
Too Close for Comfort? Understanding Wildlife Boundaries in Shared Spaces 

When we recently visited Kruger National Park, one of South Africa’s most iconic wildlife 
destinations, we decided to stop for a bite at the popular Tshokwane picnic site. As usual, we 
sought out a quieter spot, away from the main crowd, to enjoy our lunch. But as we settled 
in, something caught our attention—a hyena, resting calmly in the undergrowth just five 
metres from where we sat. There was a moment of hesitation. Was this too close? Were we 
in danger? Or was this simply a reminder of where we were: in the wild, on the turf of the 
animals we had come to see? 

We cautiously finished our lunch, all the while keeping a watchful eye on our silent observer. 
Before leaving, we reported the hyena's presence to the staff at the Tshokwane shop, just in 
case others wandered too close unknowingly. It was a situation that sparked reflection: At 
what point does the presence of a wild animal in a shared space become a problem? And 
perhaps more importantly, whose space is it, really? 

This question sits at the very heart of modern conservation and wildlife tourism. National 
parks like Kruger are sanctuaries for wildlife, designed to offer them as close to a natural life 
as possible, while still allowing humans the opportunity to witness and appreciate their 
existence. The balance is delicate. Picnic sites and camps give visitors a chance to relax and 
refuel, but they also exist in environments inhabited by predators, grazers, and scavengers. 
These spaces are not ours alone, and incidents like our hyena encounter highlight just how 
intertwined our presence is with that of the wildlife. 

A hyena resting in the shadows near a picnic site might appear relaxed, even uninterested. 
But that doesn’t mean it isn’t alert or potentially dangerous. Wildlife that becomes 
accustomed to human presence may lose their natural fear, increasing the risk of conflict. 
Habituation can lead to bolder behaviour—approaching people, scavenging for food, or even 
becoming aggressive if they feel threatened or cornered. From the animal's perspective, 
what starts as curiosity or hunger can quickly escalate into an interaction that ends badly—
for both sides. 

But from a human standpoint, it's easy to forget the rules of the bush when you're sipping 
coffee under a thatched gazebo. We can become complacent, mistaking proximity for safety. 
The truth is, wild animals are unpredictable. They are not tame, no matter how still they lie or 
how often they’ve been spotted near human activity. 

This raises important questions about how we design and manage shared spaces in national 
parks. Do we create stronger barriers to keep animals out of rest areas? Do we educate 
visitors more rigorously about the potential risks and responsibilities of being in these shared 
spaces? Or do we accept that when we enter the wild, we also accept the risks that come 
with it? 

From a conservation perspective, the goal is always to minimise interference. Wildlife should 
be able to roam freely without being conditioned by human presence. At the same time, 
tourism revenue is crucial for maintaining these parks, funding anti-poaching efforts, and 
supporting local communities. So again, the balancing act continues. 



The hyena near Tshokwane didn’t do anything wrong. It didn’t beg or approach us. It simply 
lay there, perhaps resting after a night of scavenging, or maybe waiting for an opportunity. It 
was us who entered its space, set down our cooler box, and made ourselves comfortable. 

Incidents like this are not about placing blame, but about raising awareness. They remind us 
that our interactions with wildlife are not just about what we see through binoculars, but 
about how we behave in their presence. Respecting distance, keeping food secure, and 
staying alert are not just safety precautions—they are signs of respect. Respect for the 
animals, for the ecosystem, and for the privilege we have in visiting these extraordinary 
places. 

So, was the hyena too close? Perhaps. But maybe the better question is: were we too relaxed 
in assuming it wouldn’t matter? The next time you find yourself in the bush, consider the 
invisible boundary that exists between humans and wildlife. It's not a line drawn on a map—
it’s a fragile, shifting space of coexistence. And the more mindful we are of it, the better the 
outcomes for all who call the wild home 

 


