Managing Parks in Larger Landscapes
The Minkébé Conservation Project

‘The forest is the people’s fridge’

‘If the law says hunting is prohibited, we act accordingly

The struggle of-an.inferior' people

There are no permanent human settlements to be found anywhere in the entire protected
area of the Minkébé Forest. However, loggers are closing in on this tropical rainforest
wilderness in the north of Gabon, bringing poachers of bush meat and ivory as well as
gold panners in their wake.What can be done to stop the looming crisis and preserve
this least disturbed part of the Western Congo?
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Gabon istheleast populated country in\West
Africa. White beaches and mangrove
wetlands give way to the rugged, densely
forested interior. About three-quartersof the
country isstill covered with forest and
possesses an unrivalled biodiversity.

U ntil thediscovery of large oil reserves near the
coast in the Sixties, Gabon's economy was
solely dependent on the expl oitation of the country’s
forests. Eventoday timber export isthe country’s
second largest money-earner with exports expanding
rapidly inthe Nineties. Concessionsfor timber
exploitation covering 75 per cent of the remaining
forest have now been issued, mostly to French and
Malaysian companies. More and more primary old-
growth forests are being transformed into selectively
logged forests. Inthe 32,381 sq. km Minkébé Forest
(anareaaslarge asBelgium) 65 per cent of thearea
isallocated to logging - the 7,600 sq. km protected
area, whichisnow called the Minkébé National Park,
covers 23 per cent. Thelogging companies construct
roads and build campsfor their employees. Lacking
an aternative food supply, thesevillagesare
important outletsfor bushmeat. Inthelarge forest
concessions, hunting camps have been set up from
where professional hunters supply theloggerswith
bushmeat - sometimeswith the help of riflesand
vehiclesthat are supplied by the company (or
‘loaned’ by the employees).

For most peopleliving in theforest, bushmeat is
one of thefew sources of protein available, aong
with locally caught fish. Without bushmeat - or
without affordable alternatives - alarge part of the
population of the Central African rainforest would go
hungry and be deprived of animportant source of
income. Asthey say in Gabon: ‘Laforét estle
réfrigérateur delapopulation’ — ‘Theforestisthe
people'sfridge’ . Consequently, thelocal population
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Introduction

‘The forest Is the people’s fridge’

isthe most important party that needsto be taken into
account inall plan’sregarding conservation and
management of wild animals.

According to aseries of hunting laws, hunting can
take place only with alicense and within aset hunting
Season. Laying snares - the most commonly used
hunting technique - isalso forbidden. Further, there
areoutright banson hunting avariety of threatened
species, including gorilla, chimpanzee, leopard and
aardvark. The severefinesand prison sentences
attached to hunting these animalsare, however, rarely
enforced in practice. And so, over most of Gabon, the
illegal trade continues. Approximately 18 million
kilogrammes of bushmeat are traded every year, with
an estimated turnover of Euro 50 million. Thisillegal
and destructive trade might account for some two per
cent of Gabon'snon-oil GNP. Thetradegoeshandin
hand with the opening up of theforest by logging
roads, and the big transport linksto the capital likethe
Transgabonaisrailroad and the National Road N 1.

When trying to tacklethis state of affairs, the
biggest problemisthelack of law enforcement
capacity. Theweak Gabonese administrationis
unableto effectively police either theforests or the
markets. Thereisashortage of qualified staff and
resources like vehicles, uniforms, and equipment.

Confronted with the problem of the over-
exploitation of theforests, the Minkébé project has
chosen for an innovative approach based on atwo-
stagemodel. ‘ To conserve wildlife and simultaneously
maintain therole of wildlifein the economies of
Minkébé'svillages, we decided that wefirst had to
block the bushmesat hunter’s accessto logging roads
andrivers, explains project leader Pauwel deWachter.
‘Thiscreatesalarge core of un-hunted forest, thus
shifting the balance towards village-based hunting on
foot which becomes more sustainabl e because of the
interaction with thelarge un-hunted core. Secondly,
the capacity of theteam built up during thislaw-
enforcement processis used gradually —first to
replicate the model elsawhere—but secondly to
accompany villages so asto maintain asustainable
level of village-based foot hunting. Inthefuturethis
should then |ead to well-organized community-based
wildlife management systems, based on quotaon the
amount of hunting effort avillage can deploy inthe
periphery of the un-hunted core of theforest where
intact wildlife assemblages prosper.

Here'sareport on how successful thisapproach
hasbeen sofar... A
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Successful protocols with loggers and villagers

'If the law says hunting Is
prohibited, we act accordingly’

Logging company employees are often key traders cometo theforest to collect it. The
linksin the bushmeat chain. Many workers extra income logging company workersearn
set a few traps before they start working; thisway makesit difficult to stop the
after and even during work they collect the practice. Reason for WWF’s Minkébé
captured animals and shoot a few more. The project to contact the logging companies
trucks loaded with timber and the trucks working in the concession areas
which transport the workers al so transport surrounding the protected area, aswell as

the bushmeat to the city or villages, or thelocal population.
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The controlsat the entrance road to the Bordamur
concession start around noon, when thefirst big
trucksarrive from the forest to bring their load of
freshly cut treesto their destination — usually the
harbor of Libreville. The checksare thorough. Later
inthe day, pick-up trucksbeginto arrive carrying
workers home from work. The Toyotatruck is
carefully searched and all the men are asked to open
their bags. The guards clearly know whereto look -
they tell stories about bushmeat smuggled under
working clothes, etc. Everybody submitsto the
search with resignation - they are used toit. Only the
Malaysian driver of thetruck cracksafew jokeswith
theguards. ‘ TheAsianslove bushmeat too,” one of
the guardswhispers. ‘ They know exactly how to
prepareit, and they eat everything.

Threeyears ago, encouraged by theregular
surveillance effort of the Minkébé Project,
Malaysian logging company, Rimbunan Hijau
(Bordamur) started enforcing strong rules and began
checking that its employees and trucks were not
transporting bushmeat. At that time, their employees
where used to bringing bushmeat from the depth of
theforest to their village. Company vehicleswere
being used to transport hunters, bushmeat and arms.
Now all thishas changed. The company, encouraged
by the protocol that has been agreed with the
provincia authoritiesand thelocal population
starting sanctioning and firing workers caught with
bushmeat. Since then the entranceto thelogging
concession has been guarded by ateam composed of
WWF-ecoguards and agents from the Ministry of
Water and Forests. This combination of strict law
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enforcement aswell as clear rules accepted by all
concerned parties hasresulted in a spectacul ar
reduction of theillegal poaching and el ephant
hunting.

‘Teamswith strong law-enforcement capacity can
stop hunting in concessions,” says Philbert Owono,
chief of the Oyem-based Minkébé Project brigade.
‘People no longer try to enter the area, asthey know
thisisimpossible. The teams can help to gradually
increase the logging company’slevel of control on
poaching initsterritory. In thisprocesswethen
gradually shift the balance towards more control by
the company itself. That way we can liberate the
capacities of the team to focus more time on pressing
conservation issues elsewhere!

After the successwith Bordamur, the WWF
project has shifted attention to other companies
working in the Minkébé Forest, like ENFB, Forex,
TTIB, STIBG and SHM. Much time and effort is
being invested in applying asimilar regimeasin
Bordamur. Most logging companieswelcomethis
effort, because hunting in aconcession areaisa
cause of trouble. It leadsto abad imagefor the
company, to alack of workers' discipline, to theft of
fuel and spare partsand to an increased risk of road
accidents. Because of the successful approach to
poaching in Minkébé Forest, replication of these
agreementsis supported by the Gabonese
government asanational policy and is now ongoing
in other logging concessions. It hasreceived the
strong support of the donor community, in particul ar
the EU, WWF, and the UN Foundation.
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SHM isa concession of around 1,800 sg. kmin the southwest of Minkébé Forest, and the second site where the project
emphasized application of the Bordamur model. SHM isa logging company with major financial problemsand with traditional
weak discipline. Hunting by workers and by unauthorized vehiclestendsto be heavy, further complicated because the SHM
concession isalso a gateway to the Mebaga gold camps, a high-intensity hunting area. The start of semi-regular presenceinthe

arealedin 2002 to several incidentswith SHM workers.

Inthe evening we visit Jerome Lau, chief of
operationsat Rimbunan Hijau in Minkébé Forest. He
sitson the veranda of the wooden housethat isthe
company’s office here, resting from ahard day’s
work with some of his colleagues. All of them are
fromMalaysia. Intotal there are some 20 Malaysians
working here, together with 75 Gabonese loggers,
and 30 more working in the sawmill. The
management of the company’s activities here - which
started some seven years ago - iscompletely in
Malaysian hands. They work long hours, day after
day. After ayear, they have two months home leave.
Contacts between the Ma aysians and the local
population are few, the Rimbunan employees spend
thelittle freetimethey have at their homeswithin the
concession area.

Even before being approached by the WWF, Mr.
Lau had recognized that the hunting practices of the
Gabonese workerswere aproblem for the company.
‘All thetimethey were busy with thetraps, if
possible even during working hours. And there were
also occasionsthat they used company vehiclesand
stoleour petrol.’ Thismadeit easier for the WWF
team to get the Asian company onitssidewhen it
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proposed joint action against the poaching practices.
Also, the Malaysians are law-abiding people, Mr.
Lau says: ‘Weare guests herein this country, we
must follow the law. So if thelaw sayshuntingis
prohibited, we act accordingly. And we have no
probleminbeing strictinit.

Thanksto the controlsin the concession areathe
situation hasimproved greatly, hefeels. It'snot a
popular policy, Lau knows, but hejust shrugshis
shoulders. ‘ Theworkerscomplain alot. They say
that they are hungry, and can’t afford the food we
offer themin our store, although these arefair prices.
| think it'savery poor attitude. Thiswholething also
influences our relationship with the villagers, aswe
arenot allowed to transport them into the forest.
They arealso angry with us. But what can we do?

Thenext day we visit another logging company,
Forex. A newly built relay station near the company’s
sawmill isalmost ready. The project’s mobile team
will be housed there, when working inthisarea.
Frequent controls have started since September 2002.
‘There arelarge differences between the
concessions, explains Philbert Owono, chief of the
Oyem-based brigade. * Concession areas where gold
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The newly build station at the Forex consession

mining isalso going on, asherein Forex, are
especialy difficult to control. The gold diggers want
to leave and enter the areaasthey please. Transport
of bushmeat usually takes placein the evening or at
night. Even harder arethe very small concession
areas. The companieswhich exploit these are mostly
gonewithin ayear of two. It'salmost impossibleto
do adea withthem!

But regular logging companies seem to be pleased
with the project’ sactivities. ‘We are under alot of
pressure from our workers,” says Hubert Bariller, the
French chef d’ operation of the Forex concession.
‘They say: thisisour area, welive here, you haveto
alow usto hunt here. It'snicefor usif we canthen
point the finger to the Ministry, or WWF, and say: we
have no choice’

The agreementswhich have been reached with the
local population explicitly allow for village-based
hunting on foot. Thisisnot considered to bea
significant threat asthe distance covered onfoot is
limited to amaximum of 20 kilometers. That |eaves
around two thirds of the Minkébé Forest outside of
hunting areas (if no useis made of logging roads by
bushmeat hunters). For the villagers, the wildlife
resources are essential. They provide avaried, cheap
and high-quality source of protein, mitigate the
effects of under-employment as hunting isan activity
which requiresvirtually no capital investment, has
low risk and income comesin almost immediately.
Thisisconfirmed when we visit the small village of
Nkougou, near the Bordamur-concession. Chef de
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groupement Mebia Casimine and chef devillage
Assoume Mancer, who give us ahearty welcome,
emphasize that the 250 inhabitants of thisvillage are
in favor of the new hunting policy. ‘Wewereaarmed
by the sight of more and moretrucksleaving the area
with game. It'svery good that this has stopped.
Hunting isimportant for us. We have no fish because
thereisnoriver here, just the bushmeat. We need it
for ourselvesand our children.

So thevillage signed the protocol with the rulings
on hunting practices, which does not mean everyone
ishappy. ‘ The protocol doesallow usto hunt for our
own needs,’ sayschief Mancer. ‘Wewant to collect
the meat by car, in order to keep it fresh. But we are
not alowed to do so. Besides, good roads are al so
lacking.

‘Indeed, hunting by car isnot allowed,’ reacts
Philbert Owono. ‘ Because the hunting by car has
stopped in thisarea, animals approach thevillage
again. You know that, and it provesthe protocol isfor
our own good.’

Thevillagers' relationship with the Malaysian
logging company isbad.  There's nothing good for
usinit. Except for thefew men of thisvillagewho
work there. But for the rest, we have no contact
whatsoever. They have electricity over there, we
don’t. They have good drinking water, we don't.
They do their shopping somewhere else, not here. We
arenot even allowed to collect the remaining timber.”
One of the other men addsthat ‘ the Asianshave
occupied our forest and we don’t know how and
whenwewill get it back.’ A
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Adrian Noungou, head of the Wildlife and Hunting Department of the Ministry of Water and Forests
describes himself as a big supporter of the Minkébé project. ‘The WWF project has without doubt
contributed to the credibility of conservation in Gabon. Indirectly it has contributed substantially to the
creation of the 13 national parks. If the Minkébé project had been a failure, or if it had been impossible
to find new external funding, the authorities wouldn’t have been encouraged to follow the path of
nature conservation. Also, the protocols that have been developed with the logging companies and
with the gold mining community, now serve as a model for the rest of the country.

The Minkébé project has also contributed a lot to capacity building, on the local as well as the national
level. The staff are among the best-equipped in the country. It has also established a management
model that did not previously exist. Integration of students from the forestry school into a conservation
project was a novelty, but it has proved quite successful and deserves imitation.

Raising the awareness of the population is integral to the project and will remain so in the future. Itis
necessary to explain repeatedly why law enforcement is necessary to the population. That creates the
space for two-way debate which also helps us.

Oyem-brigade team chief Philbert Owono (at right): ‘I love the Minkébé Forest, because | wasraised here. | learned to loveit
in my childhood, but if you’ ve been educated at the Forestry school, you appreciateit even more. Thisisdifferent with many
other peopleliving here. They associate the forest with poverty and misery. For them, working behind a desk is progress.
Parents are not happy when a youngster says he or she wantsto go to the Forestry school
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The Minkébé Forest
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Biophysical description

32,281 sq. kilometres of roadlesstropical lowland
forest.

Delimited by 500 kilometres of road to the west
and south, the lvindo River to the east, and the
Ayinaand Kom riversto the north.

Biodiversity significance

Intact zones: an estimated 14,000 sq. kilometresis
almost never visited by humans - one of the finest
tropical forest wilderness areas|eft on the planet.
L ocated in the heart of the Northwest Congolian
Lowland Forest Ecoregion, whichisranked 4th
by the WWEF for overall speciesdiversity among
forest ecoregions.

Theregion holds an estimated 20,000 el ephants.
One of the largest undisturbed assembl ages of
largewildlifein thetropical rainforests of Central
Africaincluding |leopards, forest buffal oes,
gorillas, chimpanzees, mandrills, crowned eagles,
giant pangolins, aardvarks, slender-snout
crocodiles, Congo clawless otters, and bongo
antelopes.

Social setting

Two provinces. Woleu-Ntem and Ogooué-lvindo.
Around 70,000 peoplelive on the periphery of the
Minkébé Forest.

In Woleu-Ntem province much immigrant labour
comesfrom Equatoria Guinea(including
hunters).
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Small gold-mining communitiesliveintheforest.
Baka pygmies use northern Minkébé, in particular,
for elephant hunting.

Bakwel e fishermen use the navigablerivers
reaching the core of theforest.

Thereissignificant cross-border el ephant
poaching near the Cameroon border.

Pressures on resources

More and more primary old-growth forestsare
being transformed to selectively logged forests.
Presently 65 per cent of Minkébé Forest is
allocated to logging, while Minkébé National Park
covers 23 per cent.

Bushmeat hunters use vehicles on logging roadsto
reach high-density wildlife populationsand to
transport bushmeat.

Elephant poaching: an estimated 500 to maybe
1,000 elephantsarekilled every year. Ivory is
traded viaLibreville aswell as Cameroon.
Pedestrian village-based hunting is not a
significant threat as distance covered onfoot is
limited to amaximum of 20 kilometres, leaving
around two thirds of the Minkébé Forest outside of
commercia hunting areas (if no useis made of
logging roads by bushmeat traders).

Ebola has decimated apesin the most intact parts
of Minkébé Forest and isacontinuing threat for
apesin North-eastern Gabon and beyond.

THE MINKEBE CONSERVATION PROJECT



‘Acceptance of the landscape approach a big success’

According to the Minkébé project leader, Pauwel de
Wachter, a landscape-based approach is vital to the
success of the project. The creation of a protected area
should be viewed as a catalyzing tool for conservation in
a much larger area.

‘Compare it with a business growth model, says De
Wachter. ‘Conservation capacity is gradually built up
and more and more of the landscape is covered with
active conservation as capacities grow. A landscape
vision takes hold among stakeholders and agencies.
Successful experiences at site-level - like the policy on
hunting in logging concessions, or the co-management
agreements with the gold mining communities - are
progressively replicated all over the landscape.

Due, at least partly, to the successful example of the
Minkébé project, the landscape approach is gaining
increasing acceptance in Gabon. ‘In the beginning of the
project, we were expected by the government to focus to
solely on the creation and management of the Minkébé
Protected Area,’ says De Wachter. ‘Now the Ministry of
Water and Forests has accepted a new vision with
respect to the logging concessions surrounding the
protected areas throughout the country. It is
acknowledged that, without effective control of illegal
activities in the concession areas there will be no
sustainable future for the protected areas either. Our
strategy has been to get protected areas within every
large forest zone, which can then act as a catalyst for
nature management in the whole forest block.

In the Minkébé project itself, the focus is resolutely on
management of the larger landscape. Because of the
lack of real threats to the inaccessible western and
southern part of the protected area, the project was able
to concentrate on Minkébé Forest as a whole from the
outset. While the process of getting all logging
companies and hunters to agree and comply to the
hunting rules will take substantial time and energy in the
coming period, the project’s ambitions extend even
further. One of the priorities is sustainable management
of the rivers in cooperation with the local population.
Navigable rivers provide access for motorized dugout
canoes and thus for bushmeat and elephant hunters. In
the future, only subsistence fisheries should be allowed
on the upper reaches of the Oua River as well as the
Ivindo and all commercial hunting should be banned
using motorized dugouts above a certain point on the
river. De Wachter: ‘We're working on that, but it takes
time. It's not easy because you're dealing here with the
natural use of the area, which is different from the
logging areas.

There are other possibilities for enlarging the focus
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To be successful,
parksshould be
embedded islands
In a sea of good
quality nature )

area. Poaching problems in the northern part of
Minkébé Forest, mainly accessed through Cameroon,
need to be tackled in cooperation with the stakeholders
and law enforcement agencies in the southern part of
Cameroon, says De Wachter. ‘In fact we are in the
process of building up a 150,000 sqg. km Cameroon-
Gabon-Congo transborder conservation system - made
up of protected areas and logging concessions - where
hunting is strictly controlled. Gradually, we fill voids in
the landscape with conservation. Soon with USAID and
EU funding, we will fill in a such a void in northwestern
Congo Brazzaville, the area over the border with
Minkébé.

Within Gabon, the Minkébé project would like to be seen
as an instrument for nature conservation in the whole of
the northern part of the country. De Wachter: ‘Gradually
we hope to bring the authorities here on board. At first
they saw us as a project solely for the protected area,
then they accepted us working in the logging
concessions. Now we hope to expand our work to the
nearby Mekambo Forest, around the Mwagne National
Park and in the Djoua-Zadié Forest. We will also work in
the logging concessions west of the Minkébé Forest,
and those east of the Ivindo National Park. We've
started this process and feed back has been positive
from authorities, the Wildlife department and logging
companies.

The project’s strategy is based on the conviction that
everything starts with getting pragmatic results at the
field level. Following that, authorities at the local and
central levels should be involved. De Wachter: ‘That’s
how it went with the logging concessions, that’s how it
should be accomplished with the rivers too.
Concentrate on what is feasible, instead of dreaming of
radical policy measures at the central level. I'm
convinced there’s a lot more creative power at field
level. You've got to make use of that. Success in the
field then leads to policy change at the national and
even regional level’
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he government of Gabon surprised the World

Environment Summit in Johannesburg in 2002
with the announcement of the upcoming creation of
13 national parks- covering intotal almost 11 per
cent of the country. Many expertsbelievethat with
thisdecision, the physical limits of nature protection
in Gabon have been reached, at least for the near
future. The further emphasis of Gabon’s government
will be on economic development and timber
exploitation. Which meansthat if
theinternational community
wishesto seethe protection of
larger parts of nature-rich Gabon,

itwill haveto pay up

in someway. The
National Park
Decreeenlarged
| the6,000 sg. km
Minkébé Protected
Areainto the 7,600 sq. km Minkébé
| National Park by adding totally intact
forests. The Minkébé project
management would liketo have the
vulnerableand totally intact primary forest areas
south of the Minkébé Park integrated. However, it
appearsto beimpossibleto get government support
for this plan in the absence of outside financing.

Theintroduction of ‘conservation concessions
might offer asolution. Project leader De Wachter: ‘[t
would mean that theinternational community is
going to pay for not logging an area. We've talked
about this concept with the NGO Conservation
International (Cl) and they are interested. However, it
isan expensive option. We think the price should be
something like 2 to 3 dollar per hectare ayear. For an
areaof 100,000 hathat would mean 200,000 to
300,000 dollar. Which doesn’t seem excessive, but
you havetoredizeit hasto be paid every year!’

The same concept isalso being discussed for the
Ngoila-Mintom areain the south of Cameroon, the
areaneighboring Minkébé. The government there
hasfrozen logging concessionsinan areaashig as
800,000 ha. Therent for logging isestimated to be at
least 3 dollar per ha, which means 2,5 million dollar a
year would be needed. Half of thismoney should go
to the government and half to direct support for
conservation and development inthe area. ‘ We have

to continue working on this', says De Wachter,
‘though it won't be easy. It ishard to compete
economically with logging. Also more and more
local communitiesfavor logging asthey receivea
part of theannual areatax the logging companies pay
to the government. Theinternational community
should make a concerted effort to pay some of the
opportunity costsfor keeping old growth forest.

Another option being exploredisto create akind of
shareholder ownership. It would open the opportunity
for invest-
mentsin
conservation
by bilatera
donors,
munici-
palities,
NGOsor the
larger public.
Inreturn they would receive shares, which would give
them avoicein the project. De Wachter: ‘It sanother
ideawe are exploring with Conservation International,
which isaready in contact with a Dutch bank on this.
Of courseit isthe Gabonese government which isin
charge of the area, not outside shareholders. Still, | feel
it'san interesting idea because it would enhance the
accountability of theconservation projecttoits
shareholderswho provide capital directly to the
project. These shareholderswill only financethe
project if they seevery clearly how the‘ conservation
company’ transformsthiscapital into pragmatic and
sustainableresultsin thefield. It could bethe
beginning of anew, more transparent market, for
conservation. Inthe end it should become anormal
way of doing for public entitiesliketowns,
corporationsor individuals, to have afew conservation
investments as part of responsible behavior.’

In general, says De Wachter, we should realize that
conservation projects must be cost-effective,
otherwise we are creating unsustainable
conservation. ‘ The long-term ambition of a
conservation organization working in the Congo
Basin should beto apply conservation action to the
whole area, not just to afew selected small placesat
very high cost. Thuswe need to achieve conservation
at low cost per sg. km per year.

A
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Minkébé’s Baka pygmies

The struggle
of an
'Inferior’
people

An estimated 500 to maybe 1,000 el ephants
arekilled every year in the Minkébeé Forest,
representing threeto five per cent of the total
populationinthisforest area. Theivoryis
mainly traded via Gabon’s capital Libreville
aswell asto neighboring Cameroon. The Baka
people- pygmies- inthearea aretraditionally
hunter-gatherers. Nowadays, they are
increasingly involved in commercial hunting
activities- and in particular elephant killing -
being hired by peopletrafficking ivory.

t'sanisolated place, the Bakavillage Bitougha

Coming from the direction of Minvoul, you haveto
leaveyour car behind, ascend asteep ridgealong a
small forest lane, walk down and crossamuddy field
beforearriving at theriverside. After awhileafew
pirogues arrive, containing one family and afew
boys. They warmly greet Emmanuel Mve Mebia,
who isthe project’santhropologist in thisarea. We
climb on board the pirogues, and for the next two
hoursthere’s nothing but the black water, the
overwhelming green of the forest and the sound of
the pirogues, slowly drifting through the water. Then
we leave the boats, and go uphill again. Thisisthe
area of the Baka, apeoplewho know every inch of
thisforest. Every so often our guides warn us away
from leaves covering large holesin the ground, old
gametraps. When wefinaly arrivein thevillage, it
doesn’t look much like apygmy village. It consists of
thesamekind of larger hutsthat you seein every
villagein Gabon. ‘ These are semi-permanent
houses, explains anthropologist Emmanuel. ‘It'sa
fairy talethat the Bakatravel around dl thetime and
live continuously in small huts of leaves. It istrue

though that the men gointo the forest to hunt for days
and sometimes weeks, but thisiswherethey live!

Hisexplanation is confirmed by sous chef Pierre
Azongbo Ndabiké, who comesto greet us.

‘Thisisthe place where we have lived for many
yearsnow, he says. ‘Maybe, some day, wewill move
thevillageto theriver bank, if the authoritieswant us
to do so. But we'd rather not do so, because we fedl
safe here. If you live near theriver, everyone can
approach you.

Thesewordsclearly indicate the position of the
Baka. They would prefer tolivetheir livesin the
forest, inisolation, but thisisimpossible because of
their dependency on the dominant Bantu (Fang)
populationinthisarea. Near thevillageareafew
cacao plantations, which belong to a Fang employer.
The Bakaof Bitoughaearn alittle money, working
on these plantations. Traditionally, there'sa
symbiotic relationship between the Baka pygmy of
Gabon and the Fang. Each Bakaclan hasabrother
clan amongst the Fang. The Fang, farmerssince
living memory, have exchanged their agricultural
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products with the Baka, who provide bushmeat or
labour inreturn. However, therelationship isnot as
equal asthismay sound. There'salarge economic
and socio-political gap between the handful of Baka
in the Minkébé areaand the mgjority population of
Bantu/Fang. To most Fang, the Bakaare aninferior
people. In Minvoul District, the Bakado not possess
identity cardsor birth certificates, making it difficult
for themto travel or to have accessto serviceslike
schools, social security or medical help. Their rights
in court areweak and they cannot vote. For the WWF
project, thisattitude constitutesabig problem.”

Full-time elephant hunters

Despite their negative feelings about the Baka, the
Fang greatly appreciate the Baka knowledge of the
forestingeneral, and of the art of elephant hunting in
particular. ‘ They know theforest, admitsBasile Ella

MANAGING PARKS IN LARGER LANDSCAPES

Eyaga, Secretary General of the Minvoul District.
‘When someone from the city wants an elephant, he
contactsthevillage chief. He chooses one of the
Baka, and lends him aweapon.’ This accepted and
lucrative system for the Fang is however threatened
by the activity of commercial ivory traders, often
West-African shopkeepersfrom countrieslike
Cameroon, Mauritania, Mali and Senegal, who enlist
Bakato work for them and purchaseivory from
everyone. Theauthoritiesin Minvoul arefurious
about this development: ‘ That'stotal robbery. They
leave nothing herefor usor for our children, all the
profitsgo to thoseforeign traders.

The Bakathemselvesare hardly in aposition to
resist the pressure from people wanting them to kil
elephants. Also, for the mgjority of Bakamen,
elephant hunting isthe only way they can make some
money, which enablesthem to save for adowry or to
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Main objectives of the Association of
the Baka of Minvoul:

improving the social and judicial status of the Baka

taking into account the cultural heritage of the Baka

socio-economic integration

obtaining the same social services as the other inhabitants

of the region (school, dispensary)

obtaining direct benefits from their ecological knowledge

conservation of the north-western part of the Minkébé
Forest.

buy manufactured products. Some 50 Bakamenin
the Minvoul areaare considered to be more or less
regular elephant hunters. According to information
gathered from the Bakathemselves, every elephant

A |

Infront of one of the huts we meet Mbaka Bé Léo and his, wife Abouli Avore Pélagie. They are not sure about their age, both

hunter on average killsfour elephantsayear. While
not only illegal - big game hunting has been
prohibited in Gabon since 1983 - the poaching also
threatensthe survival of one of the largest
populations of forest elephantsin Africa. Indirectly
thisisaso athreat to thelife that the Bakalivein the
forest.

‘It would be foolish to deny theimportance of the
elephant hunting for the Baka people,’ says
Emmanuel Mve Mebia. * It'sinextricably bound up
with their culture, their myths, etc. But then wetalk
about the hunting for their own needs, for the meat.
That's something el se than the commercial hunt,
whichis perpetrated only for theivory and which
knowsno limits!

At night, around the communal campfire, many
stories are told about theimportance of the elephants

think they are around 35 years. They live fromthe work they do on the Fang plantation nearby, but also have their own smalll
banana field. Bushmeat comes fromthe many small trapsthat are placed in awide circle around the village. Soon the
conversation turnsto the subject of education. ‘If | had the money; he says, ‘| would send my children to school. No doubt about
that. But we can’t afford it. Also, we don’t have a birth certificate. So that’sa problemtoo. But if God hel ps us, maybe these

thingswill changein the future!
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Many Fang peopleturn to Bakatraditional healerswhen they, or someonein their family, fallsill. They cometo buy medicines,
or sometimes stay for longer periodsin the Baka village for treatment. It's one of the waysin which the Baka can earn money.

Hereawomanisbeing treated for infertility.

for the culture of the Baka. There are stories about
mythical elephantsin the past, and about the hard
labour of following the traces of specific animalsfor
weeks, until there’safirst opportunity tokill it. There
are also periods though when thereisno hunting at
all, mostly because atraditional healer inthevillage
saysthat itisn’t theright time. Later onthe
conversation turnsto the socio-economic problems
of the Baka, their misery and lack of devel opment
possibilities. Having neither money nor birth
certificates makesit impossiblefor the Baka of
Bitoughato send their children to school. The
isolated place where they live addsto the problem
too. ‘ That’sour main problem,” one of the men says.
‘Because our children do not go to school, nothing
ever will change here’

Because of their low socio-economic status and
financial dependence on poaching, WWF has backed
the creation of an association that will uphold Baka

rightsand act astheir spokesman. A meetingin
March 2002 involving 150 Baka pygmiesresultedin
the declaration of the Association of the Baka of
Minvoul. The association’s constitution was recently
sent to the authoritiesfor confirmation. A Baka
women has already been nominated as chief of the
association (because she had the opportunity togo a
mission school, she speaks French, the only one of
the Bakahere).

‘The creation of the association has already
stimulated an awakening process, says Emmanuel
Mve Mebia. ‘ Thefact that people now discussthe
need to obtain birth certificates, isnew. That's
progress. Currently these certificatesare being
prepared by the authorities. Soon the Bakawill be
recognized as Gabonese citizens, with all therights
and obligationsthisimplies.’ Although aFang, he
feelsvery much connected to the Bakapeople. ‘| too
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grew upintheforest. But | wasin apositionto goto
school, to study. | feel everybody should have that
opportunity.’

The project’sapproach is based on the assumption
that the number of elephants hunted by the Bakawill
diminish substantially if alternatives are offered. At
the sametime, heavy penalties should beimposed on
those who continue breaking the law. For this, the
presence of the Ministry of Water and Forestsin
information and awareness raising campaigns, as
well assurveillance and repression, should be
strengthened. To be successful, Emmanuel admits,
long-term involvement by the Minkébé project with
the Baka community and the majority community of
the Bantu/Fang (including especially the
administrative and political authorities) inthis
processwill beindispensable. Besidesthat,
valorisation of the Bakaculture (language, culture,
knowledge of theforest, traditional medicines, etc.)
could be stimulated at local and national level by
means of expositions, workshops, conferences and
debates. Also, an ecotourist product could be
developed, linked to the Bakaculture. ‘We feel that
theregion of the Upper-Ntem river hasreal
ecotourism potential’, Mve Mebiasays, ‘ dueto the
visibility of wildlife on riverside open plains, the
magic of river travel and the availability of gentleand
knowledgeable Baka pygmy guides.

No doubt about it, say the men gathered around
the campfire, both the association and the project are
important. ‘ Things haveto change here. There’'stoo

A comic book is part of the awareness-raising campaign. much poaching, we have to go deeper and deeper into
Alertea Djinga, Tonton et les braconniers, aimsto convince theforest to track animals. If we can earn money in
children aswell asadultsthat there’snothing heroicin another way, wewill beglad to do so.

killing an elephant. A

The oldest inhabitants of the area

The Baka are considered to be the oldest inhabitants of the north-western part of the Congo Basin Ecoregion.
Currently Baka groups are spread throughout most of Cameroon’s East Province and part of the South Province (Dja
and Lobo Department) as well as the north-west of Congo-Brazzaville, the north-east of Gabon and a small part of
the Central African Republic. Their total population is estimated at some 25,000 individuals.

Despite being dispersed over an area of some 150,000 sq. km, the Baka are remarkably uniform (in the same area
live at least 17 different ethnic Bantu groups, each of them with their own language). The Baka everywhere speak the
same language. Their 42 clans are known everywhere in their area of dispersion. Relations with neighbours are
based on their reputation for reliability, which is important for the barter trade with the Bantu in which mainly
agricultural products are exchanged for bushmeat and labour. Hunting practices and techniques of gathering forest
fruits are completely uniform throughout the area. So too are a wide variety of ceremonies. And, last but not least, all
Baka are expert in elephant hunting.

Gabon’s Baka are located in the Minkébé area. Groups of Baka live near the border with Cameroon, in the extreme
north of the Woleu/Ntem province (Minvoul district), and along the Ivindo River, onto the provincial capital Makokou. It
is estimated they total some 500 individuals. Above that, some 200 Baka from Cameroon and Congo are thought to
live at least part of the year in the Minkébé Forest. In the Minvoul area the population numbered 364 in July 2001,
spread over 7 villages and constituted in seven clans.
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Catastrophic
ape decline In
Minkébé Forest

Recent research indicatesthat ape
populationsin Gabon declined by more than
half between 1983 and 2000. The primary
cause of the declineis commercial hunting,
facilitated by the rapid expansion of
mechanised logging. Furthermore, ebola
haemorrhagic fever iscurrently spreading
through ape populationsin Gabon and
Congo and now rivals hunting asa threat to

apes.

tisnot difficult to buy a(dead) monkey in the

Minkébé Forest. Onthedirt road from Mitzic to
Makokou, several corpses are hanging from trees, at
eyelevel for car drivers. Also, pieces of monkey meat
aredisplayed on littletables along theroad. Then we
encounter the dead body of amandrill, in Gabon also
aprotected animal. We stop the car, and the
ecoguards of WWF and the Ministry of Water and
Forest slowly walk to the scene. From the few small
houses nearby, children cometo have alook at them.
Some women and two men a so draw near. On being
asked, one of the men proudly confirmsthat heisthe
onewho shot theanimal. ‘It wasapaininthe ass, this
animal, he says. ‘ Every night it cameto our
plantationsto eat the bananas and the manioc. | had
no other option than to shoot the bastard.
Sosthéene Ndong-Obiang, agent of the Ministry’s Eaux
et Forétsand chief of the Project’sMakokou brigade,
showssignsof disbelief: * Show usthe plantation, let
usseethesignsof themonkeys. Themenwalk tothe
fields, which areafew hundred metersaway. Inthe
meantimewe ask for the price of themandrill. Itis15
dollars. Thewomen are confident that today or

tomorrow someone will stop and buy the animal, to
slitinthecity or eat it themselves.

When the men come back from their survey of the
plantation, Ndong-Obiang acknowledges that there
are signs of the presence of mandrills over there.
“We understand your feelings, he saysto the man,
“but you are not allowed to do what you've done.
Themandrill isahighly protected animal. No oneis
allowedtokill it” * Then what am | supposed to do?
theman replies. * You should have goneto the
authoritiesin Mitzic and asked for help,’ the
Ministry’sagent explains. ‘Also you should register
your gun over there.” The man doesn’t reply,
although hislaughing face showswhat he thinks of
thisadvice. Then Ndong-Obiang playshislast card:
‘Killing these apesisadanger for yourself and your
family too. You've heard about the ebola virus? Well,
what we know now isthat it is spread through people
like yourself, who have touched dead monkeys or

apes.

OnApril 10, 2003, the magazine Nature published
results of the latest surveysof apeand gorilla
populationsin theforests of western equatorial
Africa. The surveys, to which the Minkébé Project
contributed substantially, reveal acatastrophic
decline. Ape populationsin Gabon more than halved
between 1983 and 2000. An expansionin
mechanized logging and the spread of the ebola
virusare mgjor factors, but hunting remainsthe
biggest threat. The African apes are already on the
IUCN red list of endangered species. Most
researchersin thefield now support immediate
reclassification as’ critically endangered’.
Researchers conclude that ‘the international
community will need to take dramatic action to
boost conservation policies - including politically
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sensitive law-enforcement measures - if thetideisto and one of the authors of the published research. The

beturned.’ ebolavirus erupted twice within theloca human
Inthe Minkébé Forest the number of lowland gorillas populationinthesamearea, in 1994 and 1996. For
and chimps hasfallen by some 95 per cent since examplein the Mekambo Forest to the north-east,
1994. That isthousands of apes. Ebolaisto be seen and in the north-west of neighboring Congo, the
asprimarily responsible, according to Bas ebolavirus hasbeen found on dead gorilla’'s. And the
Huijbregts, aformer advisor of the Minkébé project virusiskilling people aswell as apes.
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Thesource of Ebolaisso far unknown. Apesare
known to bethe bearer of thevirus, aswell ashuman
beings. They can mutually infect each other. Besides
apes and human beings, also plants, rodentsand fruit
edting bats may bethe source of theviral disease.
However, itisknown that thekilling of apesfor the
bushmeat trade helpsto spread the disease. Not by
way of eating, but viathe hunterswho have touched
the dead animal sand women who prepare the food.

I nfections spreads through blood, sweat and urine.

How the disease arrived in the Minkébé Forest is
not known. Clearly Ebolahasto be blamed for most
of the dead apes, because there are hardly any
humansin the areawhich was studied between 1998
and 2001.

Because rapidly expanding human populations have
devastated gorilla (Gorilla gorilla) and chimpanzee (Pan
troglodytes) habitats in East and West Africa, the relatively
intact forests of western equatorial Africa have been
viewed as the last stronghold of African apes. Gabon and
the Republic of Congo alone are thought to hold roughly 80
per cent of the world’s gorillas and most of the
chimpanzees

The Minkébé Project’s Sosthene Ndong Obiang
actively participatesin the Provincial Ebola
Committeein Ogooué-lvindo Province, which has
had in total more than 100 people dead from severa
epidemics. Based on the experiencesin the Minkébé
Forest, other organizations aswell asthe government
will be assisted in devel oping deal s such asthat in
Bordamur in order to control the bushmeat trade.
Also, asystem of information and education need to
be set up on the dangers of Ebolaand of the bushmeat
trade. More research isneeded to discover more
about the source of the disease, aswell asthe bearers.
Apesaswell ashuman beingsinthe areashould
profit.

‘Without aggressive investmentsin law
enforcement, protected area management and Ebola
prevention, Huijbregts says, ‘ the next decade will
seeour closest relatives pushed to the brink of
extinction.” Current conservation efforts, he argues,
do not addressthe cause of themajor declinein
western lowland gorillapopulations. ‘ Immediate
improvementsin law enforcement could
dramatically reduce theimpact of the commercial
trade in bushmeat on the species. The hunting of
western lowland gorillasisalready illegal inall range
states, but in many placestheselawsare not being
enforced’ A

MANAGING PARKS IN LARGER LANDSCAPES - 19 - THE MINKEBE CONSERVATION PROJECT




Thesmall gold mining village of Ngutu lies on the Nouna river, outside the protected area. On the Sunday morning wevisit the
village, not much workis going on. Here some 25 men and women live together, those with children have | eft themwith family
inthe city of Makokou. Formerly more people lived here but some have left asthe gold has become scarcer. 23-year old Mary
Yvonne Ntsondo shows a wound on her foot, which she suffered when running froman elephant which raided their plantations.
The wound looks nasty but she has no money to pay for atwo day trip to the clinic. ‘We should kill all elephants here she says
angrily. A few of the men mutter in agreement. * You know that’s not allowed, Gustave Mabaza tellsthem. * You havetorealize
that these animalslive here, it'syou who have entered their area. There are waysto keep themfromyour fields, like burning

tiresor erecting barriers. That'sthe way to solve this problem!

Gold miners help to fight
elephant poaching

ne of the successes of the Minkébé project isthe

containment of the hunting activitieslinked to
small-scale gold mining. Aninformal agreement has
been reached with the Ministry of Mining onthe
further prohibition of gold-prospecting inthe
National Park. A collaborative management process
with the gold miners of the Minkébé gold camp has
lead to avery substantial reduction in elephant
poaching linked to thiscamp. A protocol with the
gold minersisexpected to be signed within the next
year. It isstipulated that only small game hunting for
subsistence meansisallowed by authorized gold
minersin an areaof three kilometersaround the
camp. All other transport of bushmeat isforbidden
and so is hunting along the Nounariver, which
provides accessto the remote camp.

‘Asaresult of the changed conditions, the
€elephants have already returned to the area,’ says
Gustave Mabaza, the project’s anthropol ogist who
wasinvolved in the negotiation process with the gold

miners. Elephant hunting around the camp was
rampant during the Nineties, when afamousivory
poacher wasinstalled in the gold mining camp. Since
agreement was reached on the protocol, Mabaza
knows of only oneincident when agold miner killed
an elephant near the camp with ashotgun and a self-
made bullet. * Thekilling was reported to the
Minkébé Project’s Makokou base. The miners
indicated that they killed the el ephant because he was
adaily threat. The Makokou base manager, Sostheéne
Ndong Obiang, haswarned the gold minersthat, as
their siteisin the protected area, no elephants can be
killed, even for crop-raiding.

Despite the successes, continued attentionis
absolutely necessary, Mabaza says. Occasionally
small prospecting teamsillegally enter the National
Park, searching for new gold reserves. Worseisthe
still continuing trade of goods between South-
Cameroon and the Minkébé gold mining camp.
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Amajor recent activity for the project was the construction of a large base
camp at the mouth of the Nouna river. The camp includes four bungal ows,
houses for the camp guards, meeting rooms and an office building. It hasbeen
equipped with a HF long-distance radio receiver-transmitter. The camp
allowsfor logistical operations on the remote Upper-1vindo region, which
needs attention because of elephant poaching, linked to Baka pygmies coming
from Cameroon and Congo and al so because of elephant poaching linked to
fishing activity and small-scale gold mining.

Several Cameroon traders have been identified who
use Bakapygmiesas porters. Therulesregarding the
Minkébé gold mining camp forbid thiskind of trade.
The project isnow shifting attention to the
M ebaga gold mining zone, which is some 50 km east
of Mitzic (outsidethe protected area). It isaccessible
from thetown viaan old logging road and also
through the SHM logging concession. Until afew
months ago, most surveillance missions on thisroad

Funding

DGIS-WWF Tropical Forest Portfolio

led to the confiscation of ivory coming from the
Mebagaarea. Mebagawas consideredto bea
lawless area, with very heavy ivory poaching.
‘Criminalsare even known to hidein the Mebaga
camps, Gustave Mabaza says. * Our teams have been
threatened in the past at gunpoint and the only way,
until very recently, to operatein the gold campswas
with alargeteam.’ In January 2002, the gold camps
were entered with a 29 man team made up from
members of the Minkébé project, theWildlife
Department’s mobile anti-poaching unit, gendarmes
and the Provincial Inspection of Oyem. Two major
gold campswere burned down. A few months | ater,
two gendarmeswent into the gold camps, to enquire
about the theft of an electric generator from the
logging concession. They were brutalized by the
miners. Consequently, the camp |eader was later
arrested and put in prison in Makokou.

In February, ameeting was held in Mitzic with the
M ebaga gold-miners and the project can now safely
operate in the camp. Thelawlessregion has been
pacified. Theroad |eading to Mebaga, and going
through the Forex logging concession, isnow
regularly controlled by Minkébé's mobile brigade's
(by the sameteamswhich also operatein the
Bordamur concession) and infractions have become
much rarer. In the end, Mebagagold mining activity
will be monitored and all relations between the camp
and bushmeat trade and el ephant hunting stopped.
Small scale subsistence hunting around the camps
can continue.
A

In 1997, the WWF initiated a vast conservation project to the tune of 1.4 million Euro with the objective of creating the
necessary institutional and human capacities for the conservation and management of fauna in the north-east of
Gabon. The project is based on high involvement of employees of the Ministry of Water and Forests, students from
the National School of Water and Forests and Gabonese anthropologists. Funding for the first five years came mainly
from the Dutch government (the DGIS-WWF Forest Portfolio), with contributions from USAID (Carpe), WWF-US, the
MacArthur Foundation and the US Fish and Wildlife Service. The Dutch financing ended in June 2001. The project

secured new major funding from the European Union,
USAID/CARPE, the UNESCO/UNF, WWF-Netherlands
and WWEF-International for a period to the end of 2006. A
total amount of around 3 million USD will be allocated for
this new phase of the project, which will lay emphasis on
the building up of all of Northeast Gabon as an operational
conservation landscape, an area as large as Belgium and
the Netherlands combined. It will work complementary to
efforts from partners ECOFAC , Wildlife Conservation
Society, WWF and Conservation International in Dja and
the Southeastern part of Cameroon, Odzala (Congo) and
Ivindo. All these efforts together should lead to the 150,000
sg. km Tri-national forest Dja-Odzala-Minkébé (TRIDOM)
becoming an operational conservation landscape.

CEN] AFRTCANN
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/WWF’S Minkébeé project: main goals, obstacles and results

The long-term development objective of the project is to safeguard original and representative
ecosystems and maintain biodiversity in harmony with sustainable utilization. The project’s
purpose is to establish efficient and equitable natural resource management systems for
Northeastern Gabon. During the first five years the following outputs were realized.

Goals

Obstacles

Results

Minkébé as a protected area,
to be included in a larger
network of gazetted, well-
managed, and adequately
protected areas, both in
Gabon and the Central
African region.

Creating new protected areas
becomes more and more
difficult because of the
economic importance of

logging.

6,000 sq. km of primary forest
gazetted as a strictly protected area,
in 2002 enlarged to a 7,560 sqg. km NP.
With EU-funded partner ECOFAC and
UNDP, a Cameroon-Congo-Gabon
transborder conservation project has
been initiated and a three country-
wide landscape vision promoted.

The representative Guinea-
Congolian forest and wetland
ecosystems and the
indigenous populations
dependent on these
ecosystems in the Minkébé
region to be safe-guarded.

There are many logging
companies active in the
Minkébé Forest, and it is
difficult to assure a sufficient
level of presence in all of them
as well as on the access rivers.
Heavy elephant poaching still
going on in South Cameroon
and Northern Minkébé.

Significant reduction in bushmeat and
elephant poaching in key areas of the
Minkébé Forest. Agreement reached
with the Ministry of Mining on
prohibition of gold-prospecting.
Conservation activities started in the
neighboring Mekambo and Mont de
Cristal Forest Blocks covering around
70,000 sqg. km.

Development which
corresponds with the
efficient and equitable use of
forest resources in the
Minkébé area to be
stimulated.

Recruitment of Baka by Fang
villagers to work as elephant
hunter is still going on. Very few
ecotourism exists in Gabon

Collaborative management process
with Minkébé gold-camps leads to
almost 100 per cent reduction of
elephant poaching linked to this camp.
Sustainability and legal basis of village
based hunting strengthened.
Collaborative management process
Baka pygmy leads to empowerment of
Baka as well as diminishing elephant
poaching.

Establishment of a protected
area for in-situ conservation
and pilot scale activities that
will test systems for efficient
and equitable natural
resource management.

Given the many sectors and
activities to assure as well as
the huge geographical area,
some area have been relatively
neglected so far, like the
Mvoung River and some
tributaries of the lvindo.

Exploration of 20,000 sq. km of forest
has resulted in good knowledge of the
interior of the forest and staff capacity
building. Two high-quality mobile
teams have been formed, one for each
province, based on government
officials with law enforcement
authority and a high level of education.

N

Local, national and
international interest and
motivation in the protection
and sustainable use of the
Minkébé are to be mobilised.

Ministry is still not enough
feeling the project as their own,
although they have 8 staff
personsin it.

Minkébé project, in reality a close
partnership between the WWF and
the Ministry of Water and Forests, has
acquired a legitimate place in the
institutional landscape in both
provinces. International donors
support the further development of the
project.
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Conclusion

New Issues coming up

nthefirst yearsof itsexistence the Minkébé project

has concentrated on fighting the worst
environmental offencesinitsworking area-
excessive hunting in general, heavy elephant
poaching in particular. Undoubtedly this approach
has been successful. By diminishing hunting in the
logging concessions, game protection in the Minkébé
Forest has beenimproved. The Bordamur concession
alone amountsto some 1,400 sg. km, which without
the agreement and law enforcement effort would now
be heavily hunted. The project’s activities have also
contributed to the declinein elephant hunting.
Although exact quantificationisdifficult, itisclear
that the situation has grown alot worse for el ephant
hunters who had nothing to fear in Minkébé Forest at
the time the project started. Seeing that protection
effortsare successful, local people are moreinclined
to cooperate in sustainable hunting practices. Most
peopleinvolved have assured usthat the attitude
towards nature conservation in the north-eastern part
of Gabon has changed fundamentally in the past
years. Hardly anyone accepted the urgency of the
matter afew yearsago, now most stakeholders-
including local authoritiesand provincial inspections
of the Ministry of Water and Forests - whole-
heartedly support the conservation efforts.

The concentration of the project on hunting practices
has had alot of advantages. First of all, the clear
profiledid not leave much room for confusion about
the character of the project. The concentration onthe
conservation aspects has hel ped to prevent an attitude
of ‘milking the project’ with thelocal population. As
project leader De Wachter says. ‘ Thereisagenuine
demand for conservation in the provinces, and many
pressing conservation issues can be solved without
alienating - and even with the support of - most
stakehol ders. Without nature protection, resources
will disappear to the detriment of thelocal people
and their future devel opment prospects diminished.
Poaching and in general overexploitation has never
led to development. If local peoplecaninthelong
term continue to benefit from rich and varied wildlife
resources closeto their villages, the project will have
contributed substantially to poverty alleviation.

Small-scale devel opment work should be left to other
actors, with whom you can cooperate of course.

Whilethismay betrue, thefact remainsthat a
country like Gabon has only a handful of

devel opment organizationsworking within its
borders. When the local population can expect little
from their own government, it isalmost inevitable
that expectations are raised once an external
organization such asWWF beginsworkinginan
area. Thismeansthat the project - if itisto ensurethe
long-term cooperation of the popul ation - must aso
hel p stimul ate eco-connected income-generating
activities. Thereisfor instance potential for
ecotourism activitiesin the Minvoul-areawith the
Baka pygmies, and on therivers. Efforts need to be
directed towards winning the attention of small-scale
tour operators. Also here, the principle of achieving
some results on the ground in order to win the
support of local authorities, need to be made to work.

Building up ecotourism aswell as other eco-
connected income-generating activitiesfor peoplein
this part of Gabon will be along-term effort.
Consequently it will require the prolonged
involvement of all stakeholders. A long-term
commitment is also needed to further assist Gabon in
building effective nature management on the ground,
aswell asto help the country follow the path of
sustainable exploitation of its natural resources. At
present, thereis some debate in Gabon on the need of
less-damaging logging methods. Within the Minkébé
project it isthought that it is better not to become too
closely involved in that issue, not only becauseit
might be beyond the project’s power but also because
it would cloud the presently clear profile of the
project. Timber volumes cut per hain Minkébéare
relatively low, so the project choosesto keep
focussed on conserving as much primary, unlogged
forest aspossible. That might be aright choicefor the
moment, but it can't be denied that sustainable forest
management (timber management as well as social
issues) hasto be put on the agendain Gabon, despite
the powerful interests connected to the logging
sector. A
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