern games, such as bull riding, depicted below. The
juxtaposition serves to expose how the same concepts of teaching kids balancing skills have been involved. The
traditional games serve to present how heritage has been conserved over time.

286



Journal of Tourism Quarterly Research Article

ISSN 2689-2294 (Online) 2026, 8 (4), 272-294

5.1.11 Poetry

The loudest message that could be drawn from the presented poems was of conservation not only of nature but
heritage as well. The poems emphasised the importance and benefits of conservation and togetherness.

5.1.12 Drama

The drama presented tried to emulate and re-create the concept of a traditional family. Dressing carried further
the theme of “ Hupenyu Muchirorodziva”. The dramatists were dressed in traditional wear, depicting the
loincloths and kilt. The idea was to sell the concept of life in the past.

6. Stakeholder Engagement and Governance (ZIMPARKS and EMA)

The presence of Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management Authority and Environmental Management Agency
highlights the centrality of formal institutions in conservation. The findings suggest a tension between state-led
conservation (often aligned with the “fortress conservation” model) and community-based approaches.

The festival illustrates the possibility of moving towards hybrid governance models, where:
e Local communities contribute cultural knowledge and services
o State institutions provide regulatory oversight and conservation expertise

However, such integration is not automatic. It requires addressing power imbalances, clarifying benefit-sharing
mechanisms, and creating institutional platforms for community participation. Without these, calls for
“community involvement” risk remaining rhetorical rather than operational.

7. Private Sector and Supporting Actors (e.g., Econet, Farmers, Nyaradzo)

The participation of private actors such as Econet Wireless Zimbabwe and Nyaradzo Group, as well as local
farmers, reflects the multi-stakeholder nature of tourism systems. Their presence signals potential for:

e Public-private partnerships in tourism development

o Integration of agriculture into tourism value chains (e.g., agro-tourism, food supply)
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However, their roles during the festival were largely symbolic or promotional. For meaningful economic impact,
these actors would need to be embedded within structured tourism development plans, with clearly defined roles
and long-term commitments.

8. Traditional Games, Poetry, and Drama

Cultural expressions such as games, poetry, and drama contributed to the thematic coherence of the festival by
reconstructing aspects of pre-colonial life. From an analytical standpoint, these elements:

o Enhance experiential tourism by offering interactive and educational components
e Provide low-cost, community-driven attractions

Yet, their current form remains largely performative and event-bound. Institutionalising them within cave tourism
would require programming them into regular visitor experiences, training facilitators, and aligning them with
interpretive storytelling strategies.

9. From Event to Institutionalised Tourism Product

Overall, the findings indicate that while the Chirorodziva Festival successfully demonstrates the range of cultural
and economic opportunities linked to cave tourism, these opportunities remain largely episodic and experimental.
Transitioning from a festival-based model to a sustainable tourism product requires:

o Embedding cultural activities into daily or regular tourism offerings

e Developing governance frameworks that integrate community actors

o Establishing infrastructure and standards to support continuous operation

o Ensuring that cultural authenticity is maintained while enabling economic utilisation

Without these structural changes, the festival risks remaining an isolated cultural event rather than evolving into
a driver of sustained conservation and local economic development.

10. INSIGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The implications of developing Chirorodziva Caves as a tourism destination extend across economic, socio-
cultural, and environmental dimensions. Consistent with the study’s findings, tourism has the potential to function
as a local development tool; however, its outcomes are neither automatic nor uniformly positive. Within the
context of this study, evidence suggests that Chirorodziva Caves possess the attributes necessary to support
tourism development, but the extent to which economic and social benefits can be realised depends on governance
structures, planning capacity, and stakeholder coordination.

While cave tourism development may contribute to local income generation and employment creation, such

outcomes should be interpreted cautiously. The study did not generate empirical economic data to quantify these

benefits; therefore, projections regarding job creation, foreign exchange earnings, and improved livelihoods
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remain conditional. These benefits are likely to materialise only where there is sustained investment, effective
market positioning, and equitable participation of local communities in tourism value chains.

The findings highlight the need to rethink the spatial and experiential design of the Chinhoyi Caves. The proposal
to integrate Chirorodziva Festival activities within the cave environment presents a viable opportunity to diversify
the tourism product. However, such spatial reconfiguration requires careful feasibility assessment, including
environmental impact considerations, carrying capacity limits, and regulatory approval processes. Without this,
attempts to “bring more life” to the caves risk undermining their ecological integrity.

The role of Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management Authority remains central but also contested. While the
institution is responsible for conservation and site management, the findings suggest limited structured
involvement of local communities. Rather than relying solely on a top-down management approach, alternative
governance models should be considered. These may include co-management arrangements, public-private-
community partnerships (PPCPs), or community-based tourism frameworks where local actors have defined roles
in decision-making, revenue sharing, and cultural programming. However, implementing such models requires
addressing existing power asymmetries, institutional capacity gaps, and potential conflicts of interest among
stakeholders.

Community involvement emerged as a critical factor in enriching the tourism offering. The participation of
traditional dance groups during the festival demonstrated the potential for integrating performing arts into the
tourism experience. Nonetheless, formalising such participation requires sustainable funding models, clear
contractual arrangements, and mechanisms to ensure that benefits are equitably distributed among participants
rather than captured by intermediaries.

Similarly, the absence of structured platforms for local arts, crafts, and cultural production at Chirorodziva Caves
represents a missed opportunity. Evidence from established destinations such as Victoria Falls and Lake Kariba
shows that craft markets and cultural enterprises can contribute to local livelihoods. However, replicating such
models at Chirorodziva requires market analysis, skills development, and support for small-scale producers to
ensure product quality and competitiveness. Without these enabling conditions, the introduction of curio markets
may have a limited economic impact.

The promotion of traditional cuisine as part of the tourism product also reflects strong potential for cultural
branding. The positive reception observed during the festival suggests demand exists; however, scaling this into
a consistent offering requires attention to food safety standards, supply chain reliability, pricing structures, and
infrastructure (e.g., designated vending spaces). The proposed spatial redistribution of the site should therefore
incorporate clearly planned zones for food services and cultural exhibitions, supported by basic amenities and
regulatory oversight.

From an environmental perspective, tourism development at Chinhoyi Caves presents both opportunities and
risks. On one hand, tourism can support conservation through revenue generation (e.g., entrance fees, guided
tours, and cultural activities), which may contribute to site maintenance and environmental protection. On the
other hand, increased visitor pressure without proper management could lead to environmental degradation. As
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noted by Itanyi et al., cave environments are sensitive ecological and archaeological systems that preserve
valuable records of human and environmental history. This underscores the need for strict conservation protocols,
visitor management systems, and continuous environmental monitoring.

Furthermore, environmental implications extend to the potential for biodiversity conservation and increased
environmental awareness. Tourism can foster appreciation for natural heritage and encourage environmentally
responsible behaviour. However, such outcomes are not guaranteed and depend on the implementation of
environmental education programmes, enforcement of conservation regulations, and alignment between tourism
activities and sustainability principles.

In conclusion, while the study identifies significant opportunities for leveraging Chirorodziva Caves and the
Calabash Festival for tourism development, these opportunities are contingent upon realistic planning, inclusive
governance, and careful management of socio-economic and environmental trade-offs. Recommendations should
therefore be understood not as immediate solutions, but as context-dependent strategies requiring phased
implementation, stakeholder collaboration, and ongoing evaluation.

11. CONCLUSION

This study set out to examine the potential of Chirorodziva Caves and the symbolic significance of the Calabash
Festival in promoting tourism development and cultural heritage preservation. The findings demonstrate that
Chirorodziva Caves possess notable cultural, historical, and ecological value, while the Calabash Festival serves
as a meaningful expression of local identity and intangible heritage. In direct response to the research question,
the study establishes that these resources, when effectively developed and managed, can contribute to sustainable
tourism and community-based economic opportunities.

From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on community-based
tourism and cultural heritage utilisation by illustrating how locally embedded cultural assets can be leveraged for
tourism without necessarily eroding their authenticity. The findings reinforce the importance of integrating
cultural symbolism with tourism development strategies, while also highlighting tensions between preservation
and commercialisation.

In terms of policy implications, the study underscores the need for deliberate interventions by local authorities,
tourism stakeholders, and community leaders. These include investment in infrastructure, formal recognition and
protection of cultural heritage sites, and the development of inclusive frameworks that ensure active community
participation in tourism planning and benefit-sharing. Without such measures, the potential identified may remain
underutilised.

Importantly, the study distinguishes between evidence-based conclusions and aspirational outcomes. The
evidence confirms the presence of strong cultural assets, community interest, and tourism potential. However,
projected benefits such as increased tourist arrivals, job creation, and regional economic growth remain contingent
upon strategic planning, effective marketing, and sustainable management practices.
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In conclusion, while Chirorodziva Caves and the Calabash Festival present significant opportunities for tourism
development, realising these benefits requires coordinated efforts that balance cultural preservation with
economic advancement.

Chirorodziva caves have the potential to be one of the thriving destinations of cave tourism in Zimbabwe.
However, findings indicate that currently ZIMPARKS is the sole beneficiary of Cave Tourism proceeds at
Chirorodziva Caves. The hosting of the Chinhoyi University of Technology pioneered the Chirorodziva Calabash
Festival by 4.1 Hospitality and Tourism students offered insights into how local communities can also share in
the conservation and benefits from Cave Tourism. The calabash has the potential to be a national event with the
power to change the destiny of Chinhoyi Town from a mere transit town into a thriving Cave Tourism destination.
Opportunities for community benefit that emerged include offering traditional cuisine, local arts and crafts, as
well as involving the community in conservation initiatives like tour guiding and storytelling at the cave site.
Such a packaging would enrich the Cave tourism package offered at Chirorodziva Caves as well as provide social
and economic benefits to both urban and peri-urban Chinhoyi residents.

12. Contribution and Relevance

This study contributes to the emerging discourse on cultural heritage tourism by using the Chirorodziva Calabash
Festival as an analytical entry point into understanding how intangible cultural practices can be integrated into
cave tourism development. Rather than treating the Chinhoyi Caves solely as an attraction, the study reframes the
site as a cultural landscape, where spiritual meaning, historical memory, and community identity intersect with
tourism potential. In doing so, the research advances existing debates on the integration of tangible and intangible
heritage within tourism systems.

A key novel contribution of this study lies in its conceptualisation of the festival not merely as an event, but as a
functional prototype for tourism development. The Chirorodziva Calabash Festival is analytically positioned as a
pilot intervention through which different components of a culturally embedded tourism model such as traditional
performance, cuisine, indigenous knowledge systems, and stakeholder participation are tested in practice. This
shifts the discussion from abstract advocacy of community-based tourism to a more grounded understanding of
how such models may be operationalised.

The findings further demonstrate how insights derived from the festival can be translated into scalable tourism
and conservation strategies. Specifically, the study identifies three interrelated pathways for scaling:

First, the institutionalisation of cultural elements (e.g., traditional dance, cuisine, storytelling) into the everyday
tourism offering, thereby transforming episodic festival activities into continuous visitor experiences. This
provides a basis for sustained local economic participation rather than short-term event-based income.

Second, the development of hybrid governance models that bring together state institutions such as Zimbabwe
Parks and Wildlife Management Authority, local communities, and private actors. The study moves beyond
critique by suggesting co-management and partnership-based frameworks as practical alternatives to centralised
conservation approaches.
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Third, the integration of indigenous knowledge systems into formal conservation strategies. The festival illustrates
how cultural beliefs and practices—such as those linked to spiritual governance of natural resources can
complement scientific conservation methods, thereby strengthening environmental stewardship.

Importantly, this study clarifies the analytical status of the Chirorodziva Festival. It is neither treated purely as a
symbolic cultural event nor as a fully developed tourism model. Rather, it is positioned as an empirical proxy for
community participation and a pilot platform for experimentation. Through this lens, the festival provides insight
into both the opportunities and constraints of embedding local communities within tourism value chains.

In terms of practical relevance, the study offers context-sensitive recommendations for tourism planners,
policymakers, and site managers. However, it also acknowledges that the scalability of the proposed models
depends on factors such as institutional capacity, resource availability, and the ability to manage power relations
among stakeholders. As such, the contribution of this research lies not in prescribing universal solutions but in
providing a replicable analytical framework for leveraging cultural festivals as catalysts for sustainable tourism
development in similar heritage contexts.
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