Fast Forward to Conservation or

Take Time for Consultation
A DiIemma in Gabon's Gamba Protected Areas Complex
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The Gamba Protected Areas Complex, situated at
the coast of West-African Gabon, provides all the
stuff nature documentaries are made of:
elephants, crocodiles, gorillas, hippopotami,
mamba snakes and just a handful of people. It's
natural wealth is exceptional, even by African
standards. But 'protected area' is an elastic
concept in Gabon. Logging and oil companies
have official permits to work here, despite
protests of national conservation authorities.
Poaching has soared as a consequence. A
conservation project is attempting to save agem,
in the face of powerful interests.




A unique mix of
habitats and biomes

Five minutes after leaving the village of
Setté Cama, guard Jean-Louistakesa sharp
bend with the fibreglass boat and stopsthe
engine. Sowly, we drift to the shore of the
lagoon. Then, suddenly, we are eyeto eye
with a Loxodonta africana, the African
forest elephant.

he big mammal has an amazingly dark brown

skin, enormous jug-ears and shining white
tusks. We have surprised him taking its morning
shower and hedoesn't likeit. Snorting loudly, he
takesafew stepsin our direction. But thewater is
too deep for him to reach our boat. He suddenly
turnsaround, clamberslaboriously up the high
shore, and disappearsinto the forest. The sound of
branches breaking and the sight of swaying tree
tops enablesusto follow histrail for several
minutes.

Logsat Petit
Loango beach

Thisisthe Petit Loango Reserve, one of the oldest
protected areasin Gabon. Speciesand habitat
diversity isoverwhelming. Soon after our encounter
with the elephant, wewalk on the beach. A large
monitor lizard appearsfrom apile of stones. The
prehistoric-looking animal hurries asfast asits short
legs permit to the safe haven of sea, and disappearsin
thewaves. Theforest animalsin thisareahavea
curious relationship with the nearby Atlantic Ocean.
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Thiscoasta part of Gabon is probably the only place
remaining in Africawhere western lowland gorillas,
forest elephants and hippopotami can befound on the
same beach.

Unfortunately, we are unlucky and do not
encounter thissight. But while on aforest trail tothe
small settlement of Sounga, we are followed by large
groups of chimpanzees. Theanimalsare especially
attracted by thewhistle calls of guard Jean-Louis.

For dessert, on this beautiful day, we encounter a
group of five hippopotami, floating lazily in the
water of thelagoon. Their occasional snortsand
grunts echo within the closed forest wall on both
sides of thelagoon and roll back over thewater. The
moment we decide this should beit for theday, a
fluorescent green mamba, one of the most dangerous
reptilesin Africa, gracefully dlipsthrough the
crystal-clear water and hidesitself under our
speedboat.

The Petit Loango Reserveispart of the Gamba
Protected Areas Complex, aunique mix of habitats
and biomes, representative of the biological diversity
of coastal tropical forest ecosystems of the western
part of Central Africa. Gabon’s government decided
years ago that this ecosystem should be preserved for
the future and awarded it protected status.

But Gabon isadeveloping country withrich
natural resources. Protective statusis no guarantee
of asustainable future for the Gambaarea. Much of
the Complex has been logged at |east once;
currently, two forestry companies are operating in
theregion. Even more disruptive are the oil
exploration activities occurring al over the coastal
area. Contrary to national legislation, special
authority has been provided to Shell-Gabon and
other oil companiesto explore and exploit several
oil and gasfields.

Probably the most negative effect of these
activitiesistheimproved accessthey offer to
poachers. Uncontrolled hunting threatensto destroy
thewildlifein the Gamba Complex in afew years.
Conserving thisunique areafor the future by means
of anintegrated conservation and devel opment
approach, isachallenge both Gabon’s government as
well asWWF havetaken up. It istoo early to say if
they will succeed. If they don’t, aunique piece of
Africaislikely to disappear forever.

A
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Drilling for oil in a conservation area

'If Shell leaves, Gamba will die’

Arriving at the airport, there can be no doubt that thisis
Shell-town Gamba. The red-and-yellow Shell flag flies
only centimetres|ower than Gabon’s national flag. Most
of the parking lot isreserved for Shell vehicles; the
majority of people wear black boots and blue or yellow
overalls emblazoned with the Shell logo. White-skinned
peoplearriving or leaving do not wear thisuniformbut -
almost without exception- they are al so staff of the Anglo-
Dutch multinational .
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oomtown Gambaitself, withits 7,226

inhabitants, isacollection of residential areas
inhabited by expats and large suburbswith more
simple housesfor the lower-paid. Between the city
and the ocean the Shell-area stands out: gigantic ail
tanks and extensive building-complexes. Once a
week, the oil is pumped to aterminal some dozens of
metresinto the ocean; from there another pipeline
goesfurther into the ocean and, at some point,
reaches awaiting supertanker.

Oil production iscarried out in fourteen

concessions, al located in protected areas. The
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Direction dela Faune et dela Chasse (DFC), the
government department in charge of protected areas,
isopposed to oil exploitation within the Gamba
Complex. But special authority has been provided to
Shell by the Gabonese Government.

Most experts agree that the direct negative effects
of theoil exploration and exploitation are limited.
‘Theimpact of petroleum activitiesat theoil fieldsis
probably asminimal aspossible,’ saysMarc
Thibault, technical advisor of the WWF Gamba
Complex project. The main reason istheisolation of
the areas, which alow the oil fieldsto betreated as
offshore platforms. Only company vehiclesand
aircraft areableto reach the area. Therisk of new
communitiesarising in and near the protected areas
because of economic attraction isthus minimised.
Hunting and firearms are al so strictly forbidden.

“However,’ says Thibault, ‘ there can be no doubt
that the Shell operations here at present arethe
biggest constraint to this conservation area. The
presence of Shell has attracted thousands of peopleto
this sensitive area. These people have money to
spend and one of the things they want to spend it on
isbushmeat. Per capita, theinhabitants of Gamba,
theonly city in the protected area, are amongst the
biggest consumers of bushmeat in Gabon. Poachers
and traders make big profits here. But already the
hunters have to move further and further afield to
satisfy their needs. Thereisareal danger that these
activitieswill completely wipe out the animal
populationinthisarea’

Why protect dangerous animals?

For almost an hour, agroup of ten Shell employees-
mainly maletechnical personnel and threefemale
secretaries- quietly listen to an introduction by
Aurdien Mofouma, education officer of the WWF-
project. The sessionispart of an environmental
training program offered to Shell by the WWF.
During the current half-day session, theaim of the
conservation project is explained, followed by rules
for preservation the area. Aslong astheserules have
to do with safety (no open fire, not alowing non-
Shell peoplein the exploitation area, keeping anon-
access corridor around the pipelines), everybody
seemsto agree.

Then the WWF-trainer touches the subject of
hunting, whichis, ashe stipulates, illegal in the
whole Gambaarea. Hunting for commercial goals, as
well asthetradein bushmeat, aretotally prohibited.
Theonly exceptionistraditional subsistence hunting
by villagers. And only in the hunting season.

Thisannouncement markstheend of thesilent
classroom. Everybody has something to say. Some of
the Shell-employees seem sincerely surprised: they
never heard of any regulation relating to hunting.
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Otherslaugh or react inamore cynical way. ‘ If
hunting isnot allowed, asksayoung man dressedin
afierceyellow overall, ‘then why isit that you can
buy bushmeat here everywhere, without any
restriction?

‘Wearenot yet in aposition to control everything,
admitsthe WWF-trainer. ‘ But we do what we can.
But, the young Shell-employee continues, ‘to be
effective, you need many vehicles, boatsand
aeroplanes. If not, thereisno way you can control
thishuge area. Do you have these? Somevehicles
and boats, repliesAurélien Mofouma, ‘ concerning
aeroplanes—the only onesavailableinthe areaare
possessed by Shell.

But what, an elderly man asks, ‘if apython
threatensto kill my baby. Do you still want meto
protect the animal then? Of course not, the WWF-
trainer says, ‘ self-defenceisalwayslegal. Butif you
havekilled aprotected animal, like a python,
according to the law you are obliged to inform the
authoritiesabout it.’ A roar of laughter illustrates how
far these obligations are from daily practice.

Then one of the women raises her hand: * Some of
these animals are dangerous, others bring about
many problemsfor peopleinthe area, likethe
elephants. So, what exactly isthe purpose of
protecting them? The silence after thisquestionis
gratefully used by Aurélien Mofoumafor apleafor
conserving nature and protecting animals
threatened with extinction. ‘ Natureis our resource
for the future. What if one day the oil industry
leaves the area here? Then we haveto attract
touriststo earn some extramoney. But tourists only
will show up when thereisarich and abundant
nature’

The WWF-trainer grabs the opportunity to warn of
the possible dangers of consuming bushmeat. ‘ There
isno control at all onthismeat. Itisquite possibleto
catch dangerous diseaseslike Ebolaor HIV by
consumingillegal bushmeat.” The argument does not
convince the Shell employees, who point out that
thereishardly any control onlegal meat either inthe
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Therichest tropical forest ecoregion of the continent

The Gamba Protected Areas Complex is located in the richest tropical forest ecoregion in Africa.
Actually the Complex is located in three ecoregions: the Atlantic Equatorial Coastal Forest, the
Guinean-Congolian coast mangroves and the Western Congolian Forest-Savanna Mosaic. The
ecoregions corresponding to the coastal forests of Gamba are Africa’s richest moist forests and

exhibit pronounced narrow endemism.

The Gamba Complex borders the Atlantic Ocean with a long sandy littoral zone comprised of
vegetated dunes and shifting coast line. Around the lagoons of Ngové (Iguéla) and Ndogo the
landscape is essentially flat, with many lakes as well as permanent and temporary open floodplains
depending on the season. The variation in geological formations in the area has resulted in several
habitats and the presence of a wide array of associated species.

In the northern and eastern sections of the Gamba Complex humid evergreen tropical forest confirm
the biological richness of the area. Wooded and grass savannahs add to the habitat diversity. The
Doudou Mountains, rising to approximately 700m are a centre of endemism in Gabon. Its biological
importance however is still poorly known. The presence of these different habitats, as well their
interconnections, serve to increase the biological diversity of the Gamba Complex and reinforces the

uniqueness of landscape.

country. But the WWF-trainer is not disconcerted:

‘ Stop eating bushmeat. If you don’'t doit for yourself,
thando it for your children. They havetheright to
experiencethisrich naturetoo.

But what about the hunters, someone wantsto
know, thevillagers and the big tradersin the city who
profit most from hunting? Thevillagers are not the
problem, replies Mofouma, aslong asthey obey the
rules. ‘ Thereal problemisyouinthecity, demanding
ever increasing amounts of bushmeat. And the
bushmeat traders—the law appliesto themtoo.

That isthe end of thetraining. The Shell
employees|eave the room, many of them still
looking sceptical. ‘ That isthe normal pattern every
time,’ saysMofouma. ‘ Everybody agreeswith the
necessity of protecting nature, aslong asthey are
allowed to hunt or eat bushmeat. Peoplefeel they are
entitled to that, living hereinthisarea’ Still, the
WWF-trainer is optimistic about the effects of his
efforts. ‘1 am convinced that much of theinformation
ispicked up by the people and they will start thinking
about it. Thisiswhat the eval uations we have done so
far show:

The present training sessionsinvolve some 150
Shell-employees, most of them belonging to middle
management. After an over-all evaluation, adecision
has to be made about expanding thetraining to the
higher echelons of the company. Aurélien; ‘Wereally
haveto reach these peopletoo. Many of them
practice game fishing in the weekends. And some of
them directly profit fromillegal hunting activities.
The other thing isthat Shell’s higher management are
convinced that they do the best they can for
conserving nature here. That may be so, but wefeel
much more can bedone.

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION ORTAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION .

Oil spills

In 1997, Shell-Gabon produced itsfirst ever public
Health, Safety and Environment Performance
Report. Oneyear later, the oil company organised a
national workshop on oil spillsand contingency
measures and produced an emergency procedures
manual. In February 2000 Shell-Gabon introduced
an environmental management system in order to
comply tothe International Organisation
Standardisation (1SO).

These are praise-worthy initiatives. After all, there
isin Gabon no legal obligation to do so. Or, to put it
more correctly, implementation of existing
environmental lawsin Gabonislacking. The
Environmental Framework law, issuedin 1993, has
yet to comeinto effect. In 1997 aNational Gabonese
Action Plan for the Environment was launched, but
again, no effectiveimplementation yet.

So Shell-Gabon's environmental behaviour isnot
based on legal obligationsin thisAfrican country, but
on the company’sinternal guidelineswhich apply to
operationsall over theworld. Anillustration of thisis
the clean-up programme of the Vevy lagoonin 1997.
The programmeincluded the removal of sediments
and disposal in acontained basin asapermanent
landfill, aswell asthe re-vegetation of al areas
affected by the clean up operations. A total of around
150,000 cubic meters of sediment were removed by
dry excavation techniques and disposed of ina
contained landfill. The programme - thefirst clean-
up operation of thismagnitudein Shell Gabon's
history and undoubtedly one of thefirstinitskindin
Africaat all - isestimated to have cost ten million
dollars. The rumour isthat the Government was not
happy at al with how this money was spent and
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Loginginthe
Gamba area

would much have preferred it to be used inamore
financially rewarding way.

At thesite of the clean-up operation itself, not
much isto be seen, though the work is compl eted.
TheVevy lagoon, on the ocean side of the Gamba
terminal, looks quietly beautiful, although some ail
residue can still be seen onthe surface water. The
enclosed basin lookslike arisein the landscape
surrounded by aone-meter high dyke. In between,
grasses and other plants have already covered the
sand.

However, the contractors seem to have overlooked
one potential danger: the elephants, of which there
areplenty in an areawhich hasbeen relatively quiet
for many yearsthanksto the oil operations. At
several places, the dyke around the basin has already
been severely damaged by thewandering animals.

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION OR TAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION

Without regular monitoring and repairing of the
damage, this could lead to serious problemsin the
future. Thelocation of the containment basin - just a
few metresaway from alagoon, which has open
connectionswith large parts of this conservation area
- could proveto be disastrously wrong.

Shell-Gabon still struggleswith the company’s
new attitude, which first of all implies opennessto
the outside world. The newly appointed
environmental officer at Shell’s Gamba complex
agreed to speak to us but vehemently denied usthe
right to quote him. And hewas a so not willing to
hand over the company’s environmental report,
public though asit was.

Questions about Shell-Gabon'swillingnessto
comply to the company’sown environmental
guidelineswereraised again when it purposefully

ADILEMMA IN GABON'S GAMBA PROTECTED AREAS COMPLEX



discharged exploration sludgein the Ndogo lagoon,
in May 2000. Loca communitiesreacted promptly
and threatened the company. A few months|ater, an
oil-spill accidentally occurred in front of the Gamba
terminal . Notwithstanding its own code of conduct,
Shell-Gabon failed in notifying thelocal authorities
and protected areas managersin atimely manner.

Oil reserves near exhaustion

Local people see Shell’s clean-up activitiesinthe
Vevy lagoon asjust another sign of the company’s
approaching departure. After somethirty years of
operations, the most profitablereservesinthe area
are near to exhaustion. Shell isnot expected to be
very interested in setting up new operationsin the
Gambaarea. From an environmental point of view
this seemsto be an attractive option. But isit?‘ There

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION ORTAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION .

isareal danger, saysMarc Thibault, technical
advisor of the WWF project, ‘ that when Shell leaves,
smaller oil companieswith fewer environmental
scrupleswill take over. Thenit will be much more
difficult to monitor the situation aswe are ableto do
right now.

Another, more acute, danger isthe possibility that
commercial gasor oil reservesare discovered closer
to thelagoons, navigableriversor existing
settlements. If so, treating the oil fieldslike offshore
platforms, such aswith the present Shell operations,
will prove to beimpossible. On behalf of the oil
company Amerada Hess exploration drillingswere
carried out in 1999 in front of the Petit Loango
Reserve. Thibault: ‘If oil exploitation startsin these
areas, illegal human activity will be hard to stop. The
oil companies do not have amandate to prevent these
human activitiesand will be unwilling to take action.
Local authoritiesare currently notin apositionto
stop massiveillegal hunting and other activities
which threaten the floraand faunain the Complex.
Thenwereally areintrouble’

Local people, however, are at the moment mainly
concerned with Shell’sfuturein the Gambaarea. A
departure of the oil company —the only employer in
theregion, and in fact the only reason for the
existence of the city of Gamba—would be nothing
lessthan a socio-economic disaster.

A few daysafter our visit to the Shell complex, we
meet Aloise Bivigua, Head of District Three of the
city of Gamba. Many years ago, he himself cameto
Gambatowork asadriver for Shell. ‘ Like everybody
elsehere’ hesays. ‘All of us cameto Gambabecause
of Shell. And if Shell leaves, then we haveto leave
too. Gambathen will become aghost town.” Several
bystanders concur. ‘ If nothing is done, Gambawill
die, someone says. But what can be doneto prevent
the departure of the il company?‘ Thereisnothing
we can do about that,” Biviguaanswers. ‘ The
Government hasto act, but we do not know if they
will doso!

Trust fund

Shell-Gabonis not willing to speak out onitsfuture
inthearea. Itis, however, pointed out that the main
oilfield of Rabi iscapable of producing onto the year
2007. ‘At that time, maybe new techniques will make
it possibleto go on.” On the other hand, afull
scenario has already been drawn up for aclosing-
down Shell-Gabon’s operations.

Many people are convinced that Shell’s operations
in Gabon will be terminated completely withina
maximum of ten years. SaysMarc Thibault: ‘Most
people prefer to deny thisreality. Thereare even
government planstoinvest heavily inthisarea.
Building aharbour in the lagoon, constructing roads,
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The Gamba Protected Areas Complex

The Complex comprises 8 protected areas, covering 11,300 sq. km. There are three main blocks, of
which Setté Cama has the oldest protected status. The Setté Cama Wildlife Utilisation Area (Aire
d’Exploitation Rationelle de la Faune), as it is officially called, is a collection of protected areas along
the coast, totalling some 700,000 ha. The uninhabited Moukalaba Wildlife Utilisation Area (100,000
ha), separated from the Setté Cama group by some 30-50 km, is the second contiguous block within
the Gamba Complex. The region between these two areas is called the Doudou Mountains and has

only recently been

classified, linking all of
the protected areas into
a single block. The
Doudou Mountains
Reserve has an area of
some 332,000 ha.

Most of the Gamba
Complexis
uninhabited. In the i e\,
most populated area
around Setté Cama, no
more than fifteen
settlements occur and
the total population is
estimated at some
2,300 people. The town
of Gamba, with a
population of almost
8,000, is the only urban
complex. Apart from
the Gamba residents,
most human pressure
on the protected areas
complex comes from
the settlements
bordering the area.

\_
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other development projects. That, of course, would
have adisastrous effect on this conservation area. But
besidesthat, it seemsrather pointlessin asituation
where many inhabitantswill leave Gambawhen the
oil industry leaves’

In contrast to official government policy, Gabon’s
Minister for the Environment has aready warned
Shell to think about the future of the area after its
departure. From aconservation point of view, this
should include measures such as cleaning up the
whole area, closing down of roads, and dismantling
all constructionsthat could attract peopleto the
conservation area. From a socio-economic point of
view, however, it isless obviouswhat responsibilities
therewould befor the il company.

Thibault: * Some time ago the company hired a
consultant to study the present socio-economic

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION OR TAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION
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situation. At that time we were doing about the same
kind of work. So we reacted angrily, stating that this
was awaste of timeand money.’ It resulted intalks
between the project people and the top management
of the il company on thefuture of thisarea.

In May 2000, an independent consultant and a
WWF lawyer cameto Gabon to do afeasibility study
on opportunitiesfor atrust fund and a debt-for-nature
swap in Gabon. Marc Thibault dreams of setting up
such atrust fund —with Shell-Gabon financially
involved —with which to invest in the socio-
economic development of thearea. If Shell-Gabon
werewilling to donate a substantial amount of
money, debt swaps could be organised. Part of
Gabon'slarge foreign debt could thus be used for
further conservation initiatives.

A
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Western lowland gorilla

‘The area Is big and
the hunters are many’

‘ Elephants and buffal oes march through our
village at night and eat our maize, manioc
and bananas. People areterrified.
Something hasto be done. So, what is your
solution for this problem, what can WWF do
here?

ean-Claude, son of theold village chief of Setté

Cama, isangry - or at least pretendsthat heis-
and Serge Komby, WWF svillage worker
(collaborateur villageois) inthisarea, isan easy
target. It is Serge’ stask to inventory the
communities’ problemsand wishes, aswell asto map
out their relationship with the surrounding protected
areas.

On astrall with him through the sandy main street
of thissmall fishing village, itisnot hard to meet
people and hear about their problems and aspirations.

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION ORTAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION

However, it isalso clear that the presence of WWF in
thisisolated area has rai sed expectationsto aperhaps
unrealistic level.

Jean-Claude takes a deep breath and continues his
monologue. ‘ Theforest brigade, the village worker;
everybody saysthat WWF will improve our
situation. But nothing has changed yet. We are till
confronted with the elephants. We still havethis
problem of adispensary without medicine. And what
about our fish? These Angolese trawlers approach the
mouth of our lagoon and catch everything. The
situation is getting worse and worse. So, isSWWF
ableto chase away the el ephants, give usmedicine
and help usto get rid of theseforeign trawlers?|
sincerely doubt it.

Jean-Claude spitson the ground, crosseshisarms
over hischest and looks at us, playing awaiting
game.

Serge Komby sighsand saysresignedly: ‘I'vetold
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Subsistence fishing

G amba, 6.30 AM. On the outskirts of the city, at a small
strip of sand on the border of the lagoon, the supply of
fish has been arriving since daylight. At regular intervals
boats arrive, mostly small, wooden pirogues with one or two
fishermen. Each arrival is welcomed by a small group of
potential buyers, most of them women. As soon as a boat
reaches the shore,

p
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dresses are
pulled up and the
women wade out
to check the fish
supply. One man
accompanies
them on every
occasion. He is
not in the market
for buying fish,
but is only
interested in the
amounts and the
species which are
supplied. While the
women check the fish and debate if it would be a good buy;,
he sits down and makes notes.
His name is Jean-Pierre Bayé, a researcher employed by the
WWEF project. Every day, he visits the several places in
Gamba where fish is supplied, as well as the local markets. In
a few words, Bayé sketches the situation. ‘The daily average
of boats bringing fish to Gamba is around fifteen. Altogether,
they deliver some five hundred kilograms a day. However,
there are big fluctuations. During the full moon the supply is
much less. The highest demand is at the beginning of the
month when most people have money. The price-system is
simple. The prices

e el H = P,
e A e R e
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of most fish are
fixed at 1,000 franc
CFA a kilo, except
for some rare
species where
prices are
negotiable.

The ultimate aim of
Bayé’s counting
and observing is to
study the impact of
the fishery
activities on the
ecosystem of the

protected areas. ‘At this mome
guess what this impact is. One
given the low population press
are some worrying developme
and finer nets by local fisherme
attentive are the foreign trawlel
fishermen, become bolder by t
transgressing Gabonese territc
approaching the mouths of the
fish. These stories have not be
says, ‘this could be a serious tt
Like hunting, fishing in the Gan
prohibited, but is not disallowe:
as the lagoons, are considerec
local communities. Recently, h
been reported between village
over fishing rights.

We get an illustration of this wt
Fiberglas boat arrives. Immedi
two pirogues present and hurr
one. It soon shows why: there i
fish available in this boat, 3-4 ti
boats. ‘These two salesmen, B
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and foreign trawlers
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nt’, he says, ‘we still have to
could assume it is limited,

ure in the area. However, there
nts, such as the use of longer
n.’ Another reason for being
s, which, according to local

he day, occasionally

yrial fishing limits and even
lagoons to catch all available
en confirmed but, as Bayé
reat.

nba Complex is technically

1in practice. Many areas, such
| to be traditionally reserved for
owever, several conflicts have
rs and residents of Gamba

en, in our presence, a striking
ately, all the women leave the

/ towards the newly arrived

S a large quantity and variety of
mes as much as in the other
ayé whispers, ‘are not from

here but from Togo.’ The men are hired by a rich resident from
Gamba, ‘someone who holds a high position with Shell-
Gabon. The two men from the neighbouring country are
professional fishermen, whose methods are quite different
from those of local fishermen. One difference is that they
work every day, while most local people only fish when they
feel like it or are in
need of money. The
methods the
Togolese use can
be quite
destructive: they
regularly block
complete rivers
and catch
everything behind
the dams.

‘There is a lot of
opposition
amongst local
fishermen against
these people and
their methods, Bayé says when the empty fiberglas boat
has left. ‘The fact that they work for this well-off man, and
are under his protection, incites extra irritations. Local
chiefs are bribed with a few bottles of pastis, and this way
they get permission to fish at places which are traditionally
reserved for local people. | feel we have to stop this
development. If not, this could be the start of commercial
fisheries here. In the end, that could lead to a future ban on
all fishery activities in the Gamba Complex, which would
really hurt the local people. On the question of how to stop
these activities, Bayé turns from researcher to activist: ‘We
will organise a
meeting with local
fishermen and
chiefs to seek an
extradition order
for the two
Togolese. We have
done this before
and itis a very
effective method.
Although this time
it might not be that
simple, because
powerful interests
are involved.
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Sette Cama:
WWE vehicle
offersa
welcome
transport
possibility

you beforethat WWF isnot going to solve al of your
problems. We try to hel p you with the problemsyou
have with the big animals. You are aware of our
conversationswith the women here, about the
possibility of constructing fencesaround thefields!

‘But that isnot enough,’ Jean-Claude interrupts.
‘These animals comeinto the middle of our village.
Sometime ago even a hippo came here and almost
killed ababy.” So, we ask Jean-Claude, what would
be your solution for this problem?* Shoot them,” he
blurtsout. * You haveto allow ustokill these animals
to solvethe problem!

Obvioudly, thisisnot the kind of solution WWF
would bewilling to support. Besidesthat, thisisa
protected area, and killing wildlifeisforbidden. In
most parts of the area, people do not really care about
theseregulations, but here, in Setté Cama, they have
to. The headquarters of the DFC brigade arelocated
closeto thevillage and every gunshot would be
noticed.

Saying goodbye to Jean-Claude, we ask himto
warn usas soon aswild animals are spotted in the
neighbourhood of thevillage. For the next three days
and nightswe will be stayinginthe DFC brigade’s
headquarters near the village, so we have achanceto
experience the nuisance with our own eyes. However,
we do not hear from Jean Claude again. Which s, of
course, no proof but someindication that there might
be slight exaggeration in the storieswhich are being
told. ‘ Theimage of herds of elephantsor buffaloes
marching every night through thevillageisfar
beyond reality, Sergy Komby says. ‘ Thereis some
annoyance and we aretrying to find asolution
together with thelocal population. But it takestime,
and there are some people who do not want to wait
for that.’

Talking to other villagerslater that day, theimage
of afrustrated population with ahostile attitudeis
indeed corrected. Most villagers praise the

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION OR TAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION
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conservation efforts so far. The establishment of the
DFC brigade meant a breakthrough for the isolated
village. Whenever possible, villagersare offered a
rideto Gambawhen DFC or WWF vehiclesgo there,
whichishighly appreciated. Gambaisonly forty
kilometres away, but there is no road and the sandy
areaisamost impassable. Even a4WD needstwo
hoursto bridge the distance. The only way for the
villagersto reach Gambais by boat, whichistoo
expensive for many because of high petrol prices.

Apart from the transport, WWF helped to rebuild
the Sette Camawater well and provided of course
some employment to the village. Which eventually
raised expectations about extraincomein the near
future through tourism. However, there are other
pressing problemsin thevillage - in addition to
those already mentioned, people also expresstheir
need for electricity - and someimpatience seems
only natural.

Reluctance toward the rural world
Fromthevillage of Setté Cama, itisonly afive
minute walk to the DFC brigade headquarters,
located on abeautiful spot at aspit of land between
the ocean and the lagoon. The complex of some six
fine-looking wooden buildingsistheresult of a
decision several years ago by WWF and the
Gabonese Government to join forcesto support
wildlife management and devel opment activitiesin
the Petit Loango Reserve. Later on, thefield of
activity of the brigade was expanded to include other
protected areasin the surroundings of Setté Cama.
Some boats, vehicles and equipment have been
provided to improve patrol coverage and open tracks
for controlled tourism. The office building at the
entranceisthe placeto get permitsfor anyone
wishing to enter the protected areas.

Next door, several sun-bleached skeletonsare
dispersed. The elephant and hippopotamus carcasses
have been seized from poachers, but many bones
from humpback and sperm whales have been
collected on the beach.

At the brigade post, we meet Loembe N’ Safou,
assistant of the warden. Officially, sheischarged
with thetask of raising awarenessin thelocal
community on conservation issuesandillegal
hunting. However, in the three months she has been
here, there have been hardly any opportunitiesto
meet the people. A lack of money isthe main reason
for theinactivity. ‘We can’t buy decent uniformsand
we have no money to buy petrol. Everything we can
afford isused for the car and the boatsfor patrolling
goals, becausethat isour main task. Which means
that | can't go out and spend timein thevillages!

The sparseinformation she has got so far,
however, leadsto the conclusion that much work has
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Sun-bleaked
skeletons near
the DFC office

yet to be done to help people understand the
conservation issues. According to N’ Safou, who also
hasworked in Cameroon, there arelarge differences
between thetwo countries: ‘ In Cameroon, people
have experienced nature conservation for along time
aready. Here, itisall new. | noticed thisin the Lopé
Reserve, where | worked beforel came here, and it
seemsit isthe samein Gamba: people hardly know
anything about nature conservation and wildlife
management, and they do not seem to bother much.’

N’ Safou’s hands areitching, as she says, to start
her real job. However, thelack of petrol, coupled
with the bad infrastructure, isabig barrier. Inthe
meantime, sheismainly activein patrolling the area,
searching for poachers. ‘ People from thecity,’ she
stresses. ‘ Local people arefishermen, they hardly
practice any hunting. Some trapping around the
fields, shooting one animal amonth for aspecia
occasion. That isabout it. So we concentrate on the
commercial hunters. But the areaisbig, the hunters
are many and we are not even ahandful of agents

A lack of motivation though aswell asreluctance
toward the rural world by most of the DFC people
may also explain some of theindolence. Since 1996,
out of atotal of twenty DFC trained by WWFin
ecological survey and participatory rural appraisal
techniques, only one agent was still involved in the
Gamba project field activitiesin 1999. This opposed
to 26 villagerstrained in 1997 and nineteen of them
still doing thejob after two years.

Forest concessions

Management in the Gamba Complex is of limited
scope and merely concentrates on effortsto control
illegal hunting activities. No special emphasis hasyet
been placed on protecting particular habitats or
ecosystems. In addition to oil exploitation, logging
has not been excluded in these protected areas. Much
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of the areahas been logged at |east once. Although
forestry istechnically not permitted in protected
areas, forestry concessions have been issued for
every protected areain Gabon, and the Gamba
Complex isno exception. The Complex master plan,
that has been adopted by the government, stipul ates
that no logging concession will be allowed within the
Gamba Protected Areas Complex after 2000. If
enforced, this proposition will greatly help the
conservation of wildlife and forest habitats.
According to recent information from the DFC, in
November 2000 no logging concessionswere
operating anymorein the complex.

Up to now, conservation in Gambamerely has
meant controlling poachersand thetradein wildlife.
Within the area, hunting of any kind, apart from
subsistence hunting, istechnically prohibited. The
DFC brigadein Setté Cama has defined subsistence
hunting as up to four animals, with no morethan
three of agiven species. If someoneiscaught with
morethan thisin his possession, heisconsidered a
commercial hunter or poacher and treated asalaw
offender.

It isassumed that the requirements of most
settlements are largely met by trapping and shooting,
within aradius of only afew kilometres. However,
poaching is practised in many uninhabited areas
where accessis good, and many town-dwellers
provide gunsto smaller settlements. Many residents
of Gamba poach widely within the Setté Cama
Hunting Domain, gaining most or all of their income
from thisactivity. The negative impact on wildlifeis
evident.

Checking the market

Strolling Gambacity one evening, weareinvited by a
middle-aged man drinking abeer on theterrace of a
locdl pub. ‘ Thisisthe most important bushmeat
trader in theregion, whispersWWF employee,
Octave Mboumba. Thefollowing conservation
discussion touches many subjects, from the possible
departure of Shell from Gambato the present bug
plagueinfruit trees, and whether climate change
could be held responsiblefor this. The subject of
hunting and the bushmeat tradeis carefully avoided
by both sides. When, after some time, we decide to
go on, the atmosphere has become quite cordial and
our host insists on paying for al drinks.

‘Heknows our objectives, and we have afairly
good ideawhat heisinvolved in, Octave says
afterwards. ‘ Like other bushmeat traders, heis
waiting for our next steps. Until that time, they wait
and observe our activities.

At present, these activitiesare merely collecting
dataand evidence on the magnitude of the poaching
and bushmest tradein the Gambaarea- whichis
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Theresult of a
one-morning
road block
control near the
city of Gamba

substantial. In addition to the communities bordering
the Gamba Complex, large quantities of game meat,
including protected species, are regularly transported
to distant urban centres.

Octave Mboumba checksthe marketsin Gamba
daily, aswell asthelocal restaurants where bushmeat
can be consumed. He also regularly visitsthe
neighbouring settlements and urban centres.

“We now have collected the essential information
on the bushmeat trade in the region. After that, we
will cross-check that information with the datafrom
the socio-economic surveys being held in four

Jean-Marie Nkombé:

Working for the Reserve since it was created

villagesinthe area- where
people are asked, for instance,
about the amounts of bushmeat
they consume - aswell aswith
dataonthewildlifesituationin
Gamba. As soon aswe havethe
full picture, somewherein 2001,
wewill gopublic.” Inprinciple,
thiscross- checking could |ead
to amendmentsin the current
status of protection of plant and
animalsinthe Complex - if they
arefound essential inthe diet of
theloca population, andif it
turns out that these speciesare
not threatened.

How do peoplereact to his
activities?* Generally, they do
not care. People don't feel
.18 threatened. Thereisno reasonto

22 peafraid of the police, because
the policeare not interested in

bushmeat trade or protected

animals. Sometimes people hidetheir trade when
they see me approach. Then I’ [l walk around and,
after half an hour, passagain. | also take
photographs, never of the people, just the bushmeat.
Sometimes people get angry. | wasborn hereand
they say to me: you should be ashamed to spy on
your own people. Leave us, they say, we haveto live
too. That issometimesdifficult. But | think we have
to do thiswork and afterwards convince peoplethat
they can’t go on likethis, killing everything which
can be eaten!
A

Jean-Marie Nkombé does not know in what year he was born but on his birth certificate it says
‘around 1949'. He does not have a Ph.D. in natural resource management; he hardly can write his
initials and does not read. He is from a small fishing village in the Gamba area. In the 70's, just a few
years after the French colonialists that used to safari hunt in the area created the Gamba Protected
Areas Complex, Jean-Marie started to work there as a tourist guide. In 1992, when WWF was

asked by the government of Gabon to help preserving this paradise for wildlife, Jean-Marie was still
there. Because of his previous work records and as a man of extensive knowledge of the area, both of its native
people and its environment, he was appointed by WWF as a multi-function employee: driver, a field worker and finally
as a member of the team in charge of doing the socio-economic survey using participatory rural appraisal. In 1999,
Jean-Marie was still a part of the sustainable development team with the WWF Gamba project. By his devotion, his
full time commitment and his positive influence on the rural communities during the last 20 years, Jean-Marie
Nkombé has helped preserve this unique area outstandingly. In 1999, during the visit of the Duke of Edinburgh in the
Gamba Protected Areas Complex, Jean-Marie received the WWF Conservation Merit Award from Dr. Claude Martin,
Director General of WWF International.

FAST FORWARD TO CONSERVATION OR TAKE TIME FOR CONSULTATION

- 14 - ADILEMMAIN GABON'S GAMBA PROTECTED AREAS COMPLEX



The long and windy road to participatory management

Involving villagers, chiefs
and policy makers

The ecological importance of the Gamba
Complex, most expertsagree, isprimarily
based on the unique diversity of the area.
‘The movement of species between forest,
savannah, and flooded areas, one project
document states, ‘ their concentrationin
certain areas seasonally, and their reliance
on specific habitats for breeding makethe
Gamba Protected Areas Complex a
biological entity to conserveinits
geographical entirety.

uch of the actua situation thoughisstill

unknown. Naturein the Gamba Complex till
undoubtedly containsalot of surprises. Many parts of
the area (especially the floodplains and the inundated
forests) have been barely explored and may contain a
number of unique species. Theinaccessibility of the
area—except for thefew forest roads and oil tracks,
thelagoonsand riversthat are the only other points of
accessto much of the Complex —haslargely
contributed to the survival of these speciesthusfar.
Evenwith road and water access combined, large
tractsof forest remain difficult to penetrate and are
rarely, if ever, visited by humans.

Severa studies have beeninitiated by the WWF
project (see Box), so asto get abetter overall ideaof
the uniqueness of faunaand florainthe area. ‘We are
now starting to get aclear picture, saystechnica
advisor, Marc Thibault. ‘ Thisenablesusto draw up a
proper conservation and management plan.

Additional information will come through the
activities of the village workers, who — after
receiving ecological training—will cover thewhole
region, afew timesayear, in different seasons.
Teams of village workerswill count the numbers of
large mammals, aswell asidentify favourable
circumstances such asthe availability of fruits, etc.

Internal disputes

Getting acquainted with the local populationis
another goal of the WWF project. Many of the almost
2,300 peopleliving in the villages of the complex
(not including Gamba) have been interviewed by
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Chef de kanton Jean-Marie Mbouity

teams composed of DFC agents, WWF employees
and village workers. Women are often interviewed
whileat work inthefields—to avoid male
interference. Severa district chiefsassist inthejob of
interviewing and interacting with the popul ation of
Gamba-city.

‘We have aclear picture now, says SoniaBlaney,
rura development consultant to the WWF project.
“We know what use people make of the natural
resources, what their main constraints are, and their
needs. Thisallowsto develop aconservation
management plan for the Gamba Complex, that
includesthe needs of rural people aswell asthe
urban population of Gamba.’

The population’swillingnessto co-operate with
the stock taking is described by Blaney as
‘satisfying’. ‘In the beginning people are suspicious.
They do not know us or our goals, and are afraid that
our main objectiveisto forbid them from entering
the protected areas. After sometime, peoplerealy
start to co-operate and then they will tell you almost
everything.
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Biological surprises

Recent biological surveys held in the Gamba Complex have shown one of the highest density of
elephants and apes of the country. In the Moukalaba region survives the only population of waterbuck
of Gabon. Preliminary data of a small mammals survey in the Monts Doudou show a total of seven
species of muridae and nine of soricidae. The relative abundance of small mammals in the Gamba
Complex seems to be higher than at any other studied site in tropical Africa.

Bird life is partially known. However, and 380 species of birds have been identified in the area of Setté
Cama, and 228 in the Monts Doudou. Some interesting range extensions were obtained for the ibis,

the swift, the pitta, the swallow and the rockfowl.

The frog species richness of the Monts Doudou has been estimated using rapid assessment
techniques and just over fifty species have been identified which represents the highest record for any
locality in Gabon. It is estimated that the potential for the Monts Doudou area may be as high as 75
species. Other studies on reptiles show that the three species of African crocodiles are found in the
two lagoons area, that four species of marine turtles spawn each year on the two hundred km coast
line, and that at least four species of terrapins and one species of land turtle inhabit the area. Other
reptiles species frequently encountered include the python, the forest cobra, the banded water cobra,

the tree cobra, the gecko, the monitor lizard, etc.

68 species of fishes representing 34 different families have been recorded during a survey using

experimental gill net fishing in the Ndogo lagoon.

Invertebrates are poorly known. One study identified 39 genera of ants and sixteen genera of wasps

in the Monts Doudoul.

A study in 1989 of the demersal assemblages of the continental shelf off the Gamba complex
identified 354 marine species including groups such as bony fishes, elasmobranches, crustaceans
and cephalopods. Recent observations confirmed that the coast of the Gamba complex is also visited
by numerous species of marine mammals among which the sperm whale, the south African fur seal,

the humpback whale and the common dolphin.

Habitats of the complex are highly diversified but the flora is practically unknown. During the last ten
years different institutions have participated in collection and plant identification in a fragmentary way.
At least thirty new species have been discovered during this period mainly in the genera commitheca,

begonia, impatiens and xanthoceris.

Onefeature of therural populationinthisareaisa
centuries old pattern of internal disputes, which have
made many peopleleavetheir villagesand set up
their homes el sewhere. Thishasresulted in apattern
of tiny, scattered settlements. Blaney: ‘Thisisa
problem, having in mind the need to co-operateina
future management plan.’

Thislack of coherence also makesit difficult for
peopleto take effective measures to combat what
they see asone of their main problems —the nuisance
caused by groups of wandering elephants and other
mammals. Blaney: ‘ They expect usto organisethis
protection, but that is not theway it should work.
Additionally, based on our surveys, thereal damage
caused by elephantsis minor, effecting only about
one percent of the crops’

Heavy lobbying

A sustainable future for the Gamba Protected Areas
Complex can only be reached when currently
destructive activities cometo an end. Theseinclude
oil exploitation and logging, activitieswhich are hard
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toinfluence by alocal level conservation project.
Heavy lobbying on anationa level seemsto bethe
most viable option, coupled with local activitiesto
reduce the environmental damage to aminimum.

Relatively more easy isto promote aternativesto
the present unsustainabl e activities practised by the
local population. Rural development alternatives
could contribute to the conservation of the Gamba
Complex. However, project people are careful not to
push for these. Theinitiatives have to come from the
people themselves. Whichistaking time. Only in
1999 the WWF project started an agroforestry
project intwo pilot siteslocated in Gambaand in
Setté Cama. Training sessionswere given to two
groups of women. Somefencing to mitigate the
impact of wildlifewill be carried out in the coming
period.

Says Thibault: ‘ The economiesintherural areas
really are on asubsistencelevel. Thereisnot much
entrepreneurship here. Most people are satisfied with
their life. Within almost every family thereisat least
one person working for Shell, which bringsin some
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extracash. So the main needs people mention, when
asked, are on the community level: accessto health
care, safe drinking water, better transport
possibilities. We can help peopleto bring theseissues
to the attention of the responsible authorities, but | do
not feel our conservation project has a specific task
here’

At thispoint, another observation should be made.
The case of Gabon in general isquite peculiar in that
it hasavery low density of population, whichis
mostly urban. Therura world iscompletely
dissociated with the flow of riches brought by the oil
industry. This situation provokes aprogressing rural
exodus, leaving rural communities poorer and
poorer. Theformer colonia policy of villages
regrouping and the more recent advent of oil
multinational s have also upset local systems of land
ownership and traditional ingtitutionsresultingin the
absolute absence of any formsof local associations.
It aso brought into the mind of peoplethat the state
will take care of everything. Hence, any kind of
participatory processwhere local communities
would be eventually engaged in their own
development and in decision-making israther against
thecurrent.

Zoning the area

Rosy future?

Official project documentsoutlinearosy futurefor
the Gamba Protected Areas Complex —if everything
goes according to plan. Several functional DFC
brigadeswill eventualy operateinthearea, fully
supported by the Gabonese Government. The
brigades’ staff will co-operate closely with therural
communities, working more as extension officers,
rather than as police officers. Thelocal population
will actively take part in management decision-
making and implementation activitiesin the
Complex area, and will bethefirst to profit froma
sustainable use of the area.

‘Thisisnothing morethan anideal vision, Marc
Thibault acknowledges, ‘which merely givesyou
someideaof theright direction. It will takeyears
before we see significant changesin the way natural
resources are managed herein Gamba.’

A lack of involvement by thelocal population, as
well asby the authorities—on alocal aswell asthe
national level —seemsthe most powerful constraint
on the conservation project. The operations of the
DFC brigades are stifled by apressing lack of
resources. Salariesare not paid, or are paid far too
late, thereisinsufficient staff to effectively patrol the

A new methodology to map the village boundaries was developed in the course of the socio-
economic survey. A GPS map was used to locate traditional activity sites and define the boundaries of
village lands. A sketch map of village lands was drawn in collaboration with the population concerned,
siting traditional activity sites approximately. The survey team then went to each site to locate it with a
GPS equipped with an antenna capable of recording geographic co-ordinates under the forest
canopy. The same method was used to locate the boundaries of village lands. Farming sites, fields
and damage caused by animals were measured. When visiting the various sites, semi-structured
interviews on natural resource use by the various groups encountered there were conducted.

The advantage of using GPS lies mainly in the quality of the data obtained, which is conducive to
long-term monitoring. Since sketch maps are not very precise, they make monitoring difficult and can
even lead to conflicting interpretations by the various parties concerned. In addition, geo-referenced
data can be easily integrated into a geographic information system (GIS), making it easier to
measures changes in the characteristics of village lands.

Experience from other projects revealed that local chiefs use GIS to strengthen the cohesion of their
community in an effort to resolve land use conflicts. However, technical advisor of the Gamba
Complex project Thibault stresses the importance of preparing sketch maps using a participatory
approach: ‘This exercise stimulates discussion, highlights inter-clan relations and illustrates the
interaction between the environment and decisions pertaining to land use.

In general, Thibault stipulates, maps are valuable tools for managing protected areas, particularly
when people live in these zones. ‘Determining the boundaries of village lands fosters an increased
sense of ownership and may prompt reflection on the urgent need to preserve natural resources.
Therefore, it is very important to give a land map to the authorities of the village concerned.

Source: Blaney, S. and M. Thibault. 2000. Une méthode pour I'etude des caractéristiques socio-
économiques des communautés rurales du Complexe d'Aires Protégees de Gamba. WWEF, Central

Africa Regional Program Office
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Gamba Protected Areas

protected areas, and thereisadire need for
equipment. The apparent lack of interest at the
ministry in Librevilleisnot abig help in motivating
agentsto performin the best possibleway, to put it
mildly. The biological and socio-economic
inventories, on which DFC, the WWF project, as
well asthelocal population viavillage collaborators
worked closely together, wee away of enhancing
involvement. Zoning the areasis supposed to have
the same effect.

Thewhole process has to be supported by
educational and promotional activities.
Environmental workshopswill beheldinall rural
areas, aswell asin Gambacity. A project Newsletter
has been set up to keep peopleinformed on
devel opments. Educational materialsfor usein
school s are being devel oped with the help of WWF
headquartersin Libreville.

Ecotourism

Probably the best guarantee for a sustainable future
for the Gambaareawould be adelicate mixture of
conservation activities combined with ecotourism,
which could bring in much-needed income. The
potential for tourismissubstantial, accordingto a
group of American researcherswho studied the area
someyears ago. But the constraintsare many. An
almost completelack of facilities, coupled with very
bad infrastructure, effectively prevent touristsfrom
coming to theregion.

Current tourism activitiesin thisfield are limited
to Shell employees spending theweekend in the
Setté Camaarea big game fishing and large mammal
viewing. However, Marc Thibault feelsit will not be

Complex - project purposes

The long-term development objective of the project is to

safeguard Gamba’s original and representative

ecosystems, and maintain biodiversity in harmony with

sustainable utilisation. The project purpose is to
establish efficient and equitable natural resource

management systems for the Gamba Protected Areas
Complex. During the first 5 years the following outputs

are expected:

* clearly defined management zones within the
complex established;

« internal regulations refined and strengthened in
accordance with the proposed zoning;

« effective management and protection systems
established;

 applied management-oriented research defined and

initiated;
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too difficult to attract people from the capital,
Libreville, for weekend tourism. Especialy thelarge
community of expatriatesin this country could bea
main target group for promotion activities. After that,
theinternational market could be explored.

Inthefuture, the existing DFC brigade camp near
Setté Camamight be devel oped into asmall-scale
tourism camp. Asmany parts of the areaare
inaccessible without aguide, this could offer some
opportunitiesfor local communitiesto get involved
inthetourist trade, by training them to become
guides. However, says Thibault, ‘ people have no
experienceat all in thefield of tourism and rendering
of services. They tend to be conservative and will not
take active part in new initiatives. So we haveto
move forward very carefully here, in close co-
operation with rural people themselves!

Thelack of investment capital and
entrepreneurshipintherural areasis contrasted with
the situation in the city of Gamba, where many
people areready to exploit the tourism market. Marc
Thibault: ‘ Theoil industry has brought capital here,
aswell asawillingnessto takefinancial risks. | am
sure peoplewill start rental servicesfor boats, or
accommodation and producing handicrafts, as soon
asthefirst tourists show up. However, if theail
industry leaves, these well-off peoplewill leavetoo.
So, on the one hand we have to slow down because
wewant to run parallel with the rural population.
But, then again, we should not lose too much time.
We urgently need economic alternatives herein this
region, before activitieslike logging and poaching
havekilled all opportunitiesfor asustainablefuture.
A

« formal and informal education concerning the need
to manage natural resources improved;

+ rural development by means of alternatives that
contribute to the conservation of the Gamba
Protected Areas Complex identified and tested with
communities.
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A lack of Interest

One evening Marc Thibault gives a presentation on the
WWF Gamba project at the French cultural centrein
Libreville. At the designated starting time no more than three
people are present. Two hourslater, some 30 people have
shown up. Half of them are professional nature
conservationists-most of them white and al working for
western-based NGOs-; the other half is Gabonese and
members of the Libreville establishment.

Afterwards, | talk to one of the organisers of the meeting.
He hasworked for several yearswith a Shell contracting
company in the Gambaregion. Thisexperience, coupled with
his current efforts to sensitise the urban elite, has not made
him avery optimistic person. ‘Nobody in Gabon isinterested
in nature conservation, he says. : Common peoplejust want to
exploit nature, for subsistence or for making profits. And rich
people care even less, the only thing they areinterested inis
waysto earn more money, as

exaggeration in the stories being told, but the project would
win the hearts of alot of peopleif it helped them to solvethis
problem. The sameistruefor the growing number of conflicts
between rural people and profit-oriented hunting and fishing
activitiesinitiated by the urban population.

A combined approach is needed, one which consists of
more effective control on poaching, environmental education
and the creation of economic alternatives which do not
damagethe natural richness of the area. The project correctly
worksonall these fronts. To enhance the involvement of all
parties, afeeling of ‘ ownership’ of the conservation project
hasto be developed, at thelocal aswell asthe national level.
Having an all-Gabonese management of the project withina
few years, inacountry and an areawhere all commercial
activities have long been -and still are- dominated by foreign
people, seems aprerequisite. Winning more support for the
conservation goalsin the

fast aspossible’

He describesthe attitude
of Gabonese establishment
asoneof total apathy,
mainly caused by the
patriarchal French colonial
system. ‘ Franceis still very
much present here,; he says.
‘The mentality of thelocal
establishment isthat the
French will take care of a
profitable exploitation of
Gabon’s natural richness, so
nothing to worry about.’

Maybe he was overstating

capital, Libreville, is
another. Inthe current
situation thereisno
watertight guarantee that
logging activitiesin the
protected areawill cometo
an end - although thisis
promised in the master plan
for the areasigned by the
Government. Moreover, new
oil exploitation activities, as
well as plansfor developing
aharbour inthe area, pose
direct threats.

Convincing palicy

things. However, thelack of

interest by almost all actorsin the Gamba Complex is
undoubtedly areason for concern. The moment the WWF
project stopsfinancing DFC brigadesin the area, their
existencewill likely cometo an end. Everyoneinvolved
realisesthisisnot asustainable way of working. But itisthe
hard reality.

Out of necessity, the conservation project in Gambais
moving slowly, carefully planning one step at atime. Thereis
no other sustainable option. There have been too many
examples of nature conservation projects-Gabon being no
exception- which arein apermanent situation of animosity
with thelocal population due to ignorance of their needs and
priorities. The main problem rural people mentionin relation
to the nearby conservation areais the nuisance caused by
elephants and other animals. Maybe thereis some
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makersthat there are other
profitable ways of exploiting natural resourcesin the Gamba
areais of the highest urgency, and a stronger environmental
lobby in the capital should be set up. Effortsto introduce the
concept of ‘ national parks' would be hel pful: Gabonis one of
the few African countrieswherethere are no national parks.
Every protected areahasits own setsof rulesand
prohibitions, which isaconfusing situation for policy makers,
aswell asthelocal population.

Establishing successful ecotourism pilot projects could be
another way of strengthening the environmental [obby. It
would also be away to convince the local population -urban
and rural - that there could be afuture for the area even after
oil exploitation ceases. It isnow timeto take the necessary
stepsto guarantee that, when that day comes, enough valuable
naturewill beleft in the Gambaarea. A
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