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Foreword by the editors

All poverty reduction is ‘local’ in that it has to improve conditions on the ground 
for those living in a particular locality. Likewise, almost all aspects of good 
environmental management depend on local knowledge and local action. Thus 
local organisations can be critical institutions for delivering development goals 
(such as jobs, income and access to clean water) through their involvement in 
environmental management. However, whether or not they achieve their potential 
is dependent on the right enabling environment. National and international 
agencies have a critical role to play in supporting a model of demand-driven rural 
development in which local stakeholders are active agents in the conservation of 
biodiversity and sustainable management of natural resources.

IIED, BirdLife International and the Equator Initiative are each working to realise 
the potential of local solutions to the development and environmental challenges 
facing the world’s poorest countries. IIED’s Poverty and Conservation Learning 
Group (PCLG)1, BirdLife’s Important Bird Area (IBA) Local Conservation Groups2 
and the Equator Initiative’s pool of Equator Prize winners3 provide diverse 
experiences of local organisations working for integrated conservation and 
development. These initiatives have helped to make the argument for investing 
in and scaling-up community-based approaches for transforming landscapes, 
economies and rural societies. This report is a contribution to this work, and is 
directly informed by the experiences of five such local organisations from East 
Africa. We hope these stories will inspire and stimulate other local organisations – 
and the organisations that support them. 

This report was funded through a Multi-Donor Partnership Agreement between 
Sida, Danida and Irish Aid. The views expressed in the report do not necessarily 
reflect those of the institutions involved.

Oliver Hughes, Dilys Roe, David H. L. Thomas

1. PCLG is a multi-stakeholder forum, coordinated by IIED, for promoting dialogue and fostering learning on the 
links between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction. See:  www.povertyandconservation.info. 
2. BirdLife’s Local Empowerment Programme focuses on the individuals and organisations that work with 
BirdLife Partners to deliver conservation, for biodiversity and for people, at the local level. See:  
http://www.birdlife.org/worldwide/programmes/local-empowerment. 
3. The UNDP Equator Initiative awards the biennial Equator Prize to local solutions for people, nature, and 
resilient communities; more information on the 152 winners of the Equator Prize since 2002 can be found at: 
www.equatorinitiative.org. 

www.povertyandconservation.info
http://www.birdlife.org/worldwide/programmes/local-empowerment
www.equatorinitiative.org
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Executive summary

It is increasingly recognised that action at the local level underpins the success and 
sustainability of most environment and development initiatives. The full and active 
participation of local stakeholders helps to ensure that integrated conservation 
and development efforts are more equitable, more relevant to rural communities 
and more sustainable. As representatives of the communities they serve, local 
organisations can effectively extend the reach of state democracies and service 
delivery agencies to marginalised and disenfranchised constituencies. As 
conduits for development funding, and as on-the-ground partners of national and 
international NGOs, they can enhance the impact of targeted project interventions. 
Their important role has been recognised in policy and practical guidelines relating 
to the delivery of the Millennium Development Goals, and the conservation of 
biodiversity (e.g. Article 8 (j) of the Convention on Biological Diversity). They will 
continue to be important as we move into the post-2015 development framework 
and new Sustainable Development Goals (UNDP, 2013). Despite this growing 
recognition, there is still limited attention to supporting local organisations (defined 
here as grassroots institutions, independent of the state, whose members and 
beneficiaries have strong links to a specific geographical place and community) and 
local-level processes, or to creating the conditions in which local organisations can 
grow, be sustained, develop commercially attractive enterprises, and have impact. 

Our report is based on profiles of five local organisations working to link biodiversity 
conservation and local development in and around protected areas in East Africa. 
The profiles provide these local organisations with an opportunity to highlight 
the work they are doing and the conditions that have constrained their greater 
effectiveness or provided them with opportunities to increase their scale and scope. 
They give a voice to organisations whose voices often go unheard and offer stories 
that provide inspiration to their peers and to their supporters. 

Our analysis reveals four main roles that local organisations play in integrating 
conservation and development:

Key messages
n Local organisations can be highly effective agents for conservation and development. 

However, their effectiveness depends on the external environment in which they operate. 
n The effectiveness of local organisations is significantly influenced by state policies of delegation 

of resource management to grassroots actors. Where there is room for local participation and 
benefit-sharing mechanisms within state structures for conservation and development, this can 
be a powerful factor enabling local organisations to have a more positive impact.

n Where community-based organisations (CBOs) are currently delivering on the ground, this 
needs to be recognised and rewarded, rather than taken for granted.

n International and national NGOs or other support agencies have an important role to play 
in helping local organisations reach a critical capacity threshold for effective action and 
self-sufficiency. 

n Donor funding models need to recognise the specific needs of local organisations, for example, 
in terms of the scale of funding, time frames and continuity and also in terms of the types of 
support needed to enable their enterprises to become attractive investments to market actors.
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n Local organisations as partners of the state (acting as intermediaries between 
state authorities and local stakeholders).

n Local organisations as champions of local rights (advocating to address basic 
human rights and rights to land and resources).

n Local organisations as surrogates for state institutions (substituting for state 
efforts that are inadequate or absent).

n Local organisations as market actors (adding economic value to conservation 
and development processes).

These roles highlight the unique position of local organisations working on the 
frontline of conservation and development, and at the intersection between local, 
national and international stakeholders. The extent to which the potential of local 
organisations is unleashed or restricted depends on both internal and external 
factors. While recognising the role played by the former, our analysis focuses on the 
latter: those that provide the context within which local organisations work. 

Our profiles shed light on many of these variables and the ways in which they can 
both enable and constrain local action. Here we identify eight that appear to be 
particularly critical to success:
n Local rights to land and resources (establishing the basis for conservation of the 

area’s resources and providing a means for local stakeholders to realise tangible 
benefits from this).

n Delegation or transfer of authority over resource management to the local level 
(going beyond existing decentralisation efforts to create structures in which 
power is shared more equitably between state and civil society organisations).

n Support for local participation in decision-making and information sharing 
(embracing meaningful dialogue with local communities as the key to demand-
driven rural development).

n National and international organisations committed to forging supportive 
partnerships (moving from local organisations as clients to full partners in 
conservation and development).

n Availability of financial and technical support that enables local organisations to 
build their internal capacity  (for example, through means, scales and timeframes 
that are attuned to local needs and help ensure the enabling environment is right 
for subsequent private sector investment where relevant).

n Opportunities to join national civil society networks (supporting the work of local 
organisations through collaborative learning and increasing collective bargaining 
power of their members).

n Underpinning of local priorities within international policy processes (international 
targets and guidelines that offer local organisations points of reference in their 
advocacy for fairer governance structures at the grassroots level).

n Recognition of the value of local knowledge and willingness to apply it and 
involve its owners in management and decision-making (improving the efficiency, 
equity and sustainability of conservation interventions and local enterprise).

We conclude by providing some recommendations as to how donors, NGOs 
and national governments can help improve the enabling environment for local 
organisations to maximise their potential. 
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Introduction

Oliver Hughes, Dilys Roe, and David H. L. Thomas

It has long been argued that, under the right conditions, local organisations can 
be critical institutions for delivering sustainable natural resource management 
(for example, Vermeulen and Sheil, 2007; Roe et al., 2009; Ancrenaz et al., 2007; 
Thomas, 2011). As development agencies and national governments strive to 
meet international targets on human development and biodiversity conservation, 
the role of local organisations has increasingly come to the fore. The full and active 
participation of local stakeholders helps to ensure that integrated conservation and 
development efforts are more equitable, more relevant to rural communities and more 
sustainable (Smith et al., 2009). As representatives of the communities they serve, 
local organisations can effectively extend the reach of state democracies and service 
delivery agencies to marginalised and disenfranchised constituencies. As conduits 
for development funding, meanwhile, and as on-the-ground partners of national and 
international NGOs, they can enhance the impact of targeted project interventions 
(Roe and Bond, 2007; Hazlewood, 2010). 

The effectiveness of local organisations is significantly influenced by state policy 
and particularly policies of decentralisation and devolution of resource management 
to grassroots actors. Where there is room for local participation and benefit-sharing 
mechanisms within state structures for conservation and development, they can 
be a powerful enabling factor in empowering local action. Development theory 
in the 1980s – particularly that oriented to rural development – emphasised just 
such decentralisation and local empowerment (Chambers, 1983; 1987). Such 
approaches were increasingly embraced by national governments during the 1990s 
but often the reformist rhetoric was not – or only partially – translated into practice 
(Shackleton et al., 2002; Ribot, 2006). Too often, individuals and agencies within 
the heterogeneous fabric of the central state possess strong disincentives – linked 
to political power and patronage networks – for decentralisation of decision-making 
and devolution of authority over land and natural resources (Roe et al., 2009; 
Nelson and Agrawal, 2008). Consequently, there are often inherent limits on the 
scope of local organisations.

In addition to state authorities, the relationships between local organisations and 
other external agencies – national and international NGOs, donor organisations 
and so on – determine the institutional environment in which they work. Funding 
methodologies and partner interventions can both enable and constrain the work of 
local organisations. Understanding the ways in which these variables positively and 
negatively affect the work of local organisations is a prerequisite to more effective 
support for their work. 

This study is a contribution to that understanding. We draw on the experiences of five 
local organisations working to link biodiversity conservation and local development in 
and around protected areas in East Africa (Table 1).
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The focus of this review is on what makes organisations succeed. The five 
organisations profiled are, to some extent, ‘special cases’ in that they have 
received support from, or partnership with national and international organisations 
at critical moments during their development. But there are many other local 
organisations that are not around to tell their tale – short-lived efforts by 
communities that never fulfilled their potential or the vision of their members 
or supporters due to lack of capacity or because their agenda and resources 
have been captured by local elites, or which have been suppressed by a nervous 
or jealous government . Notwithstanding the importance of partnerships, the 
following profiles reveal that they are just one requirement for success, and that 
there are a number of other factors that can help create – or undermine – an 
enabling environment in which local organisations can thrive.

Organisation name Country Protected area and location

Forest of Hope Association (FHA) Rwanda Gishwati Forest Reserve, northwest Rwanda 

Kibale Association for Rural and 
Environmental Development 
(KAFRED)

Uganda Kibale Forest National Park, western Uganda

Uplift the Rural Poor (URP) Uganda Bwindi and Mgahinga National Parks, and 
Echuya Forest Reserve, Kisoro district, 
southwest Uganda 

Kijabe Environment Volunteers 
(KENVO)

Kenya Kikuyu Escarpment Forest Reserves, 
southern Kenya

Muliru Farmers Conservation 
Group (MFCG)

Kenya Kakamega National Park, southwest Kenya

Table 1. Summaries of five local organisations
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2
Facilitating community involvement in 
managing the Gishwati Forest Reserve

profile 1. FORESt OF HOPE ASSOCIAtIOn, RwAndA

Madeleine Nyiratuza

Summary
Forest of Hope Association (FHA) is a small Rwandan NGO concerned with the 
conservation of the Gishwati Forest Reserve in Western Rwanda. Established 
in January 2012, FHA emerged from – and builds on – the Gishwati Area 
Conservation Programme (GACP), which began in 2008. FHA’s main activities 
are conservation education, improving local livelihoods and facilitating research on 
the biodiversity of the Gishwati Forest Reserve. During four years of operations, 
impressive conservation impacts have been achieved: illegal use of the forest has 
declined sharply; the size of the reserve has increased from 886 hectares to 1,484 
hectares; and the chimpanzee population has grown from 13 to 20. Social impacts 
have also been felt: the organisation has generated 29 jobs, of which 25 are filled 
by local people; 13 school eco-clubs have been established; and the capacity of 10 
local cooperatives has been increased. 

The work of FHA has been enabled in part by favourable government legislation 
and policies (especially with regard to devolution of natural resource management), 
by the participation of local people and government authorities, and by political 
support. However, the initiative faces numerous constraints, one of which is 
securing sustainable financing. Many donors prioritise based on biodiversity 
importance, but the fact that Gishwati Forest Reserve is a relatively small forest 
with a small chimpanzee population has made it difficult to market as a priority site 
in this regard. 

2.1 Introduction
We cannot save biodiversity without supporting the people whose livelihoods 
depend on it and we cannot improve livelihoods without maintaining the 
ecosystems on which the livelihoods depend. Yet the imbalance between poverty 
alleviation and biodiversity conservation is still real. Biodiversity loss continues to 
increase in African countries where some of the poorest households live in the 
vicinity of protected areas. 

Rwanda is one of a number of East African countries that make up the Albertine Rift 
– a region recognised as a global biodiversity hotspot. This region is characterised by 
a high human population density, with many of the people living around its protected 
areas mired in extreme poverty (Plumptre et al., 2004). FHA is trying to reverse 
the history of large-scale deforestation of Gishwati Forest Reserve – a secondary 
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montane rainforest fragment located south of Volcanoes National Park (Parc 
National des Volcans) in western Rwanda. The Reserve has a history of deforestation 
extending over the past 50 years, in part because of ill-advised large-scale cattle 
ranching schemes, the resettlement of refugees after the Rwandan genocide in 
1994, inefficient small-plot farming, free-grazing of cattle and the establishment 
of plantations of non-native trees. The deforestation has resulted in catastrophic 
flooding, landslides, erosion, decreased soil fertility, decreased water quality and heavy 
river siltation (Plumptre et al., 2001). In 2002 and 2007, floods claimed the lives of 
people and damaged a number of houses and crops in this area. 

2.2 Background
Origins of FHA
In the 1990s, the Gishwati region included two remnant natural forests: the Kayove 
Forest Reserve (now Gishwati Forest Reserve) covering 5,800 hectares (PAFOR, 
2008), and the so-called military zone covering 6,580 hectares (MINAGRI, 
MINALOC, MINELA and MINIFOM 2010). By 2002, the whole military zone had 
been cleared and the Kayove Forest Reserve reduced to 600 hectares. 

Since 2002, different actors in forest restoration and conservation have shown an 
interest in restoring the forests of Gishwati. In 2005, the Government Reforestation 
Project (Projet d’Appui a l’Aménagement Forestier au Rwanda – PAFOR) started 
restoring one part of Kayove Forest Reserve following the relocation of local 
people away from this area into a zone where agricultural activities were permitted. 
The project increased the size of the forest from 600 hectares to 886 hectares.

In 2007, Paul Kagame, President of Rwanda, and Ted Townsend, Founder and 
Chair of the international NGO Great Apes Trust, pledged at the Clinton Global 
Initiative meeting in New York to found a national conservation park in Rwanda 
to benefit climate, biodiversity and the welfare of the Rwandan people (Clinton 
Global Initiative, 2007). As a result, and in collaboration with the government, the 
Great Apes Trust established GACP in 2008. When GACP began, the forest was 
being used without control by impoverished local people who were cutting down 
native trees to make charcoal, removing fuel wood and seeking water to prepare 
food, and seeking water and fodder for their cows. Cattle were allowed to wander 
freely in the forest, trampling native plants and destroying the fragile ecosystem. 
In addition, local people sought natural fibres, vines, honey and native fruits. As a 
result of GACP’s conservation and restoration activities over four years, the size of 
the forest grew from 886 hectares to 1,484 hectares and illegal activities declined 
sharply. The initiative ended in 2011, however, leaving a gap in the management of 
the forest that the government was unable to fill. As a result, senior employees of 
GACP decided to take action, and in January 2012 they created FHA in order to 
maintain what had been achieved under GACP. 
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Organisation and partnership structure
FHA has an administration committee composed of the three founder members 
and employs 12 people: six eco-guards, a manager, an accountant, a cleaner, a 
night guard and two field research assistants (Figure 1).

figure 1. FHA structure 

FHA administration committee 
(currently three founder members)

FHA managerAccountant

Eco-guards (6) Field research assistants (2)

Cleaner Night guard

FHA is formally constituted as a non-government organisation with a mission of 
engaging communities around Gishwati Forest Reserve in its conservation. Its 
objectives are to:
n sensitise local people about the importance of conserving the Gishwati Forest 

Reserve;
n improve local livelihoods through income generation and capacity-building; and
n reduce conflicts between local people and the forest through conservation 

agreements.

FHA works in partnership with government institutions including the Ministry of 
Local Government (MINALOC), Rutsiro district government, Rwanda Development 
Board (RDB), Rwanda Natural Resources Authority (RNRA), and the Rwanda 
Environment Management Authority (REMA). It also works with non-governmental 
institutions including Drake University, Great Ape Trust and West Chester University 
(all in the US); PCLG; and the Wildlife Conservation Society. At the local level, 
FHA works with local farmers who have plots adjacent to the Gishwati Forest 
Reserve. The main collaboration concerns mitigating crop-raiding and reducing 
illegal activities within the forest, the most frequent of which is illegal cattle grazing. 
FHA organises different meetings with local farmers and discusses how they 
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can reinforce the fences of their plots to reduce the free movement of cows from the 
ranches to the forest. It also works with the Jyambere Cooperative, an initiative created 
by GACP to continue its work on crop raiding mitigation. FHA is partnering with Drake 
University to test the most effective strategies for mitigating maize destruction by 
chimpanzees and monkeys around Gishwati Forest Reserve.

FHA also collaborates with ten local cooperatives. It builds their capacity in cooperative 
management and business plan development, links them to markets, and supports four 
of them in ecotourism development. FHA supports 13 eco-clubs in schools by educating 
them about environment and hygiene, sensitising them about the importance of the 
Gishwati Forest Reserve, and educating them about planting and caring for trees. FHA 
also supports a community ‘eco-circle’ that groups more than 50 children at the field 
station and educates them about environment and Gishwati Forest Reserve biodiversity. 
The association also maintains a small library at the field station that students and 
teachers from 13 nearby secondary and primary schools visit. Figure 2 summarises 
the diversity of partnerships that FHA has established from the international to the 
community level.

figure 2. FHA partners’ structure 
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2.3 Experiences and outcomes
tackling deforestation in Gishwati – the challenge for FHA 
Gishwati Forest Reserve includes land in four sectors of Rutsiro district: Kigeyo, 
Ruhango, Nyabirasi and Mushonyi. Together these four sectors have a population 
of over 85,000 and a density of around 430 people per km2 (National Institute of 
Statistics Rwanda, 2007) – a level much more strongly associated with urban than 
rural areas in most countries (UN Statistics Division, 2005). Local communities 
rely on subsistence farming, and pressure on land is intense: almost half of all 
households farm on plots of half a hectare or less, and most plots are less than one 
hectare in size (National Institute of Statistics Rwanda, 2010). This issue of land 
scarcity is a huge source of threat to the long-term future of the reserve. Additional 
challenges include:
n illegal use of forest resources including illegal mining, cattle grazing, charcoal 

making, firewood collection, timber harvesting, collection of handcraft materials 
and wild honey;

n insufficient local support for conservation activities;
n lack of sustainable sources of funding for long-term conservation;
n insufficient understanding of Gishwati Forest Reserve dynamics and wildlife; and
n insufficient wildlife habitat.

Different areas of Gishwati Forest Reserve are at different stages of regeneration, 
with, in some cases, many young trees that need particular attention. The core 
forest of 886 hectares is heavily disturbed; the 336 hectares added in 2008 were 
reforested between late 2009 and early 2010; and the 262 hectares added in 
2009 to stabilise steep hillsides in Kinyenkanda are under assisted regeneration 
(exotic eucalyptus are being removed and replaced with native ficus). 

The core forest provides habitat for a number of threatened species including the 
eastern chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes schweinfurthii). It is also home to more than 
130 species of birds, including 14 that are endemic to the Albertine Rift and two 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) vulnerable species: the martial 
eagle (Polemaetus bellicosus) and the grey crowned crane (Balearica regulorum). 

The ecosystem services that Gishwati Forest Reserve generates are enormous. 
It has been estimated that the value of the carbon sequestered in the core forest 
of 886 hectares alone has the potential to contribute US$3 million per year to 
the Rwandan economy (Courard-Hauri and Boland, 2011). In addition, this reserve 
serves local farmers by absorbing and slowly releasing rainwater, preventing loss of 
topsoil, preventing sometimes disastrous landslides and stabilising the microclimate. 
The forest filters and purifies septic tank discharge and agricultural runoff. It 
produces organic material that enriches soil, and recycles vital soil nutrients – 
without the need for expensive chemical inputs. The forest is a continuing source of 
birds, bats and insects that pollinate crops and aid in the bio-control of insect pests. 
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Conversely, under a regime of deforestation, these benefits are not just lost locally 
but impacts are also felt miles downstream. For example, unchecked soil erosion 
turns rivers coffee-brown, and hydroelectric and water-dependent factories must 
close for months each year to clean the mud out of equipment. Such is the case 
for the Gihira Water Treatment Plant located in Rubavu district. A regression 
to widespread deforestation of Gishwati would only worsen this situation, while 
conditions will likely improve if reforestation efforts are sustained.
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Map 2. Giswhati Forest Reserve before and after deforestation
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FHA effectiveness to date
FHA – and its predecessor GACP – has been critical to the survival of Gishwati 
Forest and its biodiversity. With no formal government protection, FHA is currently 
the only agency working to conserve and restore the forest and there is no doubt 
that without its presence, illegal cutting for charcoal, timber and firewood, and 
agricultural incursions would re-commence. 

Despite limited financial means to operate at a large scale, FHA has the skills, 
knowledge and appropriate infrastructure to be an effective organisation. Not 
least, its local staff are committed to the organisation and its objectives. This 
is not just because the staff members are keen conservationists but because 
they feel a sense of ownership of the Gishwati Forest Reserve and of FHA itself. 
All the local employees are from local villages – they know and have lived the 
history of Gishwati degradation and its shortcomings and, since 2008, they have 
experienced the positive changes in terms of improved ecosystem services for the 
local economy. Indeed, the employment of local people has been one of the major 
factors contributing to the success of FHA over the years. 

We will continue to protect this forest until an alternative solution is found; we 
value this forest and we know how much it is important for us and for our families.  
(Quote from one of the Gishwati Forest eco-guards, on being told no funding 
was currently available and that they should seek alternative employment).

FHA has not only taken on the role of government in leading the conservation and 
management of Gishwati Forest Reserve, but has also played an important role 
as an intermediary between the government and local people. It has successfully 
engaged in conflict resolution around resource use and in finding solutions to 
difficult social issues within communities by using local knowledge and other 
opportunities. For example, one of the early restoration activities was to remove 
eucalyptus trees that had been planted by local people within the core forest. Local 
people were unhappy about the loss of the trees, claiming ownership over them. 
FHA were able to mediate with the Ministry of Natural Resources (MINIRENA) to 
agree that the trees should be returned to the people who had planted them. This 
action increased the local support for conservation. 

Similarly, when the government relocated 54 households from areas of steep 
slopes to restore the Sebeya River from soil erosion and siltation, FHA facilitated 
the establishment of a local committee to discuss the issue of providing alternative 
land to these households. Because FHA staff members were from local 
communities and resident in local villages, they were well placed to discuss with 
both local authorities and the affected households the different potential solutions 
on a daily basis. Today, this committee is invited to assist in mediation of conflicts 
over land in other parts of the country. 

FHA’s role as an intermediary between government and local people, and as a 
partner of both, was one of the key factors that enabled the initial reclamation of 
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land by the reserve to be successful and to run smoothly. The increase in land 
areas from 886 to 1,484 hectares was achieved through the reclamation of plots 
that had been illegally occupied by local people since 2002. The process was very 
successful, with local communities fully engaged from start to finish. Although they 
had been using the land for crop production, they appeared to recognise the need 
for reforestation and so did not resist the process of reclaiming the agricultural land 
and clearly demarcating the forest boundaries. 

I remember when we started fixing cement markers to show the new 
boundaries of the forest, I asked a question to one old man in Bitenga village: 
‘Mzee, I am curious to know why you used this land for crops when you knew 
well that it was within the boundaries of the forest?’ His answer was: ‘We 
were waiting for the government to come and take it back anytime there was 
a need to use it for reforestation’. (Madeleine Nyiratuza, FHA).

2.4 Enabling and constraining factors
Enabling factors
Existence of decentralisation policy and other clear policies and laws
Rwanda has a decentralisation policy that has devolved a high degree of decision-
making power over natural resource use to the level of local government. In 
addition, Rwanda’s clear environmental laws and policies (such as forestry policy, 
mining law and compensation law) have provided enabling conditions for FHA’s 
work. Districts have environmental, forestry and land officers who assist day-to-day 
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Box 1. FHA ‘headline’ achievements within four years of operations

n Size of the forest has increased from 886 hectares to 1,484 hectares.
n Illegal use of the forest by local people has reduced sharply. 
n Population of chimpanzees has grown from 13 to 20.
n Local community members fill 25 of 29 employed positions. 
n Created and supported 13 eco-clubs in local schools and one community ‘eco-circle’ to 

generate environmental literacy and activism.
n Supported Kinihira Complex School to become ‘green and clean’ and helped build more classrooms.
n Opened a small library at the field station for local students.
n Built capacity of ten local cooperatives.
n Documented decrease in illegal activities.
n Mitigated crop-raiding by chimpanzees and monkeys.
n Drafted forest and community ecotourism plan; four local cooperatives started receiving tourists.
n Supported local people to claim timber from eucalyptus that they had planted in the forest prior 

to its restoration.
n Hosted and supported national and international scientists, research students and interns (two 

papers published on chimpanzee behavioural ecology).
n Established a scientific field station at the edge of the forest. 
n In partnership with Drake University, estimated carbon sequestered in Gishwati core forest and 

planned the chimpanzee corridor between Gishwati and Nyungwe. The corridor was subsequently 
adopted as a component of the Rwanda National Land Use and Development Master Plan.

n Mediated government-sponsored relocation of local people for conservation.

to solve conflicts between local people and the forest. Local police, local defence 
forces, executive secretaries of sectors, the mayor of the district and other local 
authorities intervene in different meetings and in joint patrols. For instance, to reduce 
illegal mining within the reserve, FHA organises joint site visits with local police, 
district and sector officials. They make decisions together and organise meetings 
with local people to request that they stop illegal mining activities, and explain to 
them the sanctions provided by the law that may be imposed if someone is found 
illegally prospecting minerals or mining. Eco-guards do not enforce laws – when 
they find someone breaking the law, for example by grazing cows in the forest, they 
educate him or her and report them to the police or local authorities for a sanction if 
they repeat the illegal activity more than four times. 

Dialogue and agreements with authorities and local communities
FHA involves local people and engages authorities in conservation of the Gishwati 
Forest Reserve. For instance in 2008, when the initiative first began working 
in Gishwati, the reserve boundaries were not clear. The association requested 
MINIRENA to assist in fixing the boundaries of the reserve to reduce conflict over 
land with local people. It also organised meetings with staff of the former Rwanda 
National Forestry Authority (NAFA), former Rwanda National Land Center, REMA 
and district and sector officials to obtain information and advice and request 
technicians to assist in this activity. Then, with the technicians, the mayor of the 
district, other district officials, executive secretaries of sectors and sectors in charge 
of agriculture and economic development, FHA organised meetings with local people 
to explain that there was a problem with the forest boundaries that needed resolving 
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Regular financial support
During four years of operating as GACP, the organisation was in a receipt of a 
regular annual budget from the Great Ape Trust. This was hugely important in 
providing security for the organisation and helped the initiative to achieve a lot in a 
short period of time.

High-level commitment and political support
His Excellency, the President of the Republic of Rwanda is committed to 
environmental conservation and was instrumental in the establishment of the 
Gishwati Area Conservation Programme along with Ted Townsend. Without the 
passion for conservation of both leaders, the organisation could not have achieved 
what it has today. MINIRENA, REMA, RNRA and RDB have also been very 
supportive since the initiative began.

Partnerships with universities and scientists
FHA has developed partnerships with a number of universities and has been 
involved in research including ecosystem services valuation, forest ecology and 
chimpanzee ecology. FHA also supports students from Rwanda National University. 
This work is not just of benefit to the students and scientists involved but also to 
the effectiveness of FHA – greatly contributing to its understanding of the Gishwati 
Forest Reserve biodiversity.

Constraining factors
Insufficient funding
In December 2011, the Great Ape Trust withdrew its support due to the global 
economic downturn. MINIRENA was not able to take over the forest management 
since the support was cut suddenly and the ministry had not budgeted for this 
activity during the previous fiscal year. 

FHA’s main objectives are conservation education and improving local livelihoods, but 
it has had to shoulder the burden of forest management despite very little funding. 
It is the commitment of the organisation that keeps it going in the absence of funds, 
but its activities are severely constrained. Indeed, despite its important biodiversity, 
Gishwati Forest Reserve is not considered a priority site for conservation because 
of its small size. Therefore, several grant proposals that have been submitted to 
conservation funding agencies have been rejected. In December 2011, Gishwati 
Forest Reserve was presented by RDB as a new tourism destination at the World 
Travel Market in London. It is hoped that this increased profile will result in the reserve 
being reclassified as a national park and that this will improve its chances of funding 
success. A second strategy to overcome this constraint adopted by FHA is extending 
its list of potential donors. Instead of only contacting large conservation funding 

and to request their help in this activity. The forest boundary demarcation was very 
successful, adding 589 hectares to the existing 886 hectares of the reserve. Local 
people identified the real boundaries of the forest themselves while FHA covered 
the costs of providing cement markers as clear visual indicators. 
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organisations, the association is contacting local users of Gishwati ecosystem services 
to persuade them to make financial contributions to the forest’s management, in order 
to maintain the sustainable supply of services from which they benefit. The initiative 
is also contacting small funding organisations that may provide small grants and for 
which the small size and global biodiversity status of Gishwati is not an issue.

Lack of updated management plan for Gishwati Forest Reserve
There is no new clear management plan for Gishwati, neither are there specific 
laws or regulations for Gishwati Forest Reserve, except for one 1920s law that 
declared the Gishwati Forest a National Forest Reserve. However, the area has 
since completely changed in size and in land use. The remaining forested area is 
less than 5% of what existed in the 1920s. This has created something of a legal 
vacuum in which the association operates, and leaves no long-term plan for the 
full management of the forest by either government or local stakeholders. In its 
current state, lacking funding for either FHA or government ministries to assume 
enforcement of forest regulations, this further muddies the waters regarding 
responsibility for the forest’s conservation. The imminent designation of Gishwati  
as a national park must help to clarify this situation. 

2.5 Conclusion
FHA’s vision is for communities living around the Gishwati Forest Reserve to have 
a sense of ownership and responsibility for its management. The association 
subscribes to the belief that the theory of ‘do not touch’ does not work in 
conservation. Sustainable conservation will be achieved when eco-guards or 
rangers are no longer needed, and when communities organise themselves to 
sustainably use the forest’s natural resources. The role of governments and NGOs 
should be advising these communities and empowering them toward this goal. 

FHA is working to increase the chimpanzee population in Gishwati Forest Reserve – whilst 
also encouraging the cultivation of crops that will reduce crop-raiding by chimpanzees
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One key lesson learnt so far that the association would share with other local 
organisations is that the involvement of local people in all stages of project 
development is a prerequisite for success. Without the help and understanding of 
local people, FHA could not have successfully demarcated the Gishwati Forest 
Reserve, nor restore the forest and its biodiversity and educate local communities 
about its importance. 

A lesson to donors and other local organisations is that an unexpected cut in 
funding in the course of activities is a major – and often fatal – shock for a small 
organisation. This makes it hard to find another way to continue what has been 
started, and there is a risk that what the organisation achieved during many years 
of work can be destroyed in a few days. 

A further point is the need for a long-term outlook. Reforestation requires a 
30-year commitment, to allow trees to reach sufficient size that they cannot be cut 
with non-mechanised tools. Recruitment, hiring and retention of well-educated and 
talented local employees require at least a three-year commitment. The elevated 
expectations of local people toward NGOs when they start activities should be 
supported by assurances that activities will be undertaken for more than 12-month 
cycles; otherwise long-term local support for conservation is unrealistic.

The final lesson that FHA would like to share is specifically aimed at donors. Local 
NGOs use small budgets to solve big problems. They understand better local 
problems and needs. Most of the people who create them and/or work for them are 
local. They are passionate about assisting their neighbours to develop and positively 
change their landscapes. But these organisations need advocacy and more support 
to achieve their objectives. In most cases, their voices cannot compete with those 
of big international organisations. 
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3

Community successes and frustrations: 
conservation and livelihoods in Kibale 
national Park

profile 2. KIBALE ASSOCIAtIOn FOR RuRAL And 
EnvIROnmEntAL dEvELOPmEnt, uGAndA

Tinka John Amooti

Summary
The village community of Bigodi, near Fort Portal, western Uganda, straddles 
an eight kilometre stretch of papyrus wetland that is home to an abundance of 
wildlife. Eight primate species and more than 200 bird species draw tourists from 
neighbouring Kibale Forest National Park, for which the Bigodi swamp forms an 
important wildlife corridor. Through the work of the Kibale Association for Rural and 
Environmental Development (KAFRED), the community has benefited substantially 
from this ecotourism trade by establishing guided tours along a boardwalk through 
the wetlands, supplemented by the sale of handicrafts by the village women’s group. 

Sustainable management of the area was backed by the enactment of bylaws in 
1995, developed in a participatory fashion with local government authorities. This 
process provided the legal foundation for the group’s work in wildlife conservation 
and income generation that has benefited the national park and local stakeholders 
in equal measure. KAFRED’s ability to link conservation to community development 
is constrained by a number of factors including the lack of transparency in granting 
extraction licences; lack of consultation on tourism development strategies; and 
flaws in mechanisms for sharing the benefits from park entrance fees.

3.1 Introduction
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, my grandfather was born in Kibale 
Forest, northwestern Uganda, in what is now called Kibale National Park. My 
ancestors lived, hunted and gathered here. They had a wealth of knowledge about 
biodiversity and managed to survive amongst wild lions, elephants, buffaloes 
and leopards. The days when local people never had to toil to find food, shelter, 
medicine or even water, and instead depended on and lived in harmony with nature, 
are now gone. Population growth caused their resettlement from the forest and 
continues to be one of the key factors affecting biodiversity conservation in Africa 
today. And since it is a scenario created by local people, it should be the same 
people who are empowered to devise solutions for these problems. I personally 
believe that conservation can never be achieved without local communities’ support, 



16

Natural Resource Issues No. 27

participation and realisation of tangible benefits. All other efforts – research, 
science or law enforcement – should only supplement local efforts.

KAFRED is a community-based organisation working in Bigodi village, Kamwenge 
district, western Uganda. We are located 40 kilometres from the main town of Fort 
Portal and neighbour the Kibale National Park. Our group was founded in 1992, 
and uses ecotourism and other environmentally sustainable businesses to promote 
biodiversity conservation and community development in and around the Bigodi 
Wetlands Sanctuary, an important wildlife corridor that connects two areas of the 
national park. The wetland, dominated by papyrus reeds, polita fig and wild palm 
trees, supports over 200 species of birds, 24 species of dragonflies, over 50 species 
of butterflies, eight species of primates and a population of over 5,000 people. 

Box 2. Primate species found in Bigodi wetlands

n Ugandan red colobus (Procolobus rufomitratus tephrosceles) 
n Black-and-white colobus (Colobus guereza)
n Red-tailed monkey (Cercopithecus ascanius)
n Vervet monkey (Chlorocebus pygerythrus) 
n Blue monkey (Cercopithecus mitis)
n L’Hoest’s monkey (Cercopithecus lhoesti) 
n Olive baboon (Papio Anubis) 
n Grey-cheeked mangabey (Lophocebus albigena)

As a result of its rich biodiversity (Box 2), the swamp has become a hotspot for 
tourists in search of birds and primates. Prior to the 1990s, there was no tourism 
in the Kibale Forest region. The national park itself was used for research on two 
families of chimpanzees. After chimpanzees were successfully habituated, however, 
tourism in the region began to increase, leading to the opening of another site at 
Kanyanchu in 1991 specifically for this purpose. Volunteers from the US and UK 
worked with this project, and a US Peace Corps volunteer was instrumental in 
encouraging the community of Bigodi to initiate their own tourism activities.

At the same time, however, we were in danger of losing our unique natural heritage. 
In the 1970s, the forest margin around the wetland was much bigger and thicker 
compared to today. But due to population growth caused by both immigration and 
high birth rates, this situation started changing. By the mid-1980s, almost half of 
the forest margin had been turned into agricultural fields and previously abundant 
wildlife species declined. It was against this threatening background that KAFRED 
was formed.

Our initial goal was to use ecotourism as a tool for promoting conservation. This 
evolved into using the revenues from tourism for community development projects. 
The following sections demonstrate how KAFRED, led by its seven-member 
committee, is alleviating poverty, improving livelihoods and conserving biodiversity.
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3.2 Background

figure 3. KAFREd’s organisational structure 
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KAFRED was founded in 1992 by six members of the Bigodi community, with the 
technical assistance of a US Peace Corps volunteer. Since then, membership has 
gradually increased. Today we number more than 120 members, including affiliate 
groups such as the Bigodi Women’s Group, Enyange Dance and Drama Group, 
Kiyoima Women’s Group, Bigodi Peanut Butter Group and the Bigodi Credit and 
Savings Group. Each of these is counted as a single member. Our vision is to promote 
conservation, reduce poverty and develop local communities, while our mission is to 
promote the management and sustainable use of natural resources around Bigodi 
wetlands to achieve the development of the Rwenzori region (see Table 2).

With participation from the local farming community, national park authorities, and 
local government officials, I and my co-founding members of KAFRED were able to 
halt encroachment on the wetlands area and develop by-laws governing its use. The 
community conserved area has formed the basis of the development of ecotourism in 
Bigodi, which revolves around guided walks through both the swamp and the village. 
The swamp walks are operated by trained interpretive guides, and take place via 
boardwalks constructed through the wetlands. This allows tourists to see wildlife at 
close-hand. The village walks, meanwhile, were initiated to allow tourists to see the 
traditional means of living within the village. The activities include visiting the primary 
school, the church and a traditional healer, and hearing about the role of women 
in the village, traditional ceremonies and the story of the ‘village of two tribes’. This 
refers to the history of the Bigodi, in which the indigenous Batooro were joined by the 
migrating Bakiga from southwest Uganda in the 1950s. We are also piloting a tourist 
home-stay programme with participating households in the village. The revenues from 
tourism have been used to meet the conservation and community needs of the local 
people. Table 2 summarises our key achievements over the last 20 years. Currently, 
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KAFRED is only active in Kamwenge district; however, the constitution entitles us 
to work throughout the Rwenzori region, covering six more districts, and we hope to 
scale up our achievements.

time Change 

Pre-1990 When we started KAFRED in 1992, most of our members had no training in basic 
areas such as tourism management, business planning or book-keeping, among 
other business skills. To date we do not have records of the numbers of visitors that 
we received during the first two years, let alone the income. This was attributed 
to the lack of a secondary school in the area: few people had gained secondary 
education or were able to understand concepts in a foreign language (English).

1993 We began the construction and management of a secondary school. This was 
a major turning point for the area. We were also able to send workers for more 
training. Now 78% of KAFRED employees have been educated at Bigodi 
secondary school. 

1994 We started receiving training from organisations such as IUCN; the National 
Wetlands Programme of the Ugandan Ministry of Water, Lands and Environment; 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID); and the Uganda 
Tourist Board.

1996 KAFRED began producing monthly, quarterly and annual reports.

1997 Four graduates from Bigodi secondary school joined the management board of 
KAFRED and work as guides and office assistants.

2004 KAFRED won the Equator Prize 2004,4 helping to raise our profile locally, 
nationally and internationally. 

2008 KAFRED published its first annual audited accounts and implemented 
constitutional changes to improve the initiative’s governance. 

2010 The initiative won the Equator Prize for a second time.5

2011–
2012

KAFRED presented to the Ugandan parliament on the importance of ecotourism 
for improving livelihoods. The initiative also won the national Uganda Community 
Tourism Association (UCOTA) /USAID-STAR Sustainable Tourism Award as the 
Best Overall Community Tourism Enterprise during 2011. 

3.3 Experiences and outcomes
Conservation achievements
The most important biodiversity impact we have achieved has been the reduction 
in the rate of encroachment on the wetlands by the villagers. In 1995, KAFRED 
was given a mandate to sustainably manage the Bigodi wetlands on behalf of the 
wider community by the local government authorities. Following this, a participatory 
planning workshop was held in Bigodi, in December 1996. The meeting involved 
KAFRED members, heads of households bordering the wetlands, women leaders, 
local council representatives and district officials. Facilitators from the National 

4. List of Equator Prize 2004 winners:  
http://www.equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=102&Itemid=829  
5. List of Equator Prize 2010 winners:  
http://www.equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=615&Itemid=800

Table 2. A brief timeline to show major changes over 20 years

http://www.equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=102&Itemid=829
http://www.equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=615&Itemid=800
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Wetlands Programme and the Kibale and Semliki Conservation and Development 
Project helped to establish village by-laws governing the use of Bigodi wetlands. 
These concerned matters such as the distance of human activities from the 
swamp’s edge, and restricting it to the level it had already reached. They also 
regulated firewood collection, grazing practices and fruit gathering, while banning 
the digging of trenches to drain the wetlands and burning within the conserved 
area. These by-laws were accepted by us and have played a crucial role in 
preserving the remaining wetlands area. Without them, the wetlands area would  
not exist today.

Further community participatory work has been done on the subject of planting 
eucalyptus trees around the wetlands area. While fast-growing, and therefore good 
for timber and firewood, the tree species has a destructive effect in draining water 
from the land and rendering the soil too acidic for other species to grow. Work has 
been undertaken since 2008 in cutting back eucalyptus trees, and encouraging 
villagers not to plant more. 

KAFRED’s tree seedlings scheme has encouraged the planting of indigenous 
tree species such as cordia and prunus Africanus for agro-forestry, with at least 
8,000 tree seedlings raised in 2010–11. These seedlings are given to community 
members for free. In partnership with the Kibale Fuel Wood Project, we are also 
developing a scheme for promoting Sesbania sesban, a fast-growing indigenous tree 
species. The tree is prized for its fuel uses and nitrogen-fixing properties, and can 
reach 15 feet one year after planting. The project also sells materials for making 
fuel-efficient stoves, requiring less wood and so reducing pressures on the forest. 

Guidelines for both tourists and the local community have been developed to 
ensure best ecotourism practices; the guidelines include ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ for both 
parties before, during and after the walks.

development achievements 
Reinvesting revenues from ecotourism in education has been our driving concern 
since the inception of KAFRED. While the area was already home to eight 
government-run primary schools, children would have to travel to Fort Portal, a 
town some 40km away, to attend secondary school. A previous attempt to begin 
a school in Bigodi had been defeated by religious tensions. Following community 
participatory planning meetings in 1992, however, we decided that KAFRED’s non-
partisan status would enable us to overcome these obstacles. We began secondary 
school education in 1993, based in a community building borrowed from a farmers’ 
cooperative and now have over 350 students. Until recently, KAFRED subsidised 
all school fees and wages and although the government has now taken on the 
payment of fees, KAFRED continues to pay the teachers’ wages. 

We facilitated the formation of Bigodi Women’s Group as an association to support 
local women in developing quality handicrafts and artisanal goods for sale to 
tourists. The group is affiliated with KAFRED, and has received support from us 
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in the form of expert training in product development and marketing. The group 
has also been given space in our visitor centre to exhibit their handicrafts. Of the 
revenues raised from handicrafts sales, 90 per cent goes to the individual woman 
artisan, while 10 per cent goes to a communal fund which supports local projects. 
We also began a loan scheme for families living on the edge of the wetlands. 
These are the farming households who bear the brunt of human–wildlife conflicts 
from the conserved area in the form of crop-raiding. These farmers also monitor 
and protect the area, ensuring that there are no human encroachments on the 
forest or wetlands. Farmers are encouraged to use the fund for small enterprise 
developments such as pig, goat and fish farming as well as bee-keeping. To date, at 
least 90 of the 120 homesteads bordering the wetlands have received the revolving 
loan. These families have an average size of eight members, yielding over 700 
indirect beneficiaries from KAFRED’s alternative livelihoods programme.

KAFRED is a great source of jobs for the local community. We directly employ 13 
villagers at our offices and as tour guides. Twenty teachers and staff are employed 
at the secondary school, as well as two cooks. The Science Centre also employs a 
further staff member. At various times, KAFRED’s construction projects such as the 
school, library and midwives’ house have also generated temporary jobs. Another 
social benefit for the Bigodi community has been a clean water project begun by 
KAFRED to reduce reliance on the unclean water sources in the wetlands. We used 
tourist donations and funding from partners to pump clean water from a protected 
water source nearby. A small cost-sharing fee is paid by the water users, but in 
general the users save about 75 per cent of what they used to spend on clean water.

Policy impacts
Many of our activities have involved close relationships with local government 
authorities at all levels. These include the local councils at village, parish, sub-
county and district levels. These relationships were especially important in 
forming village by-laws governing land use around the wetlands, and encouraging 
community participation in KAFRED’s projects. 

At the national level, KAFRED played a leading role in the founding of UCOTA 
in 1998 with the purpose of advocating on behalf of community groups at the 
national level. KAFRED has had significant input into this national body. UCOTA 
has managed to successfully influence Ugandan tourism policy, promoting greater 
emphasis on community-based projects. The association has sat on planning 
committees for drafting national tourist legislation, and played a role in drawing up 
Uganda’s Tourism Policy in 2003.

In early 2012, the Ugandan parliament hosted the country’s first ever tourism week in 
the parliament building. KAFRED was invited to present on its work during a session 
that included the speaker to parliament; ministers of tourism, wildlife and heritage; 
members of parliament and members of the tourism private sector. We, KAFRED, 
were one of only two communities to feature at the event which was intended to 
lobby policy-makers to create better policies and to support ecotourism in the country.
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Sustainability
Our organisational and financial sustainability have been ensured by our 
approach to conservation, ecotourism and development activities. Fundamental 
to the success of our community development initiatives has been community 
participation. This was important in 1992, when we, the founding members, were 
able to draw on the lessons learnt from the failure of previous community-based 
organisations, and in 1995, when KAFRED facilitated the drawing up of village 
by-laws to govern land use around the wetlands area. Community participation 
also played a role in the founding of Bigodi Women’s Group as a separate entity, 
avoiding tensions that may have resulted from women’s participation in KAFRED 
itself. Community participatory processes helped to establish the revolving loan 
scheme for farming families, while all elements of Bigodi village are represented 
within our voting membership. The group is led by an elected committee of seven 
members, who are re-elected every two years. Many members of the group are 
from the Bigodi youth community.

In terms of financial sustainability, 90 per cent of our budget comes from guided 
walks and other local sources. Community development projects that are not 
sustainable, or rely on repeated external donor funding, are avoided; instead, we 
have been able to cover the costs of these activities with ecotourism revenues 
and one-off grants, such as that received from the UNDP-implemented Global 
Environment Facility Small Grants Programme in 2004.

Dance performances are used by KAFRED as part of an awareness-raising strategy 
drawing on traditional modes of communication
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Replication
We have hosted visits from other groups involved in developing community tourism, 
conservation or development projects; our model of community participation and 
20 years of experience have made us an example of good practice for these 
processes. NGOs also approach KAFRED for training and advice, while replication 
work has been done in the Rwenzori Mountains, Teso region of Eastern Uganda, in 
the Ramsar sites around Lake Victoria basin and in the Bwindi and Budongo Forest 
areas. This included developing village and nature walks.

In 2003, our work was featured as an example of community-based tourism 
contributing to poverty reduction and conservation in a UN World Tourism 
Organisation publication. An international panel of experts selected KAFRED to be 
one of two Ugandan initiatives featured, after the Uganda Tourist Board was invited 
to submit successful ecotourism case studies. KAFRED’s model was published in 
Sustainable Development of Ecotourism – A Compilation of Good Practices in SMEs 
(UN World Tourism Organisation, 2003). 

3.4 Enabling and constraining factors
Enabling factors
Partnerships
One of the key enabling factors in KAFRED’s work is a broad partnership that 
brings together national, regional and international agencies that provide technical, 
financial and capacity-building support (see Table 3).

One example of a productive partnership is our UNITE (Uganda and North Carolina 
International Teaching for the Environment) for the Environment programme, 
supported by North Carolina Zoo and Cleveland Zoo (both US). The programme 
works with schools around Kibale National Park to increase awareness on 
conservation issues. The programme is currently using funding from Cleveland 
Zoo to educate local people about ‘problem animals’ in human–wildlife conflict. 
This includes providing a series of trainings on human–wildlife conflict to the 
200 members of the Parent–Teachers Association and School Management 
Committees at the schools within a radius of five kilometres from the park, 
and putting human–wildlife conflict mitigation efforts in place in ten school 
communities. The programme will encourage increased use of buffer crops, 
trenches and chilli pepper to deter problem animals, while discouraging the use 
of poison. The UNITE programme is also working to improve our relationship with 
the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) and to encourage greater accountability from 
local officials. To a large extent, this programme is meeting a need not fulfilled 
by the national park authorities. Ten years ago, the authorities dug trenches on 
community-held land bordering the park in an effort to keep elephants from 
destroying crops. With no agreement on who should maintain them, however, 
these trenches have since silted up. This example shows how community and 
internationally-supported organisations like KAFRED and UNITE are taking a lead 
role in combatting these problems in a participatory fashion. 
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Partner Role

Nature Uganda Guide training and capacity-building; they also help in 
monitoring birds and their habitats.

UCOTA Quality training in guiding, tourism management, standards, 
marketing, handicrafts product development, markets for 
women’s handicrafts, etc.

UWA Training in guiding, marketing and financial management.

IUCN Capacity-building training in wetlands management; 
provided office equipment.

North Carolina Zoo Funding for the secondary school; partnering on the UNITE 
for the Environment programme.

Makerere University Runs a field station in Kibale that provides researchers 
who help in monitoring in the wetlands. The geography 
department helps in tourism training and in replicating the 
work of KAFRED in other regions of the country.

Kibale Fuel Wood Project Maintains a science centre and helps educate the local 
community on how to conserve wood.

Rwenzori Development 
Foundation 

Conservation education, funding and providing field 
equipment such as binoculars and telescopes.

UNDP Global Environment 
Facility Small Grants Programme 

Financial support to document lessons and to share them 
with other communities locally and globally.

Uganda Tourism Association Advocacy for policy change and marketing of ecotourism 
products.

UNDP Equator Initiative Raising KAFRED’s profile, facilitating networking, sharing 
lessons and experiences.

Government of Uganda The Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife and Heritage and the 
Tourism Board help in marketing and promoting Bigodi as 
a tourism destination. A stable government in Uganda has 
greatly enabled KAFRED’s work; 30 years ago, this would 
not have been possible.

US Peace Corps volunteers Individual volunteers helped in crafting the idea and 
mobilising the community at the initial stages of KAFRED’s 
development.

St Lawrence University, Kenya Student volunteers.

Table 3. KAFREd partners

Location
Our close proximity to Kibale National Park and being on the national tourism grid 
has been a key factor in our financial sustainability, as it makes our ecotourism 
enterprise and activities viable.

High degree of local ownership
KAFRED and all of our activities are community-owned and led; this ensures our 
sustainability, as local people are assured of benefits from conservation. The high 
degree of local participation in drawing up the original by-laws for management of 
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the wetlands is also a vital factor. Because the by-laws have been disseminated in 
the local language and are based on local input, they have been easier to follow 
and have been accepted by the community.

use rights
Initially, wildlife management in Uganda was the sole responsibility of the 
government. Devolution of wildlife management, however, has increasingly involved 
district authorities, communities and the private sector in conservation efforts. The 
devolution process gave birth to the wildlife use rights that are, according to the 
Uganda Wildlife Statute (1996), defined as ‘a right granted to a person, community 
or organisation to make some extractive utilisation of wildlife in accordance with 
a grant under Part VI of this Act’. Use rights are some of the ways in which UWA 
motivates communities to sustainably manage wildlife on communal land and 
on private land. There are six classes of wildlife use rights as provided for in the 
statute, namely for hunting, farming, ranching, trading, educational and scientific 
use, and general extraction. Of these, communities around Kibale National Park 
are able to make use of the general extraction and farming rights. Local groups of 
handicraft makers are permitted to enter the park and extract raw materials such 
as rattan cane for use in making stools and beehives, for instance. This legislation 
has helped to underpin KAFRED’s work with the Bigodi community and provides 
the basis for our relationship with UWA.

Involvement in management and decision-making
The national park employs a community conservation warden who works as 
a liaison between the park authority and the local community, supported by 
community conservation rangers. In general this has helped to maintain a dialogue 
between KAFRED, on behalf of the Bigodi community, and the national park 
authority, although this has not always been a balanced relationship. 

Constraining factors
Over-reliance on tourism income
We currently depend on tourism for around 90 per cent of our revenue. This over-
reliance on tourism could prove a major weakness if the tourism industry in Uganda 
or within the region suffered a downturn, as it did in the aftermath of the deaths of 
eight foreign tourists in a Ugandan national park in 1999 (Figure 4). 

The KAFRED management committee is looking at options for diversifying our 
income sources to reduce this over-dependence on tourism. Our aim is to collect 
at least 20 per cent of total revenue from a non-tourism dependent eco-friendly 
activity by 2016.

development needs versus conservation goals
Various local development processes have threatened the ecological balance of 
the area, which can negatively impact KAFRED’s work. The growing population, 
for instance, has led to more frequent human–wildlife conflicts. The recent 
construction of a power dam 20 miles from the wetlands has threatened the area’s 



25

Getting it together

2500

2000

1500

1000

500

0
1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

figure 4. KAFREd visitor numbers, 1994–2006

population of cycad palms (Encephalartos whitelockii), the world’s largest forest 
of this critically endangered species. Described as a living fossil, and known as 
the ‘Ugandan dinosaur’, these palms were previously a tourist attraction as well as 
a vital component of the local ecosystem. As development processes upset the 
balance between people and nature, and decrease the viability of the Kibale Forest 
area as a tourism destination, it will become harder for us to sustain our work.

Limited capacity in biodiversity monitoring
The lack of required knowledge and skills to carry out research within the park, 
including developing species lists and monitoring population trends, is a constraint 
on KAFRED’s effectiveness. We have had to rely on partners – such as Makerere 
and St Lawrence universities, and occasional volunteers – to fulfil this role. If our 
staff had training in these monitoring tasks, it would allow us to better represent 
the impact of our conservation efforts. 

Problems working with park authorities
Despite some positive effects of working closely with park authorities through the 
community conservation warden, our experiences are often frustrating. Periodic 
increases in park fees have brought about a shift in the tourist market from budget 
tourism to middle- and high-end. In the 1990s, for instance, we used to get more 
backpackers visiting the park; today there are more four-wheel drive vehicles 
and tourists with fixed itineraries who are less likely to take a detour through 
Bigodi. Although they spend more money in the park, the community benefits 
less. Decisions on pricing were taken without our input. Other frustrations include 
instances where bureaucracy has hampered the ability of the warden to work 
closely with us, or when local students are not given access to the park for school 
trips, in favour of foreign tourists.
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Poorly designed access and revenue-sharing structures
Initially, protected areas were entrenched in a value system informed by a 
relationship between man and nature. With time, however, the spiritual, emotional and 
aesthetic dimensions of the protected area movement took a back seat and were 
replaced by economic rationalism and, more recently, by a concern about genetic 
resources. Throughout this evolution, however, local people and their culture have 
been a major missing element. By leaving out the participation of local people in the 
governance structure, you create a big gap between ‘their park’ and the people.

While our work is enabled by the granting of limited access rights under the 
heading ‘general extraction’, the system of granting permits has major weaknesses. 
For instance, there are very few groups that are allowed to harvest materials in the 
park, and the selection process is silent: there is no transparency or accountability 
in how decisions are made. The Bigodi Women’s Group, despite having 19 years of 
existence, is not a beneficiary of this programme. Instead, as men are traditionally 
hunters, some have taken advantage of these ‘general extraction’ permits and are 
selling the materials on to the groups at a profit. 

Revenue-sharing structures are also flawed. UWA has a revenue-sharing scheme 
where 20 per cent of the park entrance fees from tourists is used to address 
community needs. However, the system has big loopholes and the policy is 
currently being reviewed. The park is very large, with many communities living 
around it. The 20 per cent is also only a small fraction of the entrance fees, rather 
than the total receipts from tourism in the park. For example, KAFRED has only 
received a share on one occasion, and the amount was so little that it was used to 
dig one pit-latrine for a community school. 

If access and benefit-sharing structures are not sufficiently equitable, local 
communities are less able to see the arguments for conservation, and long-term 
support for our work may diminish as a result. 

Lack of use and incorporation of traditional knowledge
Our ancestors were born in Kibale Forest before it had protected status, living 
on hills covered by grassland; our grandparents maintained these grasslands by 
burning them every year, which attracted antelopes and other grazers to the forest. 
In turn, the people had access to the animals through selective hunting by use of 
spears, nets and dogs. During the first half of the twentieth century, the park had 
big carnivores such as lions and leopards, as these grassland patches in the forest 
made it easy for them to hunt and catch their prey.

However, since the forest was gazetted a reserve and national park, burning of 
the grasslands was stopped completely and the former grasslands have all been 
colonised by forest vegetation. As a result we have lost many of the grazing 
species, and therefore the carnivores. Studies are still being undertaken to evaluate 
these impacts, but preliminary results indicate that there is a higher density of cat 
species in the Bigodi wetlands than in the national forest itself.
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This is indicative of the high value of local knowledge of local ecosystems. My 
ancestors also possessed the skills to approach animals to a close range without 
the animal noticing, skills that have been passed down to our generation. These 
skills could be used for biodiversity monitoring, but are currently ignored by the 
park authorities. 

Traditional knowledge is a viable and readily available, but overlooked, asset. 
Governments and other stakeholders in conservation should endeavour to tap 
it or risk losing it. Today, most park managers tend to neglect the significance 
of culture and its linkage with conservation. This is what they call reinventing 
the wheel. There are no proper mechanisms by which KAFRED and the elders 
in the community are being consulted so as to use traditional knowledge in the 
management of the protected area.

Laws, rules and regulations
KAFRED was not involved in the creation of the rules and regulations that govern 
access to Kibale National Park. In addition there is also a total lack of dissemination 
of these laws; very few people know about the existence of these rules and 
regulations. Even our office is not given copies; instead we have to wait until new 
regulations are posted on the internet or become available at the local market. 

KAFRED promotes biodiversity conservation and community development in and around 
the Bigodi Wetlands Sanctuary, which is home to home to eight species of primate 
including the black-and-white colobus monkey
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These regulations exist mostly in people’s minds, meaning that they are vaguely 
understood and therefore often not obeyed. 

Lack of knowledge about the law is a huge problem. The mechanisms available for 
the enforcement of sanctions related to the violation of these rules and regulations 
are not transparent and the enforcement or imposition of these rules is not clear. In 
most cases, law enforcement staff take advantage of the culprits and extort money 
from them. For example, someone caught grazing goats in the park may end up 
paying a large bribe to a park ranger instead of paying the required small court fine. 
This situation breeds ill-feeling towards the park authorities and undermines our 
work with local communities.

Legitimacy and voice, communications and decision-making
While there have been attempts to include local communities in decision-making 
processes, these efforts are either isolated or are hijacked by local government 
officials who pursue their own agendas. A good example was when our sub-county 
used funds to build a hall at their headquarters. In addition, the work proved to be 
shoddy and the structure had to be dismantled. 

By the time the money gets to the ground, a good fraction has been 
deducted to meet management costs of the district and sub-county offices. 
There is no proper consultation process; instead of holding consultative 
meetings with the community or soliciting proposals for spending, sub-county 
council officials decide on how the revenues should be spent. In most cases 
they make wrong, personal or institutional choices, distant from the basic 
needs of the local people. For example, no local person would ever vote 
for the revenue-sharing funds to build a sub-county headquarters. Instead 
they would prioritise activities such as digging elephant trenches to deter 
elephants and other animals from raiding crops  
(Elder from one of the villages around the park).

When decisions are taken in communities’ interests, a lack of local participation 
means the results are often inefficient interventions. This was the case with the 
failed attempt to construct trenches to deter human–wildlife conflict, which used 
farmers’ land and were not maintained over time. 

Even when there have been opportunities to present local grievances with these 
systems to local or national government, the fora have not been sufficiently open. 
A representative from KAFRED was invited to attend a government-sponsored 
stakeholder workshop on local conservation measures, but most of the invited 
stakeholders were district officials. Voices of local community representatives 
were left unheard because their leaders were present with louder and more 
prominent voices. The lack of avenues for local participation in decision-making 
processes, and of recourses for addressing grievances, severely undermines 
the ability of KAFRED to act effectively in its role as mediator between state 
authorities and local communities.
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3.5 Conclusion
Some of the key lessons learnt from our experience over the past two decades are 
distilled below:

Conservation education programmes are a key strategy for encouraging 
conservation attitudes in local communities, particularly focusing on schools. Our 
UNITE for the Environment programme has been successful in helping teachers to 
convey the importance of environmental conservation to younger generations. 

To effectively lobby local and central government for better policies for tourism and 
biodiversity conservation, KAFRED is an active member of the national umbrella 
organisation UCOTA, which helps to coordinate collective advocacy for policy 
changes on behalf of small community-based organisations. National networks like 
this are vital in bringing local concerns to the national level. 

Capacity-building of our staff and members is ongoing through formal education, 
onsite training and exposure visits. UCOTA and other national NGOs have helped in 
organising and facilitating most of this training. Over the last three years, we have 
been able to send two of our staff to complete diploma courses, and one of the two 
is continuing for a degree. Actively promoting learning and skills trainings for staff 
members has been a critical component of KAFRED’s organisational success.

Training guides is an important investment for KAFRED – guided walks generate 90 
per cent of the organisation’s operating and development budget
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KAFRED started small and developed gradually, in membership, income and 
programmes. Overly ambitious expectations may lead to conflicts over resources 
at an early stage of a group’s development. We have also been very selective 
when receiving donations, and have not taken grants from every organisation. Our 
financial position has always been in proportion to our size and relative experience, 
meaning that we have sought additional funding gradually over time.

We have advocated for the use of local knowledge to promote both ecotourism 
and conservation, including village walks and cultural storytelling in our ecotourism 
enterprise. Consulting local leaders and elders is an available and less costly 
resource for conservation efforts. 

We have always encouraged the participation of a wide cross-section of local 
society in our work. We have undertaken wider consultations including groups of 
elders, representatives of religious institutions, local farmers, youths, women and 
other disadvantaged groups within Bigodi to ensure that the whole community feels 
a degree of ownership over our work. 

Recommendations

1. Local organisations like KAFRED should be entrusted to take over the 
monitoring and regulatory roles of the access structures concerning the national 
park. We have the trust of the local people and have scouts already familiar 
with the park’s geography and with the communities that border it. Due to 
the communication gap between the park officials and the local people, the 
system is currently easy to abuse; individuals enter the forest whenever they 
want to carry out illegal activities such as poaching animals and cutting down 
trees. There is a clear role for KAFRED and for local organisations like us as a 
mediator between the authorities and these local stakeholders – we need to be 
empowered to fill this role.

2. Traditional knowledge is a viable and readily available but under-used asset. 
Governments and other stakeholders in conservation should endeavour to tap it 
or they will lose it. These skills can be useful today while carrying out research 
on particular species of animals such as darting buffaloes and elephants. 
There are currently no proper mechanisms by which KAFRED and the elders 
in the community are being consulted so as to use traditional knowledge in the 
management of the protected area. Local knowledge that developed over a long 
period of time has been left redundant.

3. The issue of access and benefit-sharing is high on the agenda of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD) and our country Uganda is party to the CBD. National 
strategies to implement the resolutions of the convention are critically important, 
and must be carried out to their fullest extent. There is also a role for civil society 
organisations (CSOs) and NGOs in making local communities aware of their rights 
under the CBD and related protocols, so that they can lobby for policy change.
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4. Local communities need to be involved during the development and 
implementation of protected area laws, rules and regulations. It will help create a 
higher level of ownership, and therefore adherence and enforcement.

5. For revenue-sharing structures, KAFRED proposes five simple steps that would 
make this more equitable and efficient:

 Step 1: Because funds are typically not sufficient to implement viable projects 
in every community bordering the park, zone the communities and tackle a few 
zones at a time, either annually or every six months. This would ensure greater 
impact and viability of projects rather than spreading resources thinly and 
creating little or no impact. 

 Step 2: Go directly to the community through the organised groups that 
represent them and hold participatory planning exercises to determine and 
prioritise their needs. Ask groups to write proposals and submit them to the 
park authority.

 Step 3: Put in place an appraisal committee that includes park officials, local 
leaders, community elders and leaders of local organisations to vet proposals 
and select suitable projects.

 Step 4: The successful group or project should then be asked to co-fund the 
activities so as to build in elements of ownership and sustainability. 

 Step 5: Use the project appraisal committee to monitor and evaluate projects on 
an ongoing basis until completion.
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4
In the midst of gorillas: improving relationships 
between people and parks

profile 3. uPLIFt tHE RuRAL POOR, uGAndA

Beatrice Kabihogo

Summary
Uplift the Rural Poor (URP) is a community-based organisation in Uganda’s Kisoro 
district. It was founded in 2001 to help strengthen the relationship between rural 
communities and protected area management authorities responsible for Bwindi 
and Mgahinga Gorilla National Parks and the Echuya Forest Reserve. The initiative 
has designed and implemented projects benefiting the livelihoods of communities 
adjacent to the three protected areas. Among its key activities, URP has promoted 
community capacity-building, participatory community-based planning, bamboo 
domestication and access to safe water through rainwater harvesting. 

URP attributes its success to transparency in all its operations, collaboration and 
partnership with government, national and international NGOs, networking and 
effective community participation. However, a lack of capacity and coordination on 
the part of CSOs working in the area, combined with unrealistic donor expectations, 
have been noted among several challenges to the work of URP. Ultimately, a 
more meaningful commitment from government to engage local communities in 
conservation and sustainable management activities, to respect and uphold laws 
and resource management agreements, and to overcome corruption is needed to 
yield more sustainable solutions to the region’s long-term social, economic and 
ecological challenges.

4.1 Introduction
the history of uRP 
URP started with the goal of supporting and improving the livelihoods of the most 
vulnerable people in the communities that live adjacent to the protected areas 
(PAs) of Mgahinga and Bwindi National Parks and Echuya Forest Reserve in Kisoro 
district, Uganda (Box 3). It was founded by five local people who shared a common 
concern for improving the livelihoods of households adjacent to the forests and 
reducing dependency and pressure on forest resources, by creating alternative 
sources of livelihood. 
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Box 3. the protected areas

Echuya is a montane forest reserve found in southwest Uganda. It is shared between Kabale 
and Kisoro districts bordering the republic of Rwanda. Echuya is rich in biodiversity and the 
ecosystem services that it generates contribute significantly to the improvement of livelihoods 
of the surrounding communities. It hosts the globally threatened bird species of Grauer’s swamp 
warbler (Bradypterus graueri). Trees of the genus Macaranga are the major colonising hardwood 
tree species in the forest and most of the gaps are covered with heavy loads of Mimulopsis 
species climbers, which suppress bamboo growth.

Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (also known as the Impenetrable Forest) is located in 
southwest Uganda. It was upgraded from a forest reserve to a national park in 1992 due to its 
high biodiversity values including an important population of mountain gorillas (Gorilla beringei 
beringei). It was declared a Natural World Heritage Site in December 1994. 

Mgahinga National Park is part of a larger ecosystem in the great Virunga landscape, which 
includes two adjacent parks in Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo. It is also highly 
valued for its biodiversity as a home to mountain gorillas.

The founding members were driven to act by the levels of poverty, illiteracy and 
challenges faced by the communities in this area, and came up with a name 
which aimed to capture their organisation’s ambitions. However, at this early 
stage of URP’s history, the founding members had limited capacity to manage 
an organisation and URP faced many challenges: they had no contact office, no 
management board, no staff in place and no transport. The members also had 
no skills in project proposal writing and therefore it was very difficult to write a 
proposal for funding and with limited skill, it was difficult to develop partnerships 
with organisations with a common objective. URP did not have computers or office 
equipment, three of the founders were computer illiterate, and there was no internet 
service in the district,  making it hard to access and share information. 

After three years of chasing their dream to form an organisation, URP was still 
struggling to write proposals and get them funded. Two of the founders gave up 
and left the organisation for better jobs. In 2004 the three remaining founders 
carried out a self-evaluation to identify the factors that were hindering the 
achievement of their objectives. A number of issues that needed to be addressed 
came up, among which establishing an office that would help people to find and 
identify the organisation was recognised as a priority. In response, an office was 
opened. URP’s objectives were also reformulated, to focus on the issues affecting 
disadvantaged groups adjacent to the PAs.

Another major weakness identified was the lack of a management board to which 
the remaining founders were accountable. In accordance with agreed selection 
criteria, a board of five members was appointed that included conservationists, an 
economist, a researcher and a social worker to help guide the organisation and 
ensure transparency and high standards. Articles of Association were drawn up to 
guide the organisation’s decision-making, and a team of four staff were recruited. 
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To begin with, the highly committed board members and staff offered their 
services on a voluntary basis, until small contracts with local government and other 
organisations allowed URP to pay some costs.

Realising that none of their applications for funding had succeeded, developing 
staff proposal-writing skills was identified as a very high priority. In 2005, URP 
realised that it could not succeed by working in isolation and it started looking 
for opportunities for networking and collaboration, as well as to build skills in 
marketing, fundraising and team-building. In the process, URP met Nature Uganda 
(the BirdLife Partner in Uganda) which in turn introduced URP to the Albertine 
Rift Conservation Society (ARCOS).6 Through these organisations, URP was given 
the opportunity to participate in capacity-building that brought together different 
CSOs working in the Albertine Rift to share experiences and learn from each 
other. URP gained some of the skills it needed, and was able to become a member 
of the ARCOS network in the region. The training also brought URP into contact 
with the USAID LINKAGES Programme, which supported URP by improving its 
working relations with local government, and helped URP to clearly understand 
the respective roles and responsibilities of CSOs, different levels of elected 
government, and the civil service (technical officers).7

URP participated in a wide range of training workshops, covering issues such as 
gender mainstreaming, climate change adaptation, advocacy, on-farm management 
and the utilisation of bamboo. This helped strengthen the organisation’s capacity to 
achieve its objectives, and introduced it to a wide range of potential new partners. 
Through the skills staff had acquired, URP grew in confidence and credibility. 
This was recognised by Kisoro district local government, which selected URP to 
participate in the development of the district’s CSO accreditation policy. URP is now 
a regular participant in district local government planning, budgeting and sector 
coordination meetings.

In collaboration with the district local government and key government agencies 
– UWA and the National Forest Authority (NFA) – and the final beneficiaries (the 
most disadvantaged communities), URP has now formed partnerships with a wide 
range of national and international NGOs and donor programmes (Box 4). This has 
enabled URP to raise funds and build the skills needed to implement the livelihood 
improvement projects that are its focus.

An important part of URP’s success was an enhanced and transparent system 
for keeping records of project activities, and tracking and accounting for funds. 
The system engaged all project stakeholders (local government, community 
beneficiaries and local leadership) in planning and implementation processes, 
proposal approvals and budgeting. A memorandum of understanding with the 
district local government ensures that there is always a common understanding 

6. See: www.natureuganda.org and www.arcosnetwork.org for more information. 
7. More information on this programme can be found here, courtesy of the Center for International 
Development: http://www.cid.suny.edu/our_work/current_projects/our_work_projects_Uganda.cfm. 

www.natureuganda.org
www.arcosnetwork.org
http://www.cid.suny.edu/our_work/current_projects/our_work_projects_Uganda.cfm
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Box 4. uRP’s partners

n Nature Uganda
n USAID 
n Nile Basin Transboundary Environmental Conservation Action Programme
n CARE International in Uganda
n Great Virunga Transboundary Collaboration
n International Gorilla Conservation Programme
n IUCN
n ARCOS
n Uganda Industrial Research Institute

of each project and the roles of different partners. This approach has helped to 
create ownership of the projects among the intended beneficiaries and has been 
important in guiding the local government with respect to its role in ensuring the 
sustainability of outcomes, once project funding comes to an end and URP phases 
out its involvement.

4.2 Background
Community-based planning and monitoring 
In 2009–2010, URP, in partnership with CARE Uganda under the Enterprise, 
Environment and Equity in Great Virunga Landscape project and the USAID 
Linkages programme, implemented a community-based planning and monitoring 
(CBPM) project to enable the communities of 88 villages in nine parishes adjacent 
to the PAs of Kisoro to participate in the local government planning cycle, and so 
feed community development priorities into the upper planning levels for inclusion 
in the rolling development plans.

The Uganda local government planning process has been emphasising high 
participation and involvement of local communities. But it has sometimes not 
performed as expected. Planning outcomes have more often than not left out 
locally specific community priorities. The justification given for this has always been 
that popular national development priorities are roads, schools and health centres, 
etc. However, the priorities of the communities adjacent to the PAs include problem 
animal control and eradicating crop-raiding. Natural resource issues such as these 
do not usually emerge as important priorities when affected groups are not involved 
in decision-making processes. Similarly, decisions on how to spend resources 
from tourism revenue-sharing funds are made by councillors, and are often spent 
on improving infrastructure such as roads. Yet the views of communities most 
affected by the protected areas, and who benefit very little from such roads, are not 
considered at any point in the planning cycle.

URP implemented its CBPM programme to bring about significant and progressive 
changes in the levels of participation and involvement of communities in the 
planning process. This covered a range of sectors including health and sanitation, 
agriculture, education, environment and natural resources management. The 
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CBPM process enabled the community to select self-motivated community-based 
facilitators; facilitated the production of well-documented village profiles with details 
of the situation prevailing at the grassroots level; and motivated and supported 
communities to produce realistic community development objectives and strategies 
for their implementation.

The CBPM programme was introduced to key decision-makers at different levels 
of local government: Kisoro district leaders; leaders of the seven sub-counties 
adjacent to the PAs of Kisoro; and leaders of the nine parishes adjacent to the PAs. 
Roles and responsibilities were clearly spelt out.

Within each of the 88 villages, CBPM was launched and village facilitators 
appointed and subsequently trained. The launch activity was a focal point for the 
programme, through which communities were prepared and motivated to engage. 
Ultimately, it has been the quality of the products (village plans) that has determined 
each community’s negotiating power, and their success in influencing decision-
makers at higher levels.

Skills of village facilitators were also built for data aggregation (enabling parish 
leaders to use village-level information in the formulation of parish development 
plans) and monitoring and evaluation (so that they can work with their communities 
to track the progress of development initiatives). Table 4 provides an example of the 
events involved in the community-based planning process.

Phase Events Outputs

I Pre-planning meeting at the village level Mobilised communities for the CBPM 
processes

Community planning launch meeting Selected CBPM facilitators. Energised 
communities for the programme

II Village profiling Documented village profiles of the target 
areas

Village resource mapping Documented resource maps of the 
villages

Community meeting for analysing the 
village situation

Village problem trees encompassing the 
list of identified village problems

III Visioning Thematic vision statements of the villages

Developing village strategic plan Village strategic plans

Community action planning meeting Village community action plans

IV Review and documentation of the 
planning process

Detailed process reports

Regular coordination/monitoring 
meetings

Monitoring reports

Table 4. An example of events in the community-based planning process

Phase I involves village leaders, the community and URP staff. All other phases also involve the 
village CBPM facilitator.
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URP’s leadership in participatory village-level planning has played a big role in 
supporting and implementing projects that have benefited communities around the 
protected areas. For example:

n UWA was able to use the data to identify community projects to support through 
the allocation of Gorilla Levy8 and revenue-sharing funds. In the past, parish 
technical planning committees have been involved in the allocation of funds and 
the resulting projects lacked community ownership and benefits. This had an 
opposite effect to the one desired. Communities were not realising the benefits 
of conservation, which accelerated conflict between the parks and communities.  

n Kisoro district local government is using the same information to guide 
implementation of community-driven development (CDD) programmes. One 
of the conditions of this government initiative is that it supports only projects 
identified by communities. The nine parishes that benefited from the community-
based planning/village profile exercise were the first ones to benefit from the 
grant in Kisoro district, and they became CDD ‘role model’ parishes. 

n Through community visioning, communities around the protected areas ranked 
problem animals encroaching on people’s crops outside the parks as a major 
problem. The Gorilla Organisation, an international funding organisation working 
around Bwindi Mgahinga Gorilla National Parks, is now supporting the renovation 
of the buffer zone wall in collaboration with UWA and local communities around 
Mgahinga National Park. The government, through the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries, has also addressed problem animal control and has supported 
communities in the buffer zone around Bwindi National Park with tea growing to 
benefit communities as an alternative source of income and as a means of animal 
control (it creates an open space between the forest and community farmland 
which wildlife are reluctant to cross, and is unpalatable to the animals). 

n Access to safe water was highlighted as a priority in all 88 villages in the nine 
parishes, especially affecting the elderly, sick, disabled and children and leading 
to a number of social and economic problems including high rates of drop-out 
from school, domestic violence, poverty and early marriages. URP was able to 
use this information to advocate and fundraise for rainwater harvesting tanks 
(see below). 

n Community forest management (CFM) plans drew attention to the high demand 
for bamboo that was leading to unsustainable and illegal harvesting from 
Echuya Forest Reserve. URP was able to form partnerships with a range of 
organisations and donors in order to facilitate the domestication of bamboo  
(see below). 

8. In September 2008, UWA decreed the establishment of Gorilla Levy Funds designated to benefit 
communities in the Bwindi Mgahinga Conservation Area. Funds accrued from the sale of gorilla permits are 
channelled to local government authorities as a conditional grant. For more information, see:  
http://www.virunga.net/the-gorilla-levy-funds-household-livelihood-projects/.
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4.3 Experiences and outcomes
Improving access to safe water for communities adjacent to PAs 
In partnership with Great Virunga Transboundary Collaboration (GVTC), and in full 
collaboration with UWA and Kisoro District Local Government (District Community 
Development Office and Water Office), URP is currently implementing a project to 
help construct rainwater harvesting tanks in parishes adjacent to Mgahinga Gorilla 
National Park. 

During the community-based 
planning process described 
above, URP realised that 
access to safe water was 
a critical problem in the 
nine parishes. The water 
resources assessment 
reports revealed that 
communities around Echuya, 
Mgahinga and Bwindi PAs 
are among the least-served 
communities in terms of 
water availability. Despite 
regular rain fall, they lack 
natural water springs due to 
porous geology. In addition, 
urban water supply schemes 
have not reached these communities. Despite the water problem, both government 
and NGO interventions to address the issue have been minimal and have failed to 
integrate water supply with sanitation, leading to a breakdown of the ‘safe water 
chain’.9 Furthermore, the efforts that have been made have lacked community 
involvement and participation in the planning process, which has lowered the 
sense of ownership and resulted in weak and unsustainable institutions for water 
management. Those most affected include marginalised groups like the Batwa, 
people with disabilities, the elderly, children and people living with HIV/AIDS. As 
a consequence people from these groups encroach into the Mgahinga National 
Park, where they access unsafe water resulting in the prevalence of water-borne 
diseases such as dysentery, diarrhoea and typhoid. In addition, those parishes 
bordering the Democratic Republic of Congo have experienced increased pressure 
on water resources and sanitation systems due to an influx of refugees. 

The CBPM approach has enable URP to ensure the involvement and participation 
of marginalised groups in the planning, site selection, formation and training of 
water user committees, helping them to develop water management plans. Such 
plans include strategies for repair and replacement of water collection facilities. 

9. The concept of the ‘safe water chain’ describes the process of ensuring water quality from delivery (or 
source) to use, in contrast to a traditional focus purely on ensuring safe water sources. For more information 
see Clasen and Bastable (2003).

URP has facilitated the involvement of marginalised 
groups in community-based planning processes
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This approach creates a sense of ownership and promotes the sustainability of 
water and sanitation facilities.

To date, URP has been able to construct nine rainwater harvesting tanks of 30,000 
litres in six villages, serving 2,340 households with an average of six members in 
each household (total population of 14,040).

Improving water supply has been recognised as one of the biggest achievements 
for the area, especially among women that otherwise have to walk for three to 
eight hours in search of water during the dry season. The rainwater harvesting 
tanks reduce this distance to a five-minute walk, saving time which can be 
converted into productive work at the household level. Communities have been 
buying water at a cost of 1000-2500 Uganda shillings (US$0.50-1.00) per jerry 
can during the dry season. This has been reduced to just 100 Uganda shillings per 
jerry can when purchased at the water tank, resulting in a very significant saving. 
School enrolment has increased in the beneficiary communities as children no 
longer walk for a whole day in search of water. URP’s success with this project 
depended on its skills in collaboration and forging strong partnerships. It is 
currently working hand-in-hand with the Kisoro District Water Office, Community 
Development Office, sub-county chiefs and parish chiefs, as well as local 
leadership in the target parishes, so that once URP phases out its involvement, 
the other collaborators will continue to guide the communities and water user 
committees for sustainable management of the rainwater harvesting tanks. 
However, the demand for water around the PAs is still high. 

Box 5. Local knowledge and protected area management

The indigenous Batwa are the original inhabitants of Bwindi, Mgahinga and Echuya Forests 
and their knowledge has been widely applied in the management of these PAs. Their vast 
knowledge of the Bwindi Impenetrable Forest has been used to produce a detailed map 
showing its resources, features and wildlife – the map details the territories inhabited by the 
various Batwa clans, as well as hills, rivers, ranges of gorillas, hot springs, caves and gorges, 
mineral-rich spots, places of worship, the distribution of medicinal plants and wild food sources. 
The Batwa have presented the map to key stakeholders and, with the support of a number of 
donors, it has been used as the basis of a Batwa Trail in Bwindi Forest, boosting their role in and 
benefit from tourism. The map also provides a checklist against which to monitor changes in the 
status and distribution of biodiversity in the forest and has highlighted the need for concerted 
efforts to conserve this fragile ecosystem. At Echuya Central Forest Reserve, the Batwa’s 
indigenous knowledge has been helpful in understanding the effects of climate change on the 
ecosystem. Their testimony shows that climate change has led to the loss of early morning fog, 
disappearance of tree and bird species, introduction of strange diseases, reduction of water 
levels, and drying up of water sources. This information is helping with the development of 
strategies to avert the negative impacts of climatic trends. Building on local knowledge in the 
implementation of projects such as those on rainwater harvesting and bamboo cultivation has 
helped to ensure pride and ownership of the interventions, thus helping to ensure sustainability.
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Bamboo domestication 
In Kabale and Kisoro districts, bamboo has traditionally provided building poles, 
firewood (from stems that dry naturally in the forest), stakes for climbing beans 
and craft materials to nearly every household in local forest communities. As 
a consequence there is a high demand for bamboo within the district and in 
neighbouring counties. 

The only source of bamboo in Kisoro district is from protected areas like Echuya 
Forest Reserve and Mgahinga National Park. Harvesting bamboo stems from 
Echuya Forest Reserve is regulated by NFA and restricted to one head load per 
person per week. NFA and UWA apprehend illegal harvesters of bamboo in the 
forest and the trend in the numbers of people arrested suggests that restrictions on 
harvesting bamboo from the reserve will continue to toughen over time, and conflicts 
of access and use of resources are likely to multiply.

The demand for bamboo and the pressure on the existing resource has caused 
the area of afromontane bamboo forest to decrease by nearly 50 per cent in the 
last 50 years (verbal reports from adjacent communities and Banana and Tweheyo, 
2001). The area occupied by pure bamboo has decreased from 20.5 per cent to 
12.5 per cent whilst the area of bamboo–hardwood mixture has decreased from 
48.2 per cent to 26.2 per cent. Pure hardwood stands have increased, from 16 
per cent to 51 per cent (Banana and Tweheyo, 2001). It has been suggested 
that the exclusion of fire, herbivores and human activities after the reservation of 
Echuya have gradually led to the conversion of the grassland bamboo ecosystem 
into a hardwood forest ecosystem. Macaranga kilimandscharica Pax is the major 
colonising hardwood tree species. Most of the gaps are covered with heavy loads 
of the climber species Mimulopsis, which suppress bamboo growth. 

It is against this background that URP, in partnership with Nature Uganda, the 
Nile Basin Transboundary Environmental Action Programme, USAID and ARCOS, 
supported communities around Echuya Forest Reserve to plant bamboo on 
their farms. URP believes in collaboration and networking to achieve its desired 
objectives and in this case they have worked with the National Forestry Authority 
(the government managing body of Echuya Forest) and Kisoro District Local 
Government (through the Kisoro District Directorate of Natural Resources and 
Community Forest Management Groups). An essential and integral part of the 
programme has been to raise awareness of the importance and benefits of 
biodiversity conservation through drama shows, radio programmes and community 
meetings. As a result of this intervention, two Bamboo Farmer Associations with 
240 members have been formed in communities adjacent to Echuya Forest 
Reserve. The associations have focused on planting bamboo to act as a seed 
source, but challenges remain as the demand for bamboo planting material in the 
communities is higher than the supply. 
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Buffer zone management around Lake mulehe
From 2002 to 2004 IUCN assisted communities around Lake Mulehe in Kisoro 
district to develop a management plan for the fringing wetlands. The management 
plan was subsequently approved by local authorities of the two sub-counties 
around Mulehe and, with funding from IUCN, URP implemented the process of 
mobilising landowners and farmers to create a buffer zone and regenerate it with 
suitable species, selected according to their ability to provide food for bees and 
perform soil and water conservation functions. 

Agriculture is classified as one of the main land uses in Kisoro district and employs 
93.4 per cent of the population. The lands of Kisoro are intensively cultivated and 
highly fragmented due to traditional practices of inheritance and high population 
density, with an average land holding of just 0.8 hectares (Kisoro District 
Environment Action Plan, 2002). Cultivation around Lake Mulehe wetlands extends 
up to the edge of the lake/wetland in disregard of the national guidelines on the 
management of lake shores and river banks. 

The Lake Mulehe wetland management plan provides for the establishment of a 
buffer of the natural vegetation within 7–10 metres of the lake shore or wetland 
edge. The buffer should be optimally utilised through activities consistent with 
wetland management, which is why URP focused on tree planting, promoting agro-
forestry trees such as fruit trees, in order to minimise the perceived or real losses 
to households who were previously cultivating this land. The goal is to undertake 
wetland conservation whilst at the same time delivering conservation benefits that 
generate local income. URP procured all the required trees, supplied them to a total 
of 267 farmers, and provided technical support and training. However, this was a 
very short project lasting only ten months. The issues it sought to address and the 
required response and monitoring will need a long-term intervention.

Capacity-building of forest adjacent communities
URP in partnership with Nature Uganda implemented a capacity-building project 
around Echuya Forest Reserve, supporting communities to implement viable 
income-generating projects to provide alternative sources of livelihoods. Training 
helped the groups to select enterprises that were environmentally friendly and 
built skills in group dynamics and conflict management. The training introduced to 
groups their role in the CFM process, the value of keeping records, the importance 
of having by-laws to manage and guide the groups, and of having participatory 
objectives and plans for their groups and the need to make personal savings, and 
the importance of legal registration for groups. 

Protected area governance and its impact on uRP’s effectiveness
URP has concentrated much of its work around three protected areas in Kisoro 
district – Bwindi National Park, Mgahinga Gorilla National Park and Echuya 
Forest Reserve. These protected areas all have arrangements in place for shared 
governance and benefit-sharing. The Government of Uganda is committed by the 
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Local Government Act 
(1997) to decentralise much 
of the responsibility for 
the governance of natural 
resources such as forests 
to local governments and 
sub-county councils (Local 
Government Act Part IV 
Articles 31[2]). Benefit-
sharing is designed to 
distribute the benefits that 
accrue from PAs between 
the PA authority and the 
communities. The actual 
benefit-sharing mechanism 
is site specific and is 
detailed in agreements 
tailored to individual PAs. For example, at the Echuya Forest Reserve a CFM 
process was initiated in 1994, supported by Nature Uganda in collaboration with 
local communities, the leadership of sub-county local governments, URP and NFA. 
In October 2007, four CFM agreements were signed between the National Forestry 
Authority, communities and local governments. Four CFM associations were 
formed and participatory management plans were developed with the objective 
of sustainable management of the forest reserve, improving the livelihoods of the 
forest dependent communities (especially Batwa women and youth) and improving 
the working relationship between communities, the NFA and other partners.

These PA governance arrangements have had both positive and negative effects 
on the activities and ambitions of URP. On the positive side, CFM has built a 
foundation of interest and understanding about conservation and natural resource 
management among communities on which URP was able to build (e.g. through the 
programme on bamboo domestication). The policies on decentralisation and public-
private partnership in Uganda helped to establish a mandate for private involvement 
and community participation in planning and implementation of development. This 
has provided a framework through which URP has been accepted as a provider of 
key services (e.g. water). 

Negative aspects mainly relate to the failure to implement policies and enforce 
regulations effectively. For example, some staff members of the government body 
responsible for managing Echuya Central Forest Reserve (the NFA) occasionally 
contravene management agreements by overharvesting green bamboo and timber 
in the forest. The NFA has also commercialised the sale of timber and non-timber 
products from the forest. Illegal entry and exploitation of forest resources has more 
than doubled; the inability of the forest management authority to prevent this has 
led to poor relationships with local communities, including the CFM associations. 
Plans are not given the periodic review that the forest use agreements require. 

URP has partnered with several other organisations to 
support communities around Echuya Forest Reserve to 
cultivate bamboo on their farms
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Communities have lost the zeal to get involved in conservation programmes and 
there has been a negative impact on attitudes towards conservation, making the 
work of NGOs and CBOs difficult. The laws are also unclear on some critical 
aspects, such as benefit-sharing, and the CFM process itself is also hugely 
bureaucratic. The nine-stage process is too complicated, especially for communities 
whose members are mostly semi-literate or illiterate. For example, the CFM process 
for Echuya Central Forest Reserve took three years to complete from its initiation 
in 2004. By the time the agreement had been signed, some group members had 
given up and others forgotten that they were even members! As a result, relations 
between the NFA and local communities have deteriorated and the level of mutual 
support and collaboration is not as it should be for CFM to be effective. 

At the Mgahinga and Bwindi Gorilla National Parks, URP is addressing similar 
weaknesses through district-level meetings with UWA. At these meetings, UWA 
plans have been reviewed, achievements reported to the stakeholders and future 
areas of focus agreed through a participatory process. It is through this process 
that URP was able to advocate for the revenue-sharing and gorilla levy funds to 
be allocated to projects identified and initiated by the communities. This example 
of good practice provides a learning platform for those involved in managing 
Echuya Forest.

4.4 Enabling and constraining factors
Enabling factors
Security and hospitality
The secure and friendly environment in and around Kisoro district, the hospitable 
nature of the community and positive attitudes towards URP created a favourable 
ground for URP operations.

Local government support
Kisoro District Local Government was willing to support and work with URP. This 
helped to ensure full participation and project ownership, contributing to access 
to government services, continuity and sustainability, following URP’s phased 
withdrawal from the interventions.

Policies on decentralisation
The Ugandan government’s decentralisation and public private partnership policies 
call for private involvement and community participation in the planning and 
implementation of development interventions. This provided a favourable policy 
environment through which URP could successfully implement its activities.

Policies on benefit-sharing
Several national government policies call for community benefits from natural 
resources management (for example through revenue-sharing and CFM). This has 
created a platform for URP to implement projects which improve the livelihoods of 
local communities around the PAs in Kisoro.
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Box 6. Biodiversity importance of Echuya Forest Reserve

Echuya Forest Reserve has a high conservation value of species that are endemic, rare or 
globally threatened – 127 species of trees, 85 of birds, 20 of mammals, 54 of butterflies and 
43 species of large moth (Davenport, 1996). Of these, eight species of birds are Albertine 
Rift endemics. These include the Grauer’s swamp warbler (Bradypterus graueri), a globally 
threatened species that occurs in sizeable numbers only in Muchuya swamp and some swamps 
of Bwindi. The others are Handsome francolin (Pternistis nobilis), Regal sunbird (Cinnyris regius), 
Dusky crimson-wing (Cryptospiza jacksoni), Stripe-breasted tit (Parus fasciiventer), Collared 
apalis (Apalis ruwenzorii), Red-faced woodland warbler (Phylloscopus laetus) and Ruwenzori 
batis (Batis diops). 

Constraining factors
Inadequate capacity to become self-sustaining
URP has not become self-sustaining, which has made it difficult to manage its 
administrative costs. For example, staff salaries are low, leading to high staff 
turnover as staff members leave to work for other NGOs with better pay or to 
the local government where they are assured of more staff benefits. URP also 
faces uncertainty in its ability to pay core costs such as rent, water bills, electricity 
services, computer services, transport costs, telephone bills and security.

Lack of transport
URP has no project vehicle and yet its working area is hard to reach with hilly terrain 
and a very poor road network. URP depends on hiring vehicles to carry out its field 
work, which is expensive. This has negatively affected performance in the field. 

Rights-based approach
The rights-based approach to development currently supported by many donors and 
partner organisations is aligned very well with URP’s strategy. URP has capitalised 
on this, involving community beneficiaries in decision-making at all levels.

Government linkages from local to national level
Existing government structures have acted as a stepping stone for URP’s activities, 
effectively linking the district to the grassroots levels (i.e. connecting to local 
councils at the village, parish, sub-county and district level, and, where necessary, 
parliament). This has been important in bridging the gap between donor, the 
implementing CBO, local government and the community beneficiaries in relation 
to issues such as advocacy, community mobilisation, marketing, fundraising, 
accountability, consultation, facilitation and monitoring.

Conservation value
The protected areas are conservation hotspots because of their globally important 
biodiversity (see Box 6). This has attracted interest and support from donors and 
national and international partners, and alerted government to its responsibility to 
conserve these unique areas.
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Implementing short-term projects
URP has been implementing short-term projects of between 6–18 months 
depending on the grant size and funders’ conditions. Having a significant 
environmental or economic impact in such a short period is a major challenge. The 
communities served are sometimes slow to adapt due to low literacy and high levels 
of poverty. Patience is needed to allow them to understand and internalise the 
project and come on board. Economic constraints within government mean that it 
struggles to take over the project once funding ends and URP withdraws. Capacity 
and commitment cannot be built in the short term. 

Inadequate capacity to compete in project proposal writing
URP has the confidence needed to implement sustainable projects that benefit 
communities around the PAs. But on a number of occasions, URP has failed to win 
projects due to its inadequate capacity to compete favourably in project proposal 
writing. Documenting and packaging its work and impacts in ways suited to the 
requirements of different donors and their criteria is a challenge for a CBO. 

Poverty and illiteracy among communities
URP works in communities with high levels of illiteracy and poverty. This constrains 
any spirit of volunteerism and limits the community contribution towards project 
planning and implementation. As URP works with the community, processes must 
progress at the pace of their understanding and help to address some of their basic 
needs to boost morale and enable participation.

Inadequate coordination among CSOs 
There is a lack of coordination among the CSOs operating in and around Kisoro’s 
PAs. In some cases, fake or ‘ghost’ CSOs with good writing skills are able to 
convince donors of their legitimacy, and the grant goes to the ghost CSO leaving 
genuine CSOs without resources. This cheats the communities and demoralises 
the active CSOs.

negative community attitudes towards change
Some communities, such as Batwa communities in Kisoro, are still strongly attached 
to traditional lifestyles that are dependent on resources found in the PAs. Given 
social and demographic changes, it is essential that access and patterns of resource 
use should change, but changing attitudes towards conservation is still a challenge. 

Social tradition
The traditional social set-up of Bafumbira and Bakiga cultures is characterised 
by women having no control, access or ownership of resources at household 
level. This has negatively affected women’s roles in both planning and 
implementation processes. 
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4.5 Conclusion
In addition to scaling up its efforts at resource mobilisation through organisational 
marketing, networking and partnership, URP has a number of plans to overcome 
the challenges it faces.

n URP has developed a strategy of working closely with Kisoro District Local 
Government to ensure full participation of local government staff in URP 
activities. Roles are shared between URP and the local government during 
implementation so that each plays its part – this helps to address the challenge 
of staff shortages within URP.

n URP has purchased land in Kisoro and is looking for support to build an office. 
This will include enough space for URP to rent out to other NGOs and/or CBOs 
so that the premises become a source of revenue, helping to contribute to URP’s 
core administrative costs. 

n URP is encouraging community members to participate in government 
programmes as part of a strategy to improve their livelihoods and self-reliance.

n URP is encouraging disadvantaged groups in communities to take up leadership 
roles in community activities. For example, URP has encouraged the selection 
of women as chair persons of the water user committees for the nine rainwater 
harvesting tanks. The villagers adopted URP’s recommendations when they was 
realised that women were most negatively affected as a result of water shortage 
around PAs. Women are now taking up key roles. 

n Through marketing and partnership, URP intends to facilitate village training 
around the PAs in forming and building the capacity of self-help village 
savings and loan associations. The target is to scale up livelihood improvement 
interventions, such as promoting grouped income-generating activities like 
animal rearing and domestic rainwater harvesting.
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Box 7. Lessons learnt

Once prioritised, these lessons should become enabling factors and contribute to URP’s success.
n Local organisations should implement projects that align with existing national policies, to 

complement existing work and avoid conflicts in service delivery among service providers. 
n Institutional and individual capacity and awareness is crucial for the sustainability of 

community projects.
n Involving local governments and community beneficiaries in project implementation is very 

important. It helps to ensure that the intervention is a genuine community priority, empowers 
each stakeholder, stimulates recognition and appreciation of the donor, and helps to ensure 
full ownership by beneficiaries and continued support from the local government post-project.

n Using existing local government structures (like local councils from villages, parishes, sub-
counties and districts) supports effective project planning, implementation and monitoring. 
Through existing structures, an organisation can successfully mobilise communities for 
collective action and solicit project support from local government.

n Patience is very important – remain focused on targets and objectives but do not forget that 
it is not always easy for CBOs to be recognised and accredited for partnership with other 
local and international CSOs.

n For a CBO to grow, members need basic skills in working with communities, communications, 
project management, fundraising, advocacy, transparency, participatory planning and 
monitoring. Good organisational management systems are important, including financial 
control, personnel management, record-keeping and reporting. The organisation needs to 
remain focused for its work to be embraced by all stakeholders. 

n Beneficiaries often compare CBOs with bigger NGOs when implementing projects, leading 
to high expectations that are a challenge to manage. CBOs should be transparent about their 
mandates from the start. 

n It is important to be transparent at each stage of the project cycle. In URP’s experience, 
sharing proposals, budgets, plans, memorandums of understanding and reports with key 
stakeholders in government and the community has been key to building good relationships 
and trust. It is on this basis that URP has been recommended by Kisoro District Local 
Government to other partners.

n Crosscutting issues like gender and HIV/AIDS must be kept in mind, as they can affect the 
implementation and outcome of interventions.
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5
untold stories: seeking local solutions for 
conservation and livelihoods

profile 4. KIjABE EnvIROnmEnt vOLuntEERS, KEnyA

David Kimani Kuria

Summary
The Kikuyu Escarpment Forests in central Kenya are among the most important 
water catchment sites in the country. They have been classified by BirdLife 
International and Nature Kenya as an Important Bird Area (IBA) due to their 
abundant and rich diversity of birds. Despite their importance, the forests have 
faced threats to their conservation, chief among them logging, poaching, charcoal 
burning and overgrazing. These activities have had substantial negative impacts on 
local residents. The area has also recently been the setting for conflicts between 
local tribal communities over dwindling water resources. 

The Kijabe Environment Volunteers (KENVO) is a local conservation group that 
has been mobilising the community to conserve and protect the forest and its 
resources. Since the mid-1990s, KENVO has been involved in capacity-building of 
local communities, creating awareness of the importance of the forest, monitoring 
illegal activities and initiating conservation and livelihoods projects that aim to 
reduce reliance on the forest’s resources. Despite many challenges, the efforts of 
KENVO have demonstrated that local solutions can bring important outcomes for 
conservation. The group has successfully won both community and government 
support. Currently there is an increased level of dialogue and collaboration in 
conserving the forest, with greater attention given to emerging issues. 

However, KENVO’s achievements have been constrained by the lack of understanding 
of participatory forest management (PFM) within the forest department, as well as 
a lack of direction and clarity in legal and policy frameworks. Reliance on volunteers 
(who lack required technical skills) and poor infrastructure are additional challenges.

5.1 Introduction 
Kenya’s rich biodiversity is being lost at key sites across the country due to 
unsustainable exploitation, often caused by a lack of sustainable alternative 
livelihoods. In the last two decades the country has witnessed huge losses 
of forest land to illegal logging, excision of forest reserves, charcoal burning, 
overgrazing and other unsustainable activities. These losses are largely attributed to 
mismanagement, corruption within the government systems and increased poverty in 
rural settings, compounded by a lack of awareness of the benefits of conservation. 
The loss of biodiversity and other natural resources has also led to conflicts among 
local communities over resources such as fuel wood and water. Similarly, human–
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wildlife conflicts have been on the rise. Unfortunately, local communities are not 
often considered key stakeholders by the state and large development agencies, 
who rarely seek local solutions to help conserve the affected resources. This is 
despite local communities being the main custodians of natural resources.

CSOs in Kenya have continuously lobbied government to address the issue of forest 
loss. Their countrywide campaigns have helped raise awareness among citizens 
about the importance of forests and other natural resources. As a result, strong 
community voices have emerged and are now holding the government to account on 
the management of forest and other community assets. One such voice is KENVO, 
which was established in 1994 by young people adjacent to Kikuyu Escarpment 
Forests to highlight conservation issues facing the forest. The Kikuyu Escarpment 
Forest Reserves are in central Kenya, about 38km northwest of the capital, Nairobi. 
The forest is designated by Nature Kenya and BirdLife International as an IBA. 
However, the forest reserve is suffering from degradation and fragmentation through 
unsustainable use. The surrounding area is highly populated with farming families, 
many of whom supplement agricultural incomes by harvesting forest products or 
grazing cattle within the forest reserve boundaries.

Here, I describe the formation and development of KENVO, its objectives and key 
activities and elements of success and hindrances to its aspirations. 

5.2 Background
Early development
When KENVO began, we were a loose group of mainly young people. Many of 
us were recent college graduates. At the time, the Kikuyu Escarpment Forest 
Reserves were facing massive destruction, resulting in rapid biodiversity loss 
and reduced environmental value. To understand the situation on the ground, 
we conducted some simple research that indicated that the main causes of 
degradation were poverty, lack of environmental awareness, lack of economic 
opportunities and high dependency on forest products. The government had 
failed to adequately explain conservation objectives to local communities. We 
also observed that the loss of forest cover occasionally resulted in conflicts over 
dwindling resources among local residents. 

Farms neighbouring the forest had been over-cultivated, resulting in low productivity 
with very low returns. A lack of livelihood alternatives and a high demand for forest 
products meant that illegal exploitation of the forest thrived. Cases of charcoal 
burning and illegal logging were common in many parts of the forest across the 
entire Kikuyu escarpment. 

To begin with, as a small group we felt that we could not do much about poverty 
but that we could have a significant effect in terms of raising peoples’ awareness. 
To be effective and catch the attention of the government, we had to be formally 
registered as a community-based organisation. It is a requirement in Kenyan law 
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that any group of local people who intend to engage with government on social 
issues must be registered as a self-help group. This we did in 1996. Our objectives 
were derived from the finding of the simple study and included: 
n Raising community awareness on the value and importance of the local forest, 

its birds and other natural resources, through environmental education and 
awareness campaigns. 

n Promoting and initiating both development and environmentally friendly income-
generating activities that link community survival to biodiversity conservation.

n Gathering information through research on local natural resources and traditional 
knowledge to enhance scientific work in local biodiversity conservation.

n Promoting partnerships and collaboration between local communities and other 
stakeholders in managing and conserving the environment.

To start with, we took part in voluntary community barazas (meetings) organised by 
the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) (then known as the Forest Department). We also 
organised other simple educational events and workshops. We would explain to 
residents the value and importance of the forest and issues affecting it, and how 
they could participate in its conservation. We were very fortunate that during the 
same period, Nature Kenya and the Kenya Forests Working Group (KFWG) (two 
of the leading conservation organisations in Kenya) were involved in a countrywide 
awareness campaign on the importance of forests.10 They were pressuring 
government to address the rampant destruction of forests taking place all over the 
country. At the Kikuyu Escarpment Forest, the two organisations found it easy to 
work with us to raise awareness of the plight of the forest and seek community 
support to protect it. We were successful, and no excision of forest land occurred 
here, which had happened in other places. 

Luck was on our side in KENVO’s early stages: the link with Nature Kenya 
introduced us to BirdLife International’s concept of IBAs. The IBA approach 
recognises the key role that local communities play in protecting and managing 
natural habitats. The Kikuyu Escarpment Forest happened to be one of the IBAs 
that Nature Kenya and BirdLife International had identified. One of the principles 
of the IBA approach is using birds as flagships for conservation while helping to 
establish or strengthen local groups (dubbed site support groups) as pillars of 
conservation. We became the site support group for the Kikuyu Escarpment in 
1998 and introduced bird-watching into our activities. We benefited from short 
training courses on birding organised jointly by Nature Kenya and the Ornithology 
Department of the National Museums of Kenya.11 This was a new and exciting 
experience for most of our members. As the then chair of KENVO (2000), Peter 
Manji observed: ‘Use of birds in conservation has been very useful in engaging 
interest and support, mainly among young people.’

10. See: www.kenyaforests.org and www.naturekenya.org. 
11. ‘Birding’ or ‘bird-watching’ is the observation of birds as a recreational activity.

www.kenyaforests.org
www.naturekenya.org
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The links with Nature Kenya, the IBA programme and the KFWG were important 
steps in building on our early voluntary work. The links led to more training and 
exposure for many of our members. Through these trainings we successfully 
used Kereita Forest of the Kikuyu Escarpment as a pilot area to raise community 
awareness of the Forests Act (2005) and PFM. As a result, some KENVO 
members have been seconded to a number of committees in the region. In 2009, 
one of our members was elected to the Forest Conservancy Committee (FCC) for 
the Central Highlands Conservancy. 

Acting on national forest legislation
The 2005 Forests Act provided for a greater degree of devolution in forest 
management throughout Kenya. Among its provisions was the creation of ten forest 
conservancy areas covering the country, each of which is led by a FCC that assists 
KFS to implement forest legislation at the regional level. The committees play a 
crucial role in the conservancy, including informing the KFS management board 
about the ideas, desires and opinions of the people within the forest conservancy 
areas in all matters relating to the conservation and use of forests within such 
areas. Among other responsibilities, the FCCs also assist local communities to 
benefit from royalties and other rights derived from flora or fauna traditionally used 
or newly discovered by such communities.

The Forests Act also mandated the formation of community forest associations 
(CFAs) which bring together local communities, government authorities and KFS 
to sustainably manage areas of forest. KENVO has capitalised on this legislation 
to improve local ownership of forest management on the Kikuyu Escarpment. 
We have assisted in the design of management plans for five CFAs to date, each 
responsible for a distinct forest block within the district.

Scope, size and governance
KENVO remains largely a community group (with open membership), embracing 
anyone who wishes to do something (even on a voluntary basis) about forest 
degradation in and around the Kikuyu Escarpment forests. Currently, the group has 
more than 100 members in total, including both full-time and affiliate group members. 

Executive committee 
KENVO is a community-based organisation and self-help group, led by an elected 
committee. Currently, the group has a committee of seven members including a 
chairman, vice chairman, treasurer and secretary. Our members have different 
backgrounds and experiences. All decisions are made by the members and 
implemented and overseen by the executive committee and secretariat (see below).

KEnvO secretariat and volunteers
KENVO has a 12 person secretariat in charge of the day-to-day running of the 
office. Often, there are several volunteers helping with a number of projects. 
Lately, some projects have provided contractual employment to some members. 
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year Events

1994 Founded by nine members.

1996 Officially registered with Ministry of Culture and Social Services. Official 
launch of KENVO and a maiden visit to the local forest and hospital.

1997 Established link with KFWG.

1998 First partnered with Nature Kenya on the IBA programme.

2000 Won first Conservation Award from BP Conservation Programme by BirdLife 
International/Fauna and Flora International.

2002 Awarded a follow-up award by the Conservation Leadership Programme.
Made contact with the United Nations Environment Programme.
Started PFM process in Kereita with KFWG.

2003 Hosted Minister of Environment and Natural Resources (Late Hon Kalundu) 
and his Deputy (late Nobel Laureate Prof Wangari Maathai).
Established links with Canada World Youth (CWY).

2005 Received the Gold Award from Conservation Leadership Programme.

2005 KENVO resource centre is completed and staff move in.

2008 Wins the prestigious UNDP Equator Prize for KENVO’s achievements in 
biodiversity conservation and livelihoods improvement.

2010 Established an ecotourism facility in Rift Valley in partnership with the Maasai 
community.

2012 Awarded EU Community Development Trust funding after a competitive 
process involving more than 4,500 applicants. The project will reach more than 
5,000 residents of Kikuyu Escarpment.

Table 5. Some important milestones in KEnvO’s history

Box 8. KEnvO’s values

n We conserve and care for the environment and promote the sustainable use of resources. 
n We are transparent and accountable to our partners, donors and the wider community.
n We are welcoming and accessible to all members of the community and involve them in 

everything that we do.
n We behave responsibly and professionally and strive for excellence at all times.
n We promote a spirit of altruism and volunteering and are responsive to the views and needs 

of our members.
n We actively collaborate with other individuals and partner organisations who share our goals 

and standards.
n We manage all the financial resources entrusted to us effectively and challenge corruption 

wherever we encounter it.
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Salaries depend on the amount and type of grants given. The current projects are 
sponsored by UNEP (tree planting); CWY’s Leadership and Exchange project; and 
the European Union, through its Community Development Trust Fund.

Projects
For larger projects, a project implementation committee is formed that includes 
members from the wider community. An individual with relevant technical expertise 
from KENVO is in charge of project coordination. Experts from Nature Kenya are 
often consulted for technical advice. Other members include government officials 
from the Kenya Wildlife Service, Forest Department and the Agriculture and 
Livestock Department. 

Advisory committee 
KENVO has an advisory committee that advises our executive committees and 
PICs on how to run KENVO and its activities. Members are drawn from various 
leading conservation organisations in Kenya as well as government departments, 
including Nature Kenya, KFWG, Kenya Forest Research Institute, Kenya Forests 
Service, a representative from UNEP and a local resident. KENVO’s project 
director and a member also sit on the advisory committee to present the views of 
the members.

main stakeholders 
Various PFM arrangements have enabled us to create more partnerships at the 
landscape level and to become a member of the national PFM team.12 A range 
of organisations are directly involved in forest management and conservation of 
Kikuyu Escarpment forests and are collaborating with KENVO. Key collaborators 
include KFS, Kenya Wildlife Service, Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife, the Kenya 
Forestry Research Institute (KEFRI), National Museums of Kenya, national NGOs 
(such as Nature Kenya, KFWG and Forest Action Network), local authorities, CFAs 
and private entities. 

5.3 Experiences and outcomes
For more than a decade, KENVO has conducted research and surveys in and 
around the Kikuyu Escarpment landscape as a way of addressing emerging 
challenges. Poverty and a lack of awareness remain key issues to be addressed in 
order to attain conservation and livelihoods objectives. We recognise that tackling 
the entire spectrum of poverty-related problems affecting the local community in 
the Kikuyu Escarpment landscape is a difficult and complex undertaking. However, 
in our small way, we at KENVO have tried to demonstrate that non-consumptive 
use of the forest is both desirable and feasible in this landscape, and that the 
local community stands to benefit from such activities in the long term. KENVO 
plays a major role in ensuring that the local environment and natural resources are 
conserved by actively involving the local community. We appreciate that without 

12. This team is the result of a Ford Foundation-sponsored collaboration between KFWG, KEFRI and KFS.
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community empowerment, sound conservation will remain an illusion. In this regard, 
we have developed a two-pronged programmatic approach: conservation and 
livelihoods, and environmental education and youth exchange. 

Conservation and livelihoods 
Forest restoration
One of our core activities has been running a forest restoration programme since 
2000, entitled Greening Kereita. The scheme has used private sponsorship to 
support tree nurseries tended by volunteers. To date, UNEP and a number of 
private companies have been the main sponsors of this initiative, funding the 
planting of a total of 200 hectares with a mix of indigenous trees. 

In order to retain the value of the forest and protect it, we are training CFAs in 
monitoring and policing illegal activities, and communicating cases of forest issues 
to CFAs and the Forest Conservation Committee. We have helped to establish a 
CFA in each of five forest blocks in the district. At Kereita Forest, our pilot site, 
we have helped develop a management plan and management agreement. The 
management plans are fundamental to outlining how the forest is to be used, what 
roles and rights communities have, and the responsibilities of each stakeholder (see 
Box 9). We are proud to say that at Kereita forest we have seen a drastic reduction 
of illegal activities while community rights are being respected. Currently, we have 
embarked on the development of five other management plans for the remaining 
forest blocks in the larger Escarpment Forest. We expect that through these 
management plans, CFAs and KFS will enter into agreement and outline some 
roles, responsibilities and mode of benefits for each of the forest blocks. 

Ecotourism
We are helping local communities to exploit the ecotourism potential of the forest. 
Apart from supplementing local livelihoods through provision of water, fuel wood 
and other necessities, the forest offers an excellent opportunity for tourism services, 
including nature walks, bird-watching and camping. The Kikuyu Escarpment presents 
a variety of tourist attractions including waterfalls, bat caves, cliffs, elephant salt-licks 
and delivery sites (referred to as elephant ‘maternity wards’ by the local people), 
spring waters and a viewpoint with an excellent view of the forest canopy, the 
Rift Valley, Mount Kenya and the Aberdare mountains. KENVO and the local CFA 
have been permitted to engage in ecotourism activities in Kereita forest. The full 
development of the site as an ecotourism destination would represent a major step 
towards improving the sustainability of these local groups. Already, the management 
plan for the pilot area (Kereita Forest) is being implemented. KENVO members offer 
a guiding service to visitors and undertake bird-watching in the forest. Members also 
organise short safaris and hikes to neighbouring scenic sites like Mount Longonot, 
national parks, game reserves and cliff-climbing around Lake Naivasha. We have 
recently established an eco-camp in Kijabe strip forest with a local community 
(largely of the Maa speaking group). Other income-generating activities that we have 
initiated include beekeeping, commercial tree nurseries, fish farming and intensive 
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Box 9. Some community rights in Kikuyu Escarpment Forest

n Collecting medicinal herbs

n Harvesting honey

n Fuel wood collection

n Grass and fodder harvesting

n Grazing

n Ecotourism and recreational activities

n Establishing plantations13

n Contracts to assist in specific silvicultural activities14

n Seedling production

n Seed collection

n Butterfly farming

n Collecting fruits, berries and vegetables

n Fish farming/capture fisheries

n Mushroom farming

n Water abstraction

n Quarrying, murram and ballast collection

n Carbon trading on voluntary markets

n Extracting woodcraft materials

n Harvesting timber

n Collecting forest produce for community-based industries

n Developing community wood and non-wood forest-based industries

n Scientific and education activities

n Other benefits which may from time to time be agreed

13. Plantations will be established as part of the KFS Plantation Establishment for Livelihood Improvement 
Scheme. 
14. Silviculture is the practice of controlling the establishment, growth, composition, health and quality of 
forests to meet diverse needs and values.  

household agriculture. Currently, KENVO is working with more than 3000 farmers 
through their committees to implement these income-generating activities. 

Environmental education and youth exchange 
Community outreach
KENVO has taken some positive steps in educating concerned farmers about the 
need to protect the catchment sites and the indigenous portion of the forest. The 
PFM arrangements at Kikuyu Escapement have enabled KENVO to articulate 
the communities’ issues at the highest level and, more importantly, to ease 
communication between communities and central government. We reach the 
community through meetings, working with faith-based organisations and during 
events held to mark local and international celebrations. We also have a special 
programme for local schools in Lari division, which trains students in basic bird-
watching skills, establishing and managing tree nurseries, guided nature and forest 
walks, park visits and hikes in the forest, among many nature-based activities.
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KENVO’s successful conservation efforts have continued to attract the support of other 
groups of local and international volunteers and organisations

Our efforts have yielded positive results for the local communities. A case in 
point is when KFS wanted to grant a concession for ecotourism ventures in 
some portions of the Kikuyu Escarpment. We were quick to collect the views 
and feelings of the communities and communicated them to KFS headquarters. 
This step resulted in KFS giving first priority to applications from communities for 
the ecotourism concessions. Kereita has also become a learning site for other 
communities. We normally host a number of tour visitors who are either attending 
international meetings in Nairobi or are on learning tours organised by our partners.

Exchange programme
KENVO is involved in various exchange programmes. At the local level, we facilitate 
peer learning and exchange visits for community groups – particularly those made 
up of local farmers. Internationally, we take part in an ongoing CWY programme, 
which is a trilateral exchange programme between Kenya (KENVO), Tanzania 
(Ushirika wa ki Kristo wa Vijana Tanzania – UVIKIUTA) and Canada (CWY). More 
than 500 youths have participated in this programme and have either visited Canada 
or Tanzania. Locally, more than 3000 youths have been reached and benefited from 
training in leadership skills; an impressive achievement in a rural setting. 

P
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Research
Besides conducting monthly bird, forest and nature walks, KENVO supports its 
members and other researchers to undertake more detailed research in the forests 
and their environs. We have assisted international students and researchers to 
conduct a number of studies and surveys in the forest. 

Local and international recognition
Local and international recognition has boosted the morale of our staff and 
volunteers. As director of KENVO, I was recently recognised by Kenya’s president 
for my contribution to community welfare and development. Another member of 
KENVO was runner-up for the UN Volunteer of the Year award in 2011. Awards 
received by our organisation include: 
n The Equator Prize 2008 – awarded by the UNDP Equator Initiative for 

outstanding success in reducing poverty through conservation and sustainable 
use of biodiversity.

n Best Environmental Conservation Group in Central Province 2009 – awarded by 
the National Environment Management Authority.

n Conservation Leadership Award (in 2000, 2002 and 2005) – awarded 
by the BirdLife International/Fauna and Flora International Conservation 
Leadership Programme

n The Total Kenya Eco Challenge award, where KENVO received a bronze award 
for our tree planting efforts.

KEnvO budget and funding model
Initially KENVO started as a loose forum for volunteers with no budget at all. 
However, the need for more structured operations required the establishment 
of an office to coordinate the activities of the volunteers. Further, organisational 
linkages and involvement in the IBA and PFM programmes required more focused 
ways of operating. This saw a loose forum transforming itself into a membership 
organisation. By then, our main source of funding was members’ fees and some 
donations from partners.

National and international linkages resulted in training opportunities for KENVO 
volunteers (writing funding proposals, organising learning forums and conducting 
research). We have had a series of successful applications for funding, each of which 
has allowed us to strengthen and widen our educational and research activities. 
Currently KENVO is running a number of projects with support from a diversity of 
donors, both local and international, with grants ranging from US$8000 (to address 
environmental health issues and research the impacts of climate change) to over 
US$100,000 (to support community activities in environment and development). 
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5.4 Enabling and constraining factors
Enabling factors
the importance of local volunteers
A key element in KENVO’s success is the fact that we are a ‘home-grown’ 
organisation which exists on a voluntary basis, where members are motivated to 
achieve conservation benefits and livelihoods for the local area. The group was not 
formed by external partners or as a result of a project; instead it grew from a local 
initiative and then used the opportunities provided by partners to gain experience 
and focus on achieving its objectives. As a result, KENVO has continued to attract 
the attention of existing and new partners and we have learnt, with their support, 
how to obtain and use external resources. KENVO is currently mentoring other 
groups around the escarpment to create a strong local network of volunteers. 

developing partnerships
Another key boost for KENVO’s work has been our links with local and national 
networks. KENVO has long been associated with KFWG. Through KFWG, it has 
been possible to collect information and report on the destruction of the forest to 
the relevant authorities in the shortest time possible. Our association with KFWG 
has contributed to KENVO being seen as a credible organisation that is able to 
articulate community issues at the national level. Internationally, in partnership with 
CWY, KENVO is executing a youth programme on leadership and community issues. 
This partnership is a demonstration that, even at the local level, KENVO and other 
groups, if well trained (and trusted), are capable of implementing medium to large 
projects and attaining the same impacts that a national NGO can achieve. The 
association with CWY has led to other international NGOs working with KENVO. 
For example, Ecoagriculture Partners has partnered with KENVO in landscape 
monitoring to promote the concept of integrated conservation and agriculture.

training
Initial and ongoing training given by partner organisations has enabled KENVO to 
achieve a high degree of organisational sustainability. We now work independently 
and have broadened our partnership base. Advocacy training has proved critical in 
influencing local government and other stakeholders’ decision-making regarding 
community issues. The success of advocating for community inclusion in ecotourism 
ventures is a prime example, and is a great source of pride for KENVO. Many more 
such interventions are needed. 

donor support
Financial and technical support provided by local and international donors should 
not be undervalued in our work. Some activities, such as developing management 
plans, require a large amount of resources. Our ability to use resources allocated 
by donors has seen us replicate and expand our activities to reach a wider 
spectrum of people. The presence of open and strong accounting procedures has 
strengthened trust and credibility among our donors and partners. We have well-
trained volunteers and financial management systems with checks and balances.
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Enabling policy and legislation
KFS has recently embraced PFM approaches and this has contributed greatly 
to community-led innovations in this part of the country. At Kikuyu Escarpment, 
in partnership with Nature Kenya and KFWG, we have been spearheading the 
concept on a pilot basis. This has created a sense of trust and confidence in 
KENVO’s work among the wider community, which has in turn contributed to the 
quick adoption of innovations like communal tree nurseries, beekeeping and the 
development of forest management plans. One management plant for Kereita is 
being piloted and informing the development of plans for other forest blocks.

Local and international recognition
The recent recognition of KENVO members by the Kenyan president and the UN 
Volunteer Programme has helped demonstrate that our work is important, not only 
locally, but at the national and international level. Apart from motivating volunteers, 
the awards have provoked more excitement among the wider community and have 
caught the attention of some government officials at the local level. We have lately 
seen increased consultations by other groups on how to carry out community 
projects. Other groups have asked KENVO to provide representatives to sit on their 
committees as advisors or mentors.

Constraining factors
Despite our successes to date, like many other small-scale organisations, KENVO 
faces a number of operational challenges. Some of these constraints are localised, 
while some are products of the wider policy, legal and partnership environments in 
which KENVO works.

KENVO runs a programme in Lari division to train school children in establishing and 
managing nurseries
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Local infrastructure
The Kikuyu Escarpment is a vast area and neither communication nor transport 
infrastructure is well developed. Local roads are in a poor state, with infrequent 
interventions on the part of government to improve the situation. KENVO relies 
on one old vehicle for all its operations, which has a high running cost due to 
constant breakdowns. At times we feel that we are not able to serve or respond to 
community requests due to the unavailability of transport. 

Also, the office does not have reliable internet facilities. Staff usually depend 
on their own mobile phones and modems which have poor signal reception. It is 
hard to communicate effectively with partners and the government, particularly 
on observed cases of forest destruction. This situation has been frustrating for 
residents who we serve and who have put their faith in us. 

Human resources
KENVO relies on relatively few trained personnel. Due to the structure and 
operation of the organisation, most of our activities are implemented by volunteers. 
Most volunteers are young people who come to KENVO to gain experience and 
fulfil academic requirements. But when the volunteers leave, work is often left 
unattended, occasionally causing stress to those who are left behind. Further, most 
of the volunteers lack the required technical skills to undertake some activities. 
This is largely attributed to the education system in Kenya which has traditionally 
lacked courses in environmental studies. They are very few trained graduates on 
environmental matters; KENVO itself has three out of 12 staff trained to degree 
level on environmental issues. Given this situation, the group has to rely on 
consultants to undertake some of its activities. Some of these consultancies are 
costly and this has occasionally drained the organisation’s meagre resources.

Further, although we have documented many inspiring stories and received 
international recognition for our achievements, it has been hard to effectively 
communicate our work to a wide audience. Again, we attribute this to the lack of 
qualified personnel in specific areas such as communications. 

Government processes
Although the government has embraced the concept of PFM, in practice there 
are a number of challenges to implementation on the ground. For instance, the 
process initially created a situation in Kereita Forest in which it appeared as if 
the communities were managing the forest on their own. As a result, some of 
the government staff felt threatened and frustrated the work of local groups, 
including that of KENVO. Government officers would often not attend meetings 
organised by the groups, while there was a lack of effective communication 
between headquarters and communities. There was also a serious 
misunderstanding of the PFM concept by national NGOs that were facilitating 
the process. In one situation, an NGO split the CFAs in Kereita and trained them 
quite differently from the approaches being promoted by Nature Kenya and 
KFWG. This situation led to tension and mistrust among KENVO members and 
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KENVO’s ‘Greening Kereita’ scheme has used private sponsorship to support tree 
nurseries which are tended by volunteers

the large CFAs. It has taken a lot of time and resources to rebuild trust and win 
the confidence of the various groups. 

Lack of legal and policy clarity and direction
Kenya’s new constitution has created several layers of governance. As it is at the 
moment, there is confusion over where the authority to manage the forest will be 
vested – that is, whether in central or county-level government. This situation has 
muddied the waters for implementation on the Kikuyu Escarpment, and as a result 
several community-based groups have slowed their activities. This lack of clarity is 
undermining effective forest management.

5.5 Conclusion
Our field experiences over the past 18 years suggest that conditions for effective 
conservation and diversified livelihoods can be improved by a few small but 
significant changes. The PFM arrangement is definitely a great asset to the 
Kikuyu Escarpment, but the pace of implementation is too slow and is causing 
fatigue among the residents. The process started almost ten years ago, and the 
first signing of the agreement only occurred in 2012. Some of the groups that we 
work with have given up and are no longer interested. There needs to be more 
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training provided to staff employed by the forest service and community-based 
organisations to hasten the process. We need to decentralise some of the decision-
making and enhance coordination of different stakeholders at the local level.
The lack of clarity caused by the new constitution in terms of forest management 
should be addressed urgently. We feel that there is no clear direction on which arm 
of government is in control of the forest. We need to be given clear direction and 
empowered to develop outreach programmes for local communities. Communities 
need to understand the implications of the new constitution, and how they stand to 
gain if they are fully implemented. 

Clearly there is a need to develop public infrastructure in rural areas. Most of the 
roads in our area are in a bad situation and this impedes quick implementation 
of our activities. In some instances the cost of implementation increases due to 
breakages and delays. Such situations are demoralising and there is a feeling that 
the government is not doing enough to support it citizens.

Another desire for us is to have a programme of continuous training for our 
members and those of the partners we work with. The ever-changing conditions 
require that staff acquit themselves to deal with emerging trends and have the skills 
to address these changes. Clearly, by our reforestation activities and community 
mobilisation we supplement KFS’s efforts in conservation and management of 
the local forest. In return, the government should provide formal training to our 
members to enable them to work effectively. 

In addition, our operations are affected by limited funding and onerous conditions 
put upon funding by those who provide the little resources we receive. It is also 
almost impossible to access funding from the government, yet most of our activities 
are supplementing government efforts. 

Despite these many challenges, we hope that government and international donors 
will one day change their attitudes to groups like KENVO and fund them directly, 
with simple preconditions. Our efforts have demonstrated that local solutions can 
bring important outcomes for conservation, and that local organisations play a 
crucial role in bringing people together to take action for conservation.
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6
Supporting vulnerable communities to protect 
and manage natural resources

profile 5. muLIRu FARmERS COnSERvAtIOn 
GROuP, KEnyA

James Imbayi Ligare

Summary
Muliru Farmers Conservation Group (MFCG) is a community-based organisation 
(CBO) located near Kakamega Forest in western Kenya. The group generates 
income through the commercial cultivation and secondary processing of an 
indigenous medicinal plant, Ocimum kilmandscharicum, to produce Naturub®, a 
brand of medicinal products. The enterprise reduces pressure on the biologically 
diverse Kakamega Forest by offering an alternative to the exploitation of forest 
resources, while the commercialisation of the medicinal plant has heightened local 
appreciation of the value of the forest’s biodiversity. 

Over half of the project participants are women and 40 per cent of participants rely 
entirely on this initiative for their income. A portion of the enterprise’s revenues are 
invested in forest conservation and biodiversity research. The CBO’s work has been 
enabled by Kenyan legislation that provides for the devolution of forest management 
to community associations. However in practice, the devolution of roles and rights 
is still fairly superficial – management is still largely top-down, with government 
the main authority in decision-making. The group’s experience indicates that 
improvements in benefit-sharing and more community involvement in management 
and decision-making are needed if rural communities are to be fully engaged in 
conserving the forest ecosystem.

6.1 Introduction
Managing natural resources and protecting biodiversity are intrinsically linked 
to problems and perspectives of collective action, local institutions and social 
relationships. The protection of biodiversity in and around primary forests and other 
endangered ecosystems almost always concerns the livelihoods of local communities. 
Discussing the importance of social capital in natural resource management also 
needs to take into consideration the economic context of rural households.

One approach is to view endangered environments through a ‘poverty perspective’, 
as in the case of Kakamega Forest. This aims to address specific problems 
of the rural poor who are affected most by the loss of natural resources and 
environmental services of the forest. The approach is to develop an incentive 
strategy, which provides a motivation to protect the biodiversity in and around the 
forest by developing the sustainable use of forest products. The aim is to integrate 
the development goals of the community with environmental protection, in the face 
of global economic and climate change and its implications for biodiversity.
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Commercialising forest products that are useful to the community through 
‘value-added processing’ and introducing alternative income-generating activities 
can help to decrease the pressure on existing natural resources and biological 
diversity. Community ownership in conservation initiatives is also very important 
in sustainable conservation. The path to achieving sustainability and maintaining 
biodiversity is fostered by adaptive, strong and relevant institutions – achieving 
this may be constrained by low levels of social capital. However, strong and equal 
partnerships with government agencies, research institutions, donors and local 
government, together with capacity-building and real community participation, can 
help remove constraints from shortage of capital or tensions in decision-making 
processes, creating the conditions for local organisations to be effective. There 
are opportunities for successfully addressing biodiversity protection and poverty 
alleviation for communities around Kakamega Forest as envisaged by MFCG, 
and these have been enabled by such partnerships. However, the devolution of 
forest management at Kakamega from government to local communities remains 
largely superficial. As a result, the true potential for local organisations to integrate 
livelihoods development and conservation through the sustainable management of 
natural resources is, as yet, largely untapped.

6.2 Background
the history of mFCG
To address the rapid depletion of Kakamega Forest, MFCG was established in 
1997 to promote alternative income-generating activities that sustainably use the 
forest’s resources. Initially, the group embarked on replenishing the forest with 
indigenous tree seedlings provided by the Kenya Forest Research Institute. With 
assistance from the International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology and the 
University of Nairobi, the group then began to encourage farmers to commercially 
cultivate and add value to an indigenous traditional medicinal plant, African blue 
basil or camphor basil (Ocimum kilimandscharicum). The initiative combines 
traditional knowledge with modern science and technology, and brings together a 
diverse partnership – rural farmers, research institutes and the private sector – to 
harness the commercial value of this medicinal plant. 

Kakamega Forest
Kakamega Forest is the last surviving rainforest in Kenya. Located in Kenya’s 
Western Province and covering around 240 square kilometres, it has a unique 
variety of ecosystems and diversity of flora and fauna. It is home to around 380 
plant and more than 350 bird species. The forest is supervised by a zonal manager 
working under the KFS. This individual is responsible for overseeing stakeholder 
engagement in the management of the forest, coordinating with government 
agencies and ministries including KFS, Kenya Wildlife Service under the Ministry 
of Forestry and Wildlife, the Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Tourism, Ministry of 
Gender and Social Services, and the Ministry of Local Government. Communities 
bordering the forest are represented in its management by CFAs comprising 
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community-based organisations, self-help organisations and private companies. 
Community members typically pay for any services they derive from the forest, 
including collection of non-timber forest products. 

The forest is a cornerstone of local livelihoods, income and well-being. The 
forest provides timber, fuel wood, fodder, building materials and medicinal plants. 
It contains watersheds that provide surrounding communities with fresh water, 
and sustains what is in essence a natural resource-based local economy. Like 
many forest ecosystems, Kakamega Forest is under immense threat due to high 
population growth, local economic pressure and extractive industries. The forest 
is being pushed beyond its natural limits to provide goods and services and is 
steadily being degraded. Human population density around the forest is as high 
as 1200 people per square kilometre. High levels of poverty have led the 35,000 
households in adjacent communities, who have few alternatives, to overexploit the 
forest’s timber and non-timber resources. 

value-added processing to incentivise conservation
Creating value-added alternative income for the local communities and promoting 
cultivation and marketing of medicinal plants has helped MFCG to reduce the 
environmental strain on the local ecosystem, while recognising the value of 
conserving native species. MFCG has also shown how biodiversity can provide 
sustainable economic opportunities that can support effective conservation. It has 
demonstrated how indigenous people’s ownership and benefit from conservation 
initiatives can maintain the balance between human and environmental needs. 
MFCG recognises that environmental degradation endangers society as a whole. 
However, poor and vulnerable communities who are the primary stakeholders are 
the most at risk, as they depend on access to natural resources for their livelihoods 
and often live in or adjacent to biodiversity-rich areas.

Key activities and objectives
In addition to producing and marketing Naturub® products, MFCG organises 
workshops for the local community on biodiversity conservation and alternative 
livelihood solutions that are based on sustainable natural resource management. 
The organisation operates several indigenous tree seedling nurseries, which are 
used for on-farm planting and reforestation, as well as agro-forestry trainings.
MFCG has four primary objectives:
n promote the commercial cultivation of Ocimum kilimandscharicum among 

the resource-poor communities living adjacent to Kakamega Forest, thereby 
providing an alternative source of income;

n create revenue for the local community by processing Ocimum kilimandscharicum 
plant material, and producing and marketing Naturub® products; 

n raise awareness about the value of conserving the Kakamega forest; and
n stimulate the participation of forest-adjacent communities in conservation 

activities and management of biodiversity.
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decentralising forest management in Kenya
Previous attempts to sustainably manage Kakamega Forest were guided by 
Kenya’s forest policy of 1957, which was revised in 1968, and then again in 1994. 
The main supportive legislation for this was the Forest Act, Cap. 385, of 1962 
(revised 1982 and 1992), which covered the gazettement of forests and nature 
reserves, licensing of use, prohibitions of certain activities and imposition of 
penalties. Subsidiary regulations covered the rights of forest-adjacent communities 
to utilise specified resources. This act had several crucial shortcomings: it covered 
only gazetted forest reserves, did not provide sufficient safeguards against forest 
excisions, provided use rights to a narrow set of resources for communities, and did 
not recognise the importance of forests for environmental conservation.

Forest management was overseen by Kenya’s Forest Department, whose 
responsibilities included the management of natural forest and water catchment 
areas, development and management of industrial forest plantations, promotion 
of on-farm forestry, forest protection, conservation and management of dryland 
forests. Beginning in 1983, day-to-day management of forests was decentralised 
from the central forest department to district and sub-district (divisional) levels. 
Decision-making remained top-heavy, however, with little feedback along the chain 
of command, while little of the revenue collected from forests was reinvested 
at the local level. As a result, forest offices were under-resourced and lacked 
basic capacities to enforce rules in forests within their jurisdiction. They were 
characterised by a lack of accountability, and created a management vacuum which 
led to poorly regulated forest excisions for cultivation and construction.

Forest management was also preservationist, excluding local resource-users from 
decision-making and forest management, with minimal and stringent provisions 
for subsistence extraction and use of forest products. In general, the forest 
department wielded tremendous power and authority over forest resources, with no 
accountability to local communities living adjacent to forest areas. Despite these 
harsh strategies, the loss of Kenya’s forest estate continued throughout much of 
the latter half of the twentieth century, declining by as much as 8 per cent during 
the 1990s alone. 

From the early-1990s onwards, however, this situation began to change. In 
Kakamega, this began with efforts in 1990–92 to divide the forest into zones 
that allowed for limited community involvement in sustainable management. 
Building on the revision of Kenya’s forest policy in 1994, the Forest Act of 2005 
marked a watershed in forest management, replacing the forest department with 
KFS, which is mandated with the development of partnerships for sustainable 
forest management. In contrast to its predecessor, KFS is able to make decisions 
independently from any government ministry, and solely determines the use of 
revenues generated from its projects. 
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CFAs and devolved forest management 
KFS is currently in the process of developing PFM plans for all forest areas in the 
country in close consultation with forest associations and gender-balanced local 
forest management committees. Communities partner with KFS and local county 
councils in the form of CFAs registered under the Societies’ Act. CFAs enter into 
agreements with KFS to manage a forest under a management plan. Kakamega 
was among three forests in Kenya selected to pilot collaborative forest management 
between local communities and the forest department – this led to the formation 
of the Mwileshi CFA, registered in June 2009 with an initial 25 forest user groups 
(these have since grown to 31). These groups include all community-based 
organisations around the forest involved in conservation activities, including MFCG. 

Box 10. Camphor basil (Ocimum kilimandscharicum)

MFCG works with local farmers to develop purified extracts of Ocimum kilimandscharicum, 
a locally available medicinal plant. The extracts are then developed into a product under the 
brand name Naturub®. The brand has been formally registered as a medicine in Kenya and is 
marketed as a treatment for alleviating flu, cold, chest congestion, aches and pains, insect bites 
and muscular pain.

Traditionally used to relieve colds and congestion, by immersing leaves in boiling water and 
inhaling the steam, the plant was threatened with extinction due to agricultural activities 
and population pressure. Members of the local community living adjacent to the forest were 
trained to domesticate and cultivate the basil using seeds and cuttings from the wild plant. 
Initially, farmers were not keen to domesticate the plant but resistance soon faded when the 
International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology and its partners began paying for the 
leaves, providing a guaranteed market.

As a high-value commercial crop, the medicinal plant is an appealing livelihood option for the 
otherwise economically marginalised local farmers. Training is provided on domestication and 
processing. Processing to extract the essential oil was mainly done at the household level. In 
2005, however, MFCG built a centralised processing facility. Farmers are supported to gather 
the leaves and transport them to the processing facility where the plant material is weighed and 
dried. Dried leaves are processed using hydro-distillation equipment, which produces a purified 
essential oil used in the production of Naturub® balms and ointments.

Since the processing facility opened, over 770 tonnes of on-farm, community cultivated 
Ocimum kilimandscharicum leaves have been processed and over 700kg of essential oil have 
been produced. Over 400,000 units of Naturub® products have been sold in both urban and 
rural areas of Kenya. The products have received wide acceptance in the market and are 
competitive with major international brands. Total revenue from the project so far has been over 
US$70,000. Currently, over 360 rural households cultivate the plant on smallholder farms. The 
acreage under Ocimum kilimandscharicum cultivation has increased by 700 per cent, from 2.5 
hectares in 2005 to 20 hectares in 2010. 
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The Mwileshi CFA is predominantly involved in the management and conservation 
of Kakamega Forest, which includes maintaining an indigenous tree nursery and 
active afforestation. Around 10,000 seedlings were planted in September 2010 
alone. Mwileshi members conduct their activities according to the Kakamega 
Forest Management Plan. The association is also involved in sensitising 
communities on conservation issues, monitoring the forest condition and activities 
carried out by member groups, training groups in nursery management, developing 
ecotourism and assisting in forest policing. Environmental education is largely 
carried out by MFCG in partnership with local primary and secondary schools 
through the Kakamega Environmental Education Programme.

6.3 Experiences and outcomes
MFCG’s activities cover five districts in the vicinity of the Kakamega Forest, with 
a total participating population of roughly 2,500 community members, or 360 
households. This is an economically marginalised area with few livelihood options. 
Over 40 per cent live below the poverty line and over 30 per cent of households 
own less than 0.4 hectares of land, an important statistic in an economy where land 
is tantamount to earning capacity. 

MFCG’s work has positively altered the local economy, providing greater employment 
and income-generating opportunities. Eight community members are employed on 
a full-time basis to operate the initiative. Day-to-day management needs include 
field supervision, quality control and oil distillation. More importantly, the on-farm 
cultivation of Ocimum kilimandsharicum has created nearly 900 jobs for smallholder 
farmers. The product is available in major national retail chains such as Uchumi, 
Tusky’s Supermarkets and Eastmatt. It is also available in other outlets in Kenya, 
such as shops and chemists. Participating community members receive around 60 
per cent of the revenues from Naturub® products in payments made three times 
a year, and have increased their income by an average of 300 per cent since the 
initiative began. The remaining 40 per cent of revenues are used to contribute to the 
costs of MFCG, fund ongoing conservation and development efforts, and support 
new research into the use of other locally available natural resources.

There have also been a number of secondary, ‘spill-over’ benefits. Based on surveys 
conducted by MFCG, 31 per cent of participating community members have used 
income generated from the project to start small businesses based on activities 
such as small-scale poultry keeping, dairy farming and fish farming. Some farmers 
buy Naturub® at wholesale prices and retail the product in small shops, while 
others have started organic vegetable farming using by-products from the plant. 
Additionally, 83.5 per cent use their income for food security needs; 57 per cent to 
cover school fees; 26 per cent to purchase clothing; 17.5 per cent to buy livestock 
(an additional source of income); and 7.65 per cent have invested in housing 
renovations. Hands-on training and workshops are provided by private sector 
and relevant NGO partners, which has also given community members new and 
marketable skills.



72

Natural Resource Issues No. 27

The initiative has equally been a source of community empowerment. Smallholder 
farmers are directly involved in the decision-making and strategic direction of the 
organisation. In addition to greater access to finance, information on sustainable 
farming and training opportunities, the initiative has provided a forum for social 
networking among community groups, thereby improving community cohesion, trust 
and social capital – all of which are essential ingredients of the collective action 
needed to address common challenges. 

The initiative works to ensure gender equality in all of its activities, and has aimed 
to ensure that women receive equal access to productive resources and equal 
engagement in marketing and enterprise development. Women form the majority of 
participating community members and have been elected into leadership positions 
to govern the group.

MFCG has shared its experiences with other communities from Kenya, Uganda, 
Tanzania, South Africa and Nigeria. Over 830 people have also visited the initiative. 
Knowledge has been exchanged through lectures, demonstrations, storytelling and 
exchange visits. In addition, the initiative has been covered by both national and 
international television and radio media stations. Both the East Usambara Farmers 
Conservation Group in Tanzania and the Budongo Community Development 
Organization in Uganda are currently replicating the MFCG model.

Management board

Overall supervisor

Production 
department

Field extension 
department

Sales & marketing 
department

Security officerPlant operators
Farmers’ cluster 
representative

figure 4. the organisational structure of mFCG
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Sales of Muliru Naturub have helped provide an alternative source of income and reduce 
pressures on timber

Organisational structure
The group’s strong internal organisational structure has been important in ensuring 
its impact and sustainability (see Figure 4). This has defined clear roles for the 
initiative’s stakeholders based on their respective capacities, and by guaranteeing 
a high degree of accountability and transparency to both partner institutions and 
the local communities it serves. MFCG is led by a management board, made up of 
individual men and women elected by the group’s member farmers for multiple-year 
terms. The board is the highest governing authority within the management structure 
of the MFCG medicinal plant enterprise. It is the board’s job to select, evaluate and 
approve appropriate compensation for the enterprise’s overall supervisor. The primary 
responsibility of the board is to protect the farmers’ interests and ensure they receive a 
decent return on their produce. The overall supervisor, in turn, oversees the day-to-day 
running of the enterprise, including human resource management, planning, financial 
and physical resources management, fundraising and providing a link between the 
organisation’s staff and the board. 

The initiative’s field extension department provides initial training to farmers and 
links them to the MFCG enterprise. The department guarantees the quality of the 
raw materials used in processing, and ensures that farmers are paid a fair price for 
their produce. They also assist farmers in preparing farm plans and record-keeping. 
The production department, meanwhile, links the enterprise with private partners, 
including multinational companies, in outsourcing some of the production services 
that the enterprise cannot undertake. 
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Partners
The initiative has established robust partnerships with a wide range of stakeholders.

Rural community members
MFCG was initially formed by 30 local community members living adjacent to 
Kakamega forest. The group now works with over 2000 local community members 
in the initiative. Rural community members, through the structure shown above, are 
grouped in clusters as both executing bodies for projects and programmes, and 
channels for dialogue on developmental initiatives, philosophy and approaches. The 
intention is that rural people who are members of the medicinal plant enterprise are 
the principal shareholders. In turn, the institutional dimension of MFCG ensures that 
it serves the interests of rural community members.

Local and national government
Government departments play a role in MFCG’s work, primarily as partners and 
as regulating authorities. MFCG interacts with many government departments 
including the ministries for the environment, agriculture, education, health, forests 
and wildlife, and youth, gender and social services. Local authorities such as 
Kakamega’s county council also play an important role in MFCG’s work. Their 
mandate is to represent and ensure the implementation of government policy at the 
local level.

After processing, the products are marketed by the initiative’s dedicated sales and 
marketing department. MFCG has partnered with private marketing companies to 
undertake packaging design, market surveys, advertising and distributing products 
to retailers. This is a role that MFCG would not have managed alone. Gaining 
market entry for a new product is not simple for a small-scale enterprise. Through 
these partnerships, MFCG has been able to engage with large Kenyan retail chains. 

Finally, the group works at the local level through three organisational units. The 
farmers’ cluster representatives work on behalf of small clusters of farmers, 
representing their views during planning meetings. The plant operators are 
responsible for the initial distillation of essential oils from the raw plant materials. 
Nine youths – four female and five male – were trained in essential oil distillation 
using hydro-distillers. They have since acted as ‘trainers of trainers’, training others 
in the operation and facilitating training of schools and colleges that visit the 
enterprise. Finally, the group’s security officer is responsible for maintaining and 
safeguarding the enterprise’s properties, liaising with the provincial administration in 
matters of security and reporting to the overall supervisor.
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Research institutions
n International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology is a leading international 

research institute which advances insect- and arthropod-related science, 
biodiversity research and biochemistry. It has been a core partner of MFCG; 
through which most donor funding has come. 

n university of nairobi is a centre for learning and scholarship committed to 
the promotion of academic achievement and excellence in research through 
intellectual products. The university assisted in the development of Naturub® 
products and registration.

n world Agroforestry Centre is one of the Consultative Group on International 
Agricultural Research centres dedicated to generating and applying the best 
available knowledge to stimulate agricultural growth, raise farmers’ incomes and 
protect the environment. They participate in promotion of agroforestry through 
training.

n KEFRI is a national centre of excellence in forestry research and technology 
development. KEFRI provides information and technologies for sustainable 
forest development and allied natural resources. 

n Kenya wildlife Service undertakes conservation and management of Kenya’s 
wildlife. It is a state corporation established by an Act of Parliament Cap 376 
and enforces related laws and regulations.

n Global Biodiversity development Institute is a non-profit institute that works to 
help industries gain access to emerging markets. 

donor organisations
The group has received funding from the following key donor organisations: 
UNDP’s Global Environment Facility’s Small Grants Programme, the Ford 
Foundation, the BioVision Foundation and the MacArthur Foundation. The current 
budget for the group stands at US$14,700 per year, accounting for staff wages 
and operational costs. The organisation is yet to break even, however, due to the 
challenges involved in running a small enterprise with multinational competitors who 
can invest millions of dollars in marketing. The annual budget has therefore been 
supported by donor funding.

Efforts to make the initiative more financially sustainable include expanding existing 
capacity-building and training in areas such as quality production, processing 
and business management; broadening local and international marketing efforts; 
researching the development of additional product lines; instituting changes in 
governance that encourage enhanced participation of women and youth; and 
advocating for government policies that support nature-based enterprises. Efforts 
to develop new comparative advantages in biodiversity conservation technologies 
have been frustrated by a lack of clarity in government policies. By incorporating 
expectations about the likelihood of future government policies on conservation, the 
community enterprise could improve the expected profitability of their investments.
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6.4 Enabling and constraining factors
Enabling factors
Range of partners and consistent external support
MFCG’s broad portfolio of partners has been a critical enabling factor in its work. 
Local stakeholders, national government agencies and ministries, and international 
donors and research institutes have all supported the work of the project in 
different capacities. Processing and marketing have been outsourced to private 
companies with more sophisticated processing equipment and marketing expertise. 
External funding has been sought and sustained over time, allowing the group to 
make necessary investments in distillation equipment and housing for processing. 
National and international research partners have helped to refine and improve 
production processes over time. Critical capacity and financial gaps have been 
identified and addressed, demonstrating the value of private sector and civil society 
partner organisations in supporting local action. Government authorities at the 
national and local level have also been important partners, showing that the state 
can effectively support the work of local organisations.

Participation of local communities
At the centre of MFCG’s work has been its relationship with the rural communities 
it serves. As a membership-based organisation, the group believes that the 
participation of local communities is its greatest enabling factor. MFCG’s philosophy 
is not to impose development programmes or approaches on people but rather to 
facilitate dialogue that leads to a way forward. Highly participatory processes that 
give farmer clusters a role in organisational planning have been critical. As the 
group has grown in success, it has also sought to continuously expand the benefits 
it brings to local communities, ensuring its long-term social sustainability. 

Favourable licensing and regulations
Naturub® is the first natural medicinal product to be registered by the Pharmacy 
and Poisons Board of Kenya; its pioneer primacy has guaranteed it a competitive 
edge that has facilitated its integration in the wider market. Taking advantage of 
licensing regulations has therefore been a critical factor in the success of the 
product. This reflects a wider trend of improved licensing and certification schemes 
available to community-based organisations that promote organic, fair-trade, 
traditional or sustainable products, opening up national and international markets to 
rural enterprises.

devolution of forest management and CFAs
Kenya’s forest management devolution process has underpinned much of 
MFCG’s work, improving local control over natural resources. In comparison to the 
centralised forest management policies just a few decades ago, the current state of 
Kakmega has vastly improved. The extent to which local stakeholders can benefit 
from the forest has improved too. 
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The CFA mechanism has also helped to enable the group’s work. Collaboration 
with various stakeholders through Mwileshi CFA has been very important, as it 
has provided not just sources of financing, but also learning, ideas and healthy 
partnerships. This remains an important enabling factor because nothing can be 
achieved in isolation. Working with the CFA and with local government authorities 
has reduced conflicts between local stakeholders, while the group’s members have 
realised their rights as forest users as part of sustainable and PFM processes.

In general, the new legislation recognises the importance of forests for forest-
adjacent communities. It has paved the way for the interaction of multiple interests, 
including community-based organisations and CFAs, in forest management. These 
different forms of organisation will assume even greater importance once the 
new Forest Act is fully implemented, as it mandates the vesting of management 
responsibility and benefits to organised local actors such as MFCG. Even though 
local communities were not officially recognised as legitimate decision-makers, 
and are still unable to harvest forest products for income, they are engaged in 
non-consumptive income-generating enterprises such as developing tree nurseries 
and low-level ecotourism. This community engagement will serve to develop the 
entrepreneurial capacities of local communities in ways that do not threaten forest 
sustainability. It may well be that a stewardship culture is in the making, one that will 
help guard against unsustainable behaviour once full management responsibility is 
ceded to communities. 

Muliru distillery where the essential oils used in Naturub are processed
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Constraining factors
devolution of forest management remains superficial
Despite some positive steps, local input into forest management remains largely 
surface-level. Implementing the new Forest Act has not changed the structure 
of engagement between forest authorities and local communities; management 
is still ‘top-down’, with power concentrated in the central forest authorities. 
Local communities’ labour is exploited in forest monitoring. Even in a situation 
such as Kakamega, where community management is well recognised by the 
authorities and where there are numerous community-based organisations, the 
flow of information is decidedly one-directional. Not only are the activities of 
forest-adjacent communities around Kakamega coordinated by KFS, they remain 
recipients of information and advice on how to reduce pressure on forest resources 
through tree nursery development or ecotourism. 

Despite the piloting of collaborative forest management, the central authority in 
decision-making is still KFS. They still determine who can benefit from forest use and 
in what way. Local community organisations such as MFCG are significant in that 
they are useful for assisting the policing of the resource and in its efforts to decrease 
pressure and reliance on forest products. But the group’s interests and capabilities 
are not yet central to forest management; they are subject to the same forest 
department, with few if any recourses for conflict resolution or redress of grievance.

unrealistic and mismatched donor expectations
Similarly, while MFCG’s work has benefited from partner support – without the 
financing of external partners, a lot of the group’s activities would not be possible 
– there are times when funders’ interests conflicted with those of the communities 
MFCG was established to serve. One constant tension has been the need to 
balance the influences of local members with the interests of funding agencies 
and partners. Most funding agencies are used to dealing purely with NGOs that act 
as delivery mechanisms, who write proposals, raise funds and implement projects, 
then produce a report. This trend needs to be reversed to a ‘bottom-up’ from the 
current ‘top-down’ approach. In some cases, there are donors who are adamant 
about how projects are implemented, even to the extent of wanting to be involved in 
the payment process. In such cases, they are often blind to some of the underlying 
complexities which those on the inside of an organisation are aware of and have 
to manage appropriately. In other cases, donors place limitations on how a project 
is implemented, much to the contempt of local communities, whose resentment 
is often directed towards staff, breaking down the trust that is essential to all 
parties. In other situations, the impact of donor control ends up being on community 
members themselves, which can negatively impact the social cohesiveness on 
which community-based action relies.
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Slow realisation of benefits from forest conservation
The lack of patience from participating community members has also occasionally 
hampered the operation of MFCG’s work. Some community members demand 
immediate outputs, whereas the group’s work has shown that benefits can be 
realised from ecosystem-based businesses in the long term. When the benefits 
of conservation are not readily apparent for local stakeholders, it can be difficult 
to sustain local enthusiasm for community-based conservation. Mechanisms that 
allow communities to benefit more from sustainable forest use would help to 
remedy this – for instance, if forest use and access regulations allowed for limited 
non-timber harvesting.

Barriers to private investment
A constraint to the continued growth of MFCG’s medicinal plant enterprise is the 
problem of seeking further private investment. Rural economies are often perceived 
by many private-sector players as too costly and risky an option for investment, 
hampering efforts to invest in improved or expanded processing and marketing 
operations. While the enterprise has been able to find suitable partners thus far, its 
long-term profitability and ability to guarantee incentives for forest conservation for 
its members will hinge on attracting more outside investment.

Organisational capacity
The organisation has identified critical capacity gaps in three areas: influencing 
government policies, accessing new sources of finance, and broader business 
skills and practices. These areas represent clear challenges for partners – either 
government agencies or non-governmental organisations – to address. Improved 
capacity in each would allow the organisation to expand its reach and potential 
for growth. 

6.5 Conclusion
Strategies for future growth 
Although the initiative has been successful to date in its attempts to incentivise 
the conservation and sustainable management of Kakamega Forest, its impact 
still rests on a new microenterprise with a new brand of medicinal products in 
the national marketplace. The long-term success or failure of this enterprise 
is critical to the sustainability of the organisation. Investments are needed to 
ensure Naturub® remains competitive. The pharmaceutical industry requires 
large investments in marketing, for instance. Strategies which MFCG intends to 
adopt include advertising, merchandising and launching new products as well as 
advocating for better policy conditions.

One strategy for further success is the organisation’s increasing focus on providing 
hands-on training and workshops to community members, enabling them to acquire 
marketable skills through part-time work and training. This increases the likelihood 
of greater community ownership of the project, and becoming less reliant on 
partner technical support and outsourcing manufacturing to private companies. 



80

Natural Resource Issues No. 27

Improved ownership by community members mitigates the risks in the enterprise 
and can greatly reduce the overall cost of the final products, improving the bottom-
line profit that is critical for its sustainability. This will also make it more difficult for 
traders to exploit smallholder farmers. 

A second strategy is to broaden the range of income sources available to local 
communities from the conservation of Kakamega Forest. MFCG is leading and 
coordinating efforts to assess the potential value of carbon and watershed services 
that could bring additional revenue to the community for sustainable stewardship of 
ecosystem assets like the forest and its water sources.

Various reforms have also been proposed in the benefit-sharing mechanisms for 
forest use and access. Revenues collected from product taxation and permits 
could be used to reward community managers involved in patrolling and forest 
improvement activities, recognising the crucial role they play in conservation. 
Combined with the payment of a percentage of interest collected from the various 
income-generating activities conducted around the forest, there are discussions 
of forming a Kakamega Forest Trust Fund that will give local organisations access 
to a revolving fund, decreasing their reliance on donors in the long term. There are 
also plans to reward schools that engage in conservation activities. Finally, in order 
to improve incentives for individual farmers, instead of only leasing forests to private 
investors, a given percentage may in future be leased back to farmers for tree 
planting, while part of the forest reserve shall be left natural so that farmers can 
continue to obtain non-timber forest products in a sustainable way.

Lessons learnt
In the course of its work, MFCG has learnt valuable lessons about the dynamics of 
local action, and the enabling environment that can either support or constrict it. 
n In every organisation or business there will be disagreements and issues of 

contention, ranging from personal relations to organisational structure and 
finances. These must be seen as issues that arise in daily life. Community 
organisers should understand that when they begin working for the first time in 
a community, they will face a new situation and new problems that they have not 
faced before. 

n Partnerships between reputable and experienced research institutions and 
private manufacturing and marketing companies can add value to indigenous 
and traditional knowledge and sustainable natural resource management.

n Building strong partnerships takes time and creates opportunities that were 
previously not imaginable. They can also reduce the cost of project operation.

n Local support and community ownership is vital as it leads to partnerships with 
other organisations and improves a project’s acceptance by the community.
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7
Conclusions: what makes local organisations 
work and how can they be better supported?

Oliver Hughes, Dilys Roe, and David H. L. Thomas

7.1 Local organisations adopt multiple roles in conservation  
and development
The five organisational profiles provide examples of the different types of roles 
played by local organisations in grassroots conservation and development. Each 
of our profiled organisations is party to a form of collaborative management 
agreement with a state institution that shares the benefits and costs of conserving 
the local ecosystem. The nature of these agreements often shapes or determines 
the role the local organisation plays vis-à-vis the state. Broadly, and with specific 
reference to their involvement in the conservation of state-run protected areas, we 
have identified four non-mutually exclusive roles for local organisations.

Local organisations as partners of the state
In this role, local organisations act as intermediaries between state authorities and 
local stakeholders. The five profiled organisations have often helped to mediate 
between protected area management authorities and communities in planning 
processes, such as in the relocation of communities around Gishwati Forest Reserve 
to allow for the expansion of the park. This relies on the local organisation having 
established a high degree of credibility and trust amongst the communities they 
serve. This ‘partnership with the state’ role is typically cultivated over time, building on 
successful collaborations and strong relationships between the organisation and its 
partners in local government. For example, URP, working with local communities since 
it was founded in 2001, has developed close ties with government and earned the 
confidence of local communities, allowing it to be a trusted mediator for developing 
planning and funding on a range of social and economic issues. Through its 
connection with the communities it represents and serves, URP has implemented the 
government’s programme of CBPM, bringing about a significant increase in the level 
of community participation in the planning relating to a suite of local development 
issues, including health and sanitation, agriculture, education, environment and 
natural resources management. This has led to URP playing a major role in the 
implementation of a number of local government CDD programmes, including the 
provision of safe drinking water to communities surrounding the protected areas.

This role illustrates the potential of local organisations to act as two-way channels 
of communication between those implementing state conservation efforts and 
those affected by them. On the one hand, local organisations can act as entry 
points for government authorities to positively canvas local opinion. On the other 
hand, they can be forceful advocates for local rights and needs.
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Local organisations as champions of local rights
Each of the profiles demonstrates a clear role for local organisations in advocating 
the rights of local communities. They frequently work with government and national 
and international agencies to address some of the needs and basic human rights of 
the communities they seek to represent. For example, in Uganda, URP’s founding 
members were driven to act by the levels of poverty, illiteracy and challenges faced 
by the communities around Echuya, Bwindi and Mgahinga protected areas, and 
they have adopted a ‘rights-based’ approach15 to their work which seeks to address 
these development issues. A foundation for their work has been to secure the right 
of local communities to have a voice in deciding local development priorities. In 
Kenya, KENVO has supported communities on the Kikuyu Escarpment to claim 
their rights to benefit from decentralised forest management in accordance with 
the Forests Act 2005.

Local organisations as surrogates for state institutions
All five of the profiles provide examples of instances in which their work has 
substituted for state efforts, either in conservation or development. For instance, 
FHA took almost sole responsibility for conservation efforts in Gishwati Forest 
Reserve between 2008 and 2011 with funding from the Great Ape Trust – a 
US-based conservation organisation – rather than the Rwandan government. At 
the start of FHA’s work (in 2008) the forest had been decimated by poaching of 
chimpanzees, uncontrolled timber harvesting, mining, cultivation and grazing, leading 
to chronic soil erosion, landslides and river siltation. FHA’s team of eco-guards, 
combined with extensive environmental education efforts, constituted the key factor 
in bringing these pressures under control.

Similarly, from a development perspective, KAFRED in Uganda has invested 
ecotourism revenues in the construction of a secondary school that currently 
serves 200 students. Prior to this initiative the only schooling option for pupils 
that had graduated from the local primary schools was to travel to the government 
school 40km away. This option was prohibitively expensive or socially disruptive 
for many households, and at the time (prior to government policy on universal 
secondary education) the government was not prepared to construct and support 
a secondary school in the area. To begin with, KAFRED provided teachers’ wages 
and students’ school fees for several years. The Ugandan government has since 
started paying the students’ school fees (although KAFRED still pays the teachers’ 
wages). Similarly, URP has provided water installations that serve nine communities 
bordering protected areas.

This role for local organisations in ‘filling the gaps’ in the provision of public services 
is critically important in addressing the basic needs of the communities they 

15. The ‘rights-based approach to development’ is promoted by many international development agencies and 
NGOs as an attempt to positively transform power relations between development actors. UNDP (2006) identifies 
six key principles of this approach: Universality and Inalienability; Indivisibility; Inter-Dependence and Inter-
Relatedness; Equality and Non-Discrimination; Participation and Inclusion; and Accountability and Rule of Law.
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serve, and helps to underline their vital role in local conservation and development.  
However, there is also a risk that where governments see active NGOs and CBOs 
providing services they may deliberately choose not to invest in those areas, thus 
perpetuating the inadequacy of state support. NGOs need to be mindful of this, 
and seek to ensure that government fulfils its responsibilities. The URP case study 
shows how a CBO has successfully provided donor-funded services to communities, 
whilst also engaging in local government decision-making to ensure that 
obligations are met through CDD programmes. Certainly local organisations need 
to give space and opportunity for elected local government to fulfil its role: whilst 
community-based organisations are often efficient at delivering services they are 
not usually democratically elected or representative of the wider community, instead 
representing, through their membership, a ‘special interest group’ of some kind. 
Support to local organisations should not be done in a way that risks undermining 
accountable, democratic and sustainable local government (Ribot, 2006).

Local organisations as market actors
This role goes beyond facilitating and substituting for state institutions, and instead 
seeks to add value to conservation and development processes. In the process, 
community-based actors help to create local ‘green economies’,16 identifying market 
opportunities and capitalising on local natural wealth. The clearest example is that 
of local organisations facilitating the development of biodiversity-based enterprises 
that bring substantial benefits to communities. Guided walks through Bigodi village 
and swamp conducted by KAFRED’s eco-guides generate annual revenues of 100 
million Ugandan shillings (around US$40,000), which provides 90 per cent of the 
organisation’s annual operating and development budget – supporting its various 
development initiatives including the building and running of a secondary school, a 
small loan scheme and training for the local women’s group. Tourism also brings spill-
over benefits for village-based enterprises. In Kenya, the cultivation and processing 
of the medicinal plant Ocimum kilimandscharicum (camphor basil) by the MFCG has 
created US$70,000 in total revenue since 2005, profits from which have directly 
benefited member farmers. In an economically marginalised community with few 
livelihood options, where 40 per cent of the population live below the poverty line, 
this income has had a significant impact. Participating community members receive 
a share of revenues from the product three times a year, and have increased their 
income by an average of 300 per cent since the initiative began. Nearly a third of 
participating community members have used the income they have received to start 
their own small businesses.

The profiles show that through the identification of viable, sustainable and low-
impact enterprise opportunities, local organisations can generate jobs, increase 
household incomes and spur further micro-enterprise development. Quite 
often more support is needed from external agencies to enhance the enabling 

16. There are numerous definitions of green economy, but in this context we interpret a green economy as one 
that can generate improvements in people’s lives in ways consistent with sustainable development - sustaining and 
advancing economic, environmental and social well-being.
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environment to scale up these activities, however, and to make local enterprises 
sufficiently attractive to investors who can make a real difference to their impact.17

Local organisations are also well-placed to deliver micro-credit and savings options, 
encouraging the development of village-level finance mechanisms including savings 
groups and rotating loan schemes. They can also bring less tangible benefits to local 
communities, including personal and communal empowerment, improved self-esteem 
and capacity-building in business skills. As stated in the KENVO case study, local 
groups ‘should develop avenues for supporting members in the time of need. CBOs 
are essentially critical social forums where members feel they can grow together 
while keeping the ultimate focus on the vision and mission’.

This typology of roles for local organisations captures their unique position in 
working on the frontline of conservation and development, and at the intersection 
between local, national and international stakeholders. Their relative effectiveness in 
these roles is determined by both internal and external dynamics.

7.2 Internal factors that make local organisations work 
It is immediately evident from the five profiles that a variety of localised factors are 
critical in fostering the internal dynamism and effectiveness of local organisations. 
Each of the organisations highlighted exhibits strong similarities in their highly 
participatory approaches to conservation efforts. For instance, KAFRED played a 
role in drawing up by-laws for the use and management of the local Bigodi wetlands 
through a participatory process involving the local community. These regulations were 
subsequently written and published in the local language. As a result communities 
are more aware of the regulations, understand their rationale, and accept and 
recognise the by-laws as a set of rules that they have contributed to. This has 
helped to build trust in the organisation’s ability to accurately represent local needs, 
enhanced ownership of their activities and strengthened support for their work. 
Equally clear, however, is that strong social cohesion often preceded the inception 
of the organisation, and therefore facilitated its early growth. In some cases, such 
as that of KENVO and KAFRED, there was a history of local community organising 
or community-based action on other social issues prior to the organisation being 
established, engendering a fertile atmosphere of collaboration and healthy social fabric. 

In several cases, the impetus for collective action was provided by a catalyst. 
This might have been a visible environmental threat, or a fresh perspective on an 
opportunity. For instance, in the case of FHA, by 2008 the Gishwati Forest Reserve 
area exhibited clear signs of illegal cultivation, mining, charcoal burning, grazing 
and timber harvesting. The results were increased flooding, soil erosion, landslides, 
decreased soil fertility, degraded water quality and heavy river siltation, all of which 
negatively affected the communities bordering the area. This provided the basis 
for the organisation’s work, coupled with the intervention of its principal donor. For 

17. See for example IIED’s work on investing in locally controlled forestry:  
http://www.iied.org/investing-locally-controlled-forestry-where-put-scarce-money
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KAFRED, on the other hand, it was the contribution of a US Peace Corps Volunteer 
that provided the opportunity for community organising around an ecotourism 
venture; the key here was the fresh perspective on the community’s unique 
potential as a site for wildlife tourism. 

As well as clear short-term spurs to action, strong local leadership has been vital 
for inspiring and sustaining collective organising on the part of local communities 
in all of the cases. KENVO’s early work focused on researching the causes of 
deforestation on the Kikuyu Escarpment and was led by a small group of recent 
university graduates who returned to their villages and became concerned at 
the environmental degradation they observed. In the case of URP, it was the 
perseverance of three of its founding members between 2001 and 2005 that 
eventually led to its recognition by a national NGO, and subsequently by district 
authorities. However, as they have grown, all five cases have also developed 
democratic organisational structures and actively participated in capacity-building 
exercises that have helped to offset the risk of over-reliance on individual leadership. 
For example, KENVO is part of an ongoing CWY programme – an exchange 
programme between Kenya (KENVO), Tanzania (UVIKIUTA) and Canada (CWY). 
More than 500 young people have participated in exchange visits under this 
programme and at a local level over 3000 people have benefited from training in 
leadership skills. 

Indeed, institutional capacity, in terms of a suitable skills base among staff, as well 
as access to infrastructure (office space) and essential equipment (computers) 
has been a key factor affecting the development and impact of the profiled 
organisations. In the case of URP for example, the organisation failed to take off 
for more than two years despite the commitment of its founding members. It was 
only following investment in rented office space and training (provided by a national 
NGO) in core skills like fundraising and proposal development that URP began to 
grow in size and influence. In this case there seemed to be a critical threshold of 
basic skills and resources that needed to be overcome.

The central conservation and development successes of each of the initiatives 
have been built upon two tenets: strong communication and awareness-raising 
strategies, and clearly demonstrating the social and economic benefits of 
conservation. All five organisations have extensive environmental education 
components, often targeting local primary and secondary schools through the 
formation of eco-clubs and involvement in managing tree nurseries and tree 
planting. Awareness-raising strategies often include traditional or cultural modes 
of communication, such as drama or dance. Underpinning this awareness-raising 
has been the realisation of substantial benefits from sustainable ecosystem 
management: in the case of MFCG, households bordering Kakamega Forest have 
reinvested profits from the sale of Naturub® in business development, meeting food 
security needs, paying for school fees, clothing, home improvements and acquiring 
livestock. These tangible improvements in local well-being have underlined the 
importance of conservation of the forest ecosystem. 
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Local communities will never be true custodians of conservation unless they 
realise tangible benefits from the conservation area... There is no way you 
can explain to my father that forests help to clean the air... that the population 
is increasing and therefore we need to protect these forests. He will be 
wondering why no one was there to stop people from getting materials from 
the forest in the last decades but forests have survived.  
(Tinka John Amooti, 2012, KAFRED).

Local organisations employ tailored approaches that target specific stakeholders 
for both awareness-raising and benefit distribution. Again, this capitalises on their 
relative advantage in knowledge of local social processes. FHA supported farming 
households bordering Gishwati Forest to form a cooperative to mitigate crop-
raiding by identifying problem crop and animal species. The cooperative was able to 
promote a shift from cultivating maize to crops that were less attractive to the park’s 
primate species, which effectively reduced crop-raiding. In Kisoro, meanwhile, URP 
was able to stipulate that, as women were typically hit hardest by water shortages 
in communities around protected areas, the chairpersons of all nine water user 
committees should be women.

7.3 External factors that can make or break the enabling environment
While the five organisations profiled here clearly demonstrated the critical influence 
of localised, internal factors, the extent to which the potential of local organisations is 
unleashed or restricted depends on many external factors. Our profiles shed light on 
many of these variables and the ways in which they can both enable and constrain 
local action. Here we identify eight that appear to be particularly critical to success.

Land and resource rights
Rural communities are disproportionately dependent on biodiversity and natural 
resources to meet their day-to-day livelihood needs (see Vira and Kontoleon, 2010 
for a review). The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity18 synthesis report 
(TEEB, 2010) estimated that natural goods account for 47 to 89 per cent of the 
GDP of poor rural and forest-dwelling communities worldwide. The underlying 
importance of a legal or policy framework that provides for the rights of rural 
communities to access and use local resources is amply demonstrated by the 
profiled organisations. The clear definition of user rights for communities bordering 
protected areas is vital for effective ecosystem management: it establishes the basis 
for cooperation in the conservation of the area’s resources, as well as providing a 
means for local stakeholders to realise tangible benefits from this. 

In the case of KAFRED, user rights fall within the category of ‘general extraction 
rights’, one of six categories identified by the Uganda Wildlife Statute (1996) as being 

18. The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) is a global initiative focused on drawing attention 
to the economic benefits of biodiversity. Its objective is to highlight the growing cost of biodiversity loss and 
ecosystem degradation. TEEB presents an approach that can help decision-makers recognise, demonstrate 
and capture the values of ecosystems and biodiversity, including how to incorporate these values into 
decision-making. See: www.teebweb.org.

www.teebweb.org
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available to a person, community or organisation collaborating in the sustainable 
management of wildlife on communal land. In practice, this has allowed for the 
regulated collection of raw materials such as rattan cane for use in making local 
handicrafts. Similarly, a wide range of resource rights have been defined for 
communities on the Kikuyu Escarpment (Box 11) and this has been instrumental 
in helping KENVO deliver local benefits from local management and protection of 
forests. CFAs have been supported to develop management plans and management 
agreements which outline how the forest is to be used, the roles and rights of 
communities, and the responsibilities of each stakeholder. Where these plans have 
been drawn up there has been a drastic reduction of illegal activities (often by 
outsiders), and community rights are being respected ensuring that local people 
benefit from their management of local forests.

Box 11. Some of the user rights for Kikuyu Escarpment communities 

n Collection of medicinal herbs
n Harvesting of honey
n Fuel wood collection
n Grass and fodder harvesting
n Grazing
n Ecotourism and recreational activities
n Plantation establishment 
n Silviculture activities
n Seedling production and seed collection
n Butterfly, fish and mushroom farming
n Collection of fruits, berries and vegetables
n Water abstraction
n Quarrying, laterite (murram) and ballast collection
n Extraction of woodcraft materials
n Harvesting of timber
n Development of community-based timber and non-timber industries
n Scientific and education activities

Just as secure resource rights have helped local organisations deliver benefits 
to communities, our profiles reveal that contradictory, inequitable or poorly 
disseminated land and resource rights can undermine local efforts. The URP case 
demonstrates that a lack of clarity on benefit-sharing arrangements and user rights 
for local communities bordering Bwindi and Mgahinga National Parks and Echuya 
Forest Reserve has hampered the development of effective forest management. 
A host of Ugandan policies and laws lay out often contradictory principles for 
local forest and wildlife management. And while Uganda’s collaborative forest 
management guidelines (Republic of Uganda, 2003) provide for local resource 
rights, no specific rights or benefits are elaborated. In practice, these rights typically 
allow for limited gathering of non-timber forest products for domestic use. 

In contrast, the National Forestry Authority has commercialised the extraction of 
timber and non-timber products from Echuya Forest, leading to the degradation of 
the forest and creating the impression of a government monopoly on forest use. 
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In turn, this has discouraged conservation efforts and soured relations between 
the government authority and local CFM associations. Similarly, in the cases of 
MFCG in Kenya and FHA in Rwanda, local community access to protected forests 
is restricted to ‘non-consumptive’ activities, such as low-impact ecotourism or tree 
nurseries, despite evidence that culturally and economically important harvesting 
activities can be conducted in a sustainable manner. 

Even when more substantial access rights are permitted, as in the case of 
KAFRED, these have been inappropriately applied by UWA. The selection of 
groups permitted to harvest materials from Kibale Forest has not been transparent, 
and has favoured men (traditional hunters and gatherers) over women (the main 
beneficiaries from non-timber forest products). The result is the inequitable sharing 
of benefits from forest resources. Lack of dissemination of information on access 
regulations and penalties, meanwhile, has facilitated corruption, as park rangers 
have been able to extort money from community members found within protected 
area boundaries. 

While land and resource rights are critical factors in enabling the work of local 
organisations, therefore, they need to be consistent, equitably allocated and fairly 
implemented. If not, they can erode local trust in government authorities and 
undermine conservation efforts.

delegation of resource management to the local level
During the latter half of the twentieth century, forest governance in Kenya was 
characterised by the one-way flow of communication from the central forest 
department to poorly funded local administrative authorities. A power vacuum at 
the provincial and district levels allowed government officials to create overlapping 
spheres of influence that competed for forest revenues and created layers of 
bureaucracy. In general, ‘the Forest Department wielded tremendous power and 
authority over forest resources, with no accountability to local communities living 
adjacent to forest areas’ (James Ligare, 2012, MFCG). Meanwhile Kenya’s forest 
estate shrank rapidly between the 1970s and 1990s, as population growth led to 
the conversion of woodland areas for agriculture and human settlements. 

In contrast, the collaborative resource management regimes described in modern-
day Kenya, Uganda and Rwanda give a voice to local organisations in planning 
processes and grant them a degree of agency in the management of resources. 
This is clearly seen in the profiles, particularly with regard to forest and protected 
area management. Supportive national legislation and policies and constructive 
relationships with protected area authorities facilitate these mutually beneficial 
joint- or co-management arrangements. 

For instance, Kenya’s Community Forestry Association (2005) legislation provides 
a framework for collaboration between local organisations and state agencies, 
including KFS and county councils, built on clearly defined roles and responsibilities 
for all stakeholders. KENVO has played a role in the formation of five community 
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forestry associations on the Kikuyu Escarpment, while MFCG works with the 
Mwileshi CFA around Kakamega Forest. 

In these cases, local organisations are seen as clear allies of the state in translating 
conservation policies for local stakeholders, typically by communicating regulations 
governing resource use, while also lobbying to ensure that these regulations do 
not overly restrict livelihood options for the communities that have traditionally 
relied upon the resources. KAFRED’s role in facilitating the participatory process 
to draw up by-laws governing the use of Bigodi wetlands, for instance, has proven 
successful in limiting encroachment on the important wildlife corridor. In some 
cases, however, the role of local organisations as surrogates for state institutions 
is often taken for granted, or seen as a way of reducing the responsibilities and 
expenditure of state agencies, without adequately passing on rights to any benefits. 
Both KAFRED and MFCG note that their contributions to monitoring access 
regulations and environmental education have led to park management authorities 
scaling back their own efforts. FHA’s eco-guards have borne sole responsibility 
for the protection of Gishwati Forest since 2008. Where local efforts are not 
sufficiently compensated, support for state conservation strategies may diminish.

Despite the piloting of collaborative forest management, the central authority 
in decision-making is still the Kenya Forest Service. They still determine who 
can benefit from forest use and in what way. Local community organisations 
such as MFCG are significant in so far as their labour and organisation are 
useful for assisting the policing of the resource, and in so far as their efforts 
serve to decrease pressure and reliance on forest products. The group’s 
interests and capabilities are not yet central to forest management; indeed 
they are subject to the same forest department, with few if any recourse for 
conflict resolution or redress of grievance (James Ligare, 2012, MFCG).

Rights and mechanisms that support local participation in decision-
making for conservation and development 
Although efforts to transfer authority to local organisations have gone some way 
to enabling effective local agency in conservation efforts, the profiles demonstrate 
that they could be substantially improved.  The KAFRED profile, for example, 
highlights three critical junctures in protected area management at which local 
voices were either not sought, or were ignored. First, the rules and regulations 
governing access to Kibale Forest National Park were drawn up by UWA without 
input from local communities, contributing to the lack of awareness of them and the 
potential for their misinterpretation. Second, infrequent monitoring and evaluation of 
conservation strategies around the park has not involved KAFRED, despite its clear 
comparative advantage as a trusted representative of local communities. And third, 
increases in park fees have changed the profile of visitors to the area – a shift from 
backpackers to more upmarket tourists with fixed itineraries – which has negatively 
affected KAFRED ecotourism numbers, a pattern that has been observed at other 
wildlife tourist destinations in Uganda (Sandbrook, 2010). Decisions on pricing were 
taken by UWA without any local input. Overall it seems that despite positive steps 
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towards devolving management of Kibale Forest and its surrounding resources, 
central government authorities have retained ultimate decision-making power to the 
detriment of the Bigodi community.

In other cases, however, the local organisations have been invited to participate in 
district government planning for conservation and development. For example, URP’s 
CBPM exercise prioritised investment of tourism revenues in water infrastructure 
for communities in Kisoro district. The process was carried out in 2009–10 
and involved 88 villages across nine parishes bordering the protected areas of 
Mgahinga, Bwindi and Echuya. Investments in water tanks were subsequently 
carried out by Kisoro district government. This project has helped to increase 
community participation in the local government planning cycle, feeding information 
on community development priorities into upper planning levels. In turn, the process 
has strengthened URP’s reputation as a champion of local rights, and enhanced 
the relationship between the communities bordering the protected areas and their 
management authorities.

This experience is not common to all profiles, however. In the case of KAFRED, the 
selection of community development projects for the reinvestment of park revenues 
has not been sufficiently demand-driven; instead, sub-county officials have made 
unilateral decisions on funding that have either been personally or institutionally 
motivated: ‘No local person would ever vote for the revenue-sharing funds to build 
a sub-county headquarter[s]’ (Chapter 3). KAFRED suggests that local preference 
would have been to use the funds to address human–wildlife conflicts around the 
park. Even where investments have been made in ‘useful’ initiatives, these have 
sometimes not been finished or maintained – for example, a latrine pit dug on 
school grounds remains without a roof, while trenches dug to keep elephants from 
local farms have since silted up. These examples point to a lack of local input at 
two critical stages of state-led interventions: in preliminary planning, and in ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation. 

The mechanisms for transferal of authority over natural resources in the case 
study material are also depicted as being weakened by governance issues. 
Decision-making becomes politicised at the district and sub-county levels, serving 
local agendas rather than rural constituencies. Structures are not sufficiently 
transparent or accountable; a percentage of all protected area revenues is typically 
lost to management fees at various local levels of government. Finally, layers of 
bureaucracy and logistical constraints can deter local participation in planning 
processes: URP mentions the nine stages of the collaborative forest management 
process that took three years to complete, while also noting the organisation’s lack 
of transport options as restricting their ability to participate in person in field-based 
planning exercises.

Processes and structures that give a role in decision-making to local organisations 
should be applauded as crucial enabling factors in effective interventions. These 
structures need to be implemented to the fullest extent, however; government 
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authorities should embrace full and active local participation as a means to 
achieving demand-driven rural development, rather than as mere window-dressing 
in fundamentally undemocratic processes.

national and international organisations committed to forging supportive 
partnerships
The profiles illustrate a range of enabling partnerships that have elevated and 
scaled the work of local organisations. In particular, three areas can be identified 
in which national and international partners can add value to local processes: initial 
training exercises in key skills; profile-raising; and expanding the evidence base that 
demonstrates (to donors and government) the value of their work’s contribution 
to national and international objectives for climate change mitigation, poverty 
reduction and biodiversity conservation. 

The profiles provide testimony to the role of partner organisations – usually 
national or international NGOs – in providing catalytic support in the early stages 
of initiatives. Four years after its creation, URP benefited from working with 
Nature Uganda – a national conservation NGO – and in turn ARCOS, in capacity-
building targeted at small CSOs. Among other subjects, these training sessions 
taught proposal writing skills – previously identified by the group as a critical 
impediment to success in its early efforts. KENVO benefited from similar training 
from Nature Kenya. Their respective experiences point to the existence of an 
initial capacity threshold that needs to be overcome before local organisations are 
able to scale-up their work. Nature Uganda and Nature Kenya are their countries’ 
branches of the East Africa Natural History Society,19 and both are members of the 
BirdLife International Partnership.20 With a focus on priority sites for biodiversity 
conservation (IBAs), BirdLife’s Local Empowerment Programme aims to provide 
more effective support for local conservation actions, and to strengthen and 
expand networks of local organisations (BirdLife International, 2011a; 2011b).21 

A second role for partner organisations is in championing the work of local 
initiatives, helping to raise their in-country profile as examples of best practices 
in their fields. KENVO references a number of awards won since its foundation, 
including a Conservation Leadership Award (funded through BirdLife International, 
Conservation International, Wildlife Conservation Society and Fauna and Flora 
International) and the UNDP Equator Prize (2008), as well as an award from 
Kenya’s National Environment Management Authority. KAFRED has been awarded 
the UNDP Equator Prize on two occasions (2004 and 2010), won a USAID-funded 
national prize for sustainable tourism in 2011, and has been profiled in publications 
for IUCN (Purna et al., 2004) and the World Tourism Organisation (UN World 
Tourism Organisation, 2003). This recognition of the work of local organisations has 

19. The East Africa Natural History Society (EANHS) is Africa’s oldest environmental society; it was established in 
1909 to promote the study and conservation of nature in eastern Africa. 
20 BirdLife Partners operate in over 100 countries and territories worldwide.  
See: www.birdlife.org/worldwide/national/index.html.  
21. IBAs are key sites for conservation – small enough to be conserved in their entirety and often already part of a 
protected area network. See: www.birdlife.org/datazone/info/ibaglobalsum.

www.birdlife.org/worldwide/national/index.html
www.birdlife.org/datazone/info/ibaglobalsum
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contributed to shifting norms in the international development arena in favour of the 
potential of local initiatives, while bringing the individual projects to prominence in 
national media and government processes.

There is a clear need for greater support from academic bodies in documenting 
the evidence base for effective local action. This is particularly evident in the case 
of FHA, where the organisation has often seen Gishwati Forest overlooked in 
conservation priorities for its relatively low abundance of endangered species. To 
support its funding proposals, the organisation has sought to quantify the increased 
value of the forest ecosystem as a result of its conservation efforts and estimates 
a total contribution to the Rwandan economy of US$3 million per year (Courard-
Hauri and Boland, 2011). 

However, there is a flip side to local organisations working with higher-level national 
and international organisations.  Cases have been documented where relationships 
are entered into simply to give international organisations a veil of legitimacy, and 
where uneven power relations lead to local organisations becoming ‘puppets’ 
of their more powerful partners, who provide them with funding, equipment 
and a route to participation in international workshops, but at the cost of their 
independence and critical voice (Chapin, 2004).  With an eye only on appearance, 
international organisations may also choose their partners uncritically, with 
relationships being built with organisations with most profile and presence, whose 
members can speak English, French or Spanish, rather than those that are most 
effective. Both local organisations and their non-local partners need to be aware of 
these risks and take steps to avoid becoming puppets or puppeteers, blinkered to 
the true nature of the organisations they work with and their motivation. 

Locally accessible and relevant forms of financing and support
Different local organisations will have different funding models depending on their 
strategy and objectives. Some, like MFCG and KENVO generate most of the funds 
they use for local development from the sale of goods and services (tourism, for 
example) provided by the protected area they manage. Others have a broader vision for 
local development which depends on external funding. 

Funding delivered at the right time, in the right way and on the right scale can 
help enhance a group’s capacity, self-sufficiency and impact. URP provides an 
illustration of how gradually increasing grant allocations as URP’s capacity and 
experience grew has enabled it to increase its reach and impact at a rate that has 
not strained staff or systems. Between 2005 and 2010, the initiative received 
eight grants from different (albeit related) donors, ranging in size from US$6,000 
to US$250,000. The range of donors spans national, regional and international 
organisations, and suggests a steady progression in the organisation’s capacity to 
absorb funding and execute projects.
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On the other hand, over-reliance on any one donor undermines the long-term 
sustainability of a local initiative. FHA demonstrates the drawbacks of this funding 
model after its main partner, the Great Ape Trust (US), concluded its funding in 
December 2011. The organisation is yet to receive alternative financial support, 
leaving its transformation from a voluntary forest conservation project into a self-
sustaining ecotourism enterprise in a state of arrested development.

By contrast, MFCG and KAFRED demonstrate the potential for small-scale, 
community-based initiatives to achieve financial self-sufficiency through their 
respective eco-enterprises. This does not obviate the need for external support; 
instead, it makes the case for long-term investment from donors to put in place the 
necessary conditions for sustainability.  IIED’s work on investing in locally controlled 
forestry backs this up, pointing out that this kind of investment might take the form 
of ‘advocacy, formal registration of rights and collateral, capacity development 
(through business training or mentoring), or help building an association big enough 
to attract investment. It is a very different approach to the too-common problem 
of NGOs propping up sub-standard businesses for social or environmental ends’ 
(Macqueen, 2013).

Realistic expectations for return on investment in conservation projects are critical, 
both for donor institutions and for local beneficiaries. David Kuria (2012) of KENVO 
notes that: ‘because most conservation projects are long-term while most funding 
is short-term, some of KENVO’s initiatives are left incomplete when the (financial) 
support runs out’. This can have a deleterious effect on local support for conservation: 
Beatrice Kabihogo (2012) of URP notes that the short-term nature of many projects 
(between 6–18 months) ‘makes leaving a serious impact… a challenge.’ It takes 
time for the communities served by URP to fully understand and appreciate its work; 
often, just as projects achieve local support, they are phased out. 

Enabling financial support for local organisations entails establishing clear 
and realistic expectations for both donor and grantee. This can be improved 
by the donor’s proximity to the ground, and open channels of communication 
between parties. It also requires application procedures that are accessible to 
local organisations, and grant sizes that range from small to large, ensuring that 
recipients are not overwhelmed by overly ambitious funding. 

Conservation activities require longer-term financial security to assure 
the commitments that are essential to success. Reforestation requires a 
30-year commitment, to allow trees to reach sufficient size that they can’t 
practically be cut with non-mechanised tools. Recruitment, hiring and 
retention of well-educated and talented Rwandans require at least a three-
year commitment. The elevated expectations of local people toward NGOs 
when they start activities should be supported by assurances that activities 
will be done for more than 12-month cycles; otherwise long-term local 
support for conservation is unrealistic. Madeleine Nyiratuza, (2012), FHA.
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Opportunities to join national civil society networks
Active participation in national networks of civil society actors is often a factor in 
the growth and influence of local organisations. Knowledge-sharing and exchanges 
between like-minded initiatives within a country, or occasionally within a region, offer 
opportunities for new ventures, collaborative work and accessing sources of funding. 
URP benefited from participation in learning exchanges between CSOs working in 
the Albertine Rift, receiving training in various organisational skills and becoming a 
member of the ARCOS regional network. MFCG advocates for the strengthening of 
Kenya’s National Alliance of Community Forestry Associations as a supportive agency 
for CFAs and their member communities.

As well as supporting the work of local organisations through collaborative 
learning, networks also increase the collective bargaining power of their members. 
KAFRED was a founding member of UCOTA in 1998. The association has been 
represented on planning committees for drafting national tourist legislation, played 
a role in drawing up Uganda’s tourism policy in 2003 and successfully advocated 
on behalf of community-based tourism projects at the national level. Collating 
shared community interests under an umbrella network also allows for streamlined 
messaging on key issues, which can aid in gaining coverage by national media.

This dual enabling role for networks – horizontal learning and collective lobbying 
– gives them a crucial role in scaling the efforts of local actors. Networks need 
support, however, in their initial stages, leaving a clear role for national and 
international NGOs. The ARCOS network includes five international conservation 
NGOs among its partners, and operates through a number of national NGOs such 
as Nature Uganda, while the catalyst for the formation of UCOTA was a workshop 
organised by a USAID conservation programme. 

underpinning local priorities within international policy processes
In addition to the national legal and policy frameworks within which local 
organisations function, their work also takes place against a backdrop of 
international targets and guidelines, multilateral policy processes, and various 
articles of international soft law that mandate greater involvement of local 
communities in natural resources management and more equitable sharing of 
benefits. Examples include the CBD,22 including the Nagoya Protocol on Access 
and Benefit-sharing23 and the Programme of Work on Protected Areas (PoWPA) 
(see Box 12). 

22. Signed by 150 government leaders at the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, the CBD is dedicated to promoting 
sustainable development. The convention has three main objectives: (i) the conservation of biological diversity, (ii) 
the sustainable use of the components of biological diversity, and (iii) the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits 
arising out of the utilization of genetic resources. See: www.cbd.int. 
23. The Nagoya Protocol is an international agreement which aims at sharing the benefits arising from the utilization 
of genetic resources in a fair and equitable way. It was adopted by the Conference of the Parties to the CBD at its 
tenth meeting on 29 October 2010 in Nagoya, Japan. See: http://www.cbd.int/abs. 

www.cbd.int
http://www.cbd.int/abs
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Box 12. PowPA activities that involve local organisations in protected 
area management

Activity 1.1.4
Conduct, with the full and effective participation of indigenous and local communities and 
relevant stakeholders, national-level reviews of existing and potential forms of conservation, 
and their suitability for achieving biodiversity conservation goals, including innovative types of 
governance for protected areas that need to be recognised and promoted through legal, policy, 
financial, institutional and community mechanisms, such as protected areas run by government 
agencies at various levels, co-managed protected areas, private protected areas, indigenous 
and local community conserved areas.

Activity 2.1.2
Recognise and promote a broad set of protected area governance types related to their potential 
for achieving biodiversity conservation goals in accordance with the Convention, which may 
include areas conserved by indigenous and local communities and private nature reserves. The 
promotion of these areas should be by legal and/or policy, financial and community mechanisms.

Activity 3.1.6
Identify and establish positive incentives that support the integrity and maintenance of protected 
areas and the involvement of indigenous and local communities and stakeholders in conservation.

Source: UNDP. Supporting country action on the CBD programme of work on protected areas.  
www.protectedareas.org/.

Policy provisions such as these promote local involvement in natural resource 
management and provide for the equitable sharing of benefits from resource 
use. They offer local organisations points of reference in their advocacy for fairer 
governance structures at the grassroots level. International recognition of the 
biodiversity importance of a site or landscape can help enhance the legitimacy and 
support for local action for conservation and development. In Kenya for example, 
recognition of the Kikuyu Escarpment Forests as an IBA by BirdLife International 
added weight to KENVO’s efforts to win local support and international funding for 
conservation. Similarly, the Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas Consortium 
has worked since 2008 to promote the recognition of local conservation areas as an 
effective, legitimate, rights-based approach to management. 

Full implementation of these conventions, protocols and policies on the part 
of national governments is currently lacking, however. Commitment to guiding 
principles in international policy processes needs to be reflected in relevant 
national policies, and existing structures for natural resource management should 
be comprehensively reviewed against these criteria. Lack of awareness of the 
provisions of international policy may also hamper their widespread implementation: 
agencies such as the CBD Secretariat have a role to play in translating relevant 
policy documents into local languages, while supportive NGOs can assist in 
disseminating their provisions at the local level.

www.protectedareas.org
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using local knowledge in management and decision-making
Local knowledge of ecosystems and social structures has a powerful role to play 
in efficient and equitable natural resource management. URP provides an example 
of how local organisations can act as a conduit for the application of cultural and 
traditional knowledge to conservation. The indigenous Batwa communities that 
originally inhabited Bwindi, Mgahinga and Echuya forests have contributed their 
vast accumulated knowledge of the forests’ ecosystems to conservation efforts. 
Supported by various partners in Kisoro district, the Batwa created a detailed map 
capturing important physical features within Bwindi Impenetrable Forest using 
participatory 3D modelling (P3DM)24 (United Organisation for Batwa Development in 
Uganda, 2012). Their efforts have produced a virtual snapshot of levels of biodiversity 
loss in the forest, and helped to identify priority areas for conservation. The Batwa’s 
indigenous knowledge on the location of underground bee hives, medicinal plants 
and locally important fruit and vegetable species has also been documented. Local 
observations of changes in the forests’ micro-climates, water supply and incidence of 
insect-borne diseases have supported the evidence base for the effects of climate 
change. URP has also utilised local knowledge in implementing water infrastructure 
and bamboo cultivation projects, while FHA has used focus groups and interviews 
with community members to acquire knowledge on animal and plant species and the 
extent of forest degradation, as well as to identify influential community leaders. 

Beyond maximising the impact of conservation and development interventions, the 
use of local knowledge can improve their sustainability. Increasing local participation 
in project activities can improve the level of community ownership; projects can be 
expected to have a greater degree of resilience, and an improved chance of being 
sustained without external assistance. Where local knowledge is chronically under-
utilised, on the other hand, our profiles show that the ability of local organisations to 
achieve high levels of buy-in from the communities they serve is reduced. Instead, 
local stakeholders can perceive conservation attempts as being imposed from 
outside, marginalising important community stakeholders such as village leaders 
and elders. In the case of Kibale Forest National Park, UWA has often brought in 
wildlife rangers from other regions of Uganda who lack expertise in local species. 
Meanwhile, village elders with valuable experience in tracking wildlife are being 
under-utilised in research and conservation efforts. 

Traditional knowledge is a viable and readily available but under-valued 
asset. Governments and other stakeholders in conservation should 
endeavour to tap it or they will lose it... Today, most park managers tend to 
neglect the significance of culture and its linkage with conservation. This 
is what they call reinventing the wheel. There are no proper mechanisms 
by which KAFRED and the elders in the community are being consulted so 
as to use traditional knowledge in the management of the protected area 
(Tinka John Amooti, 2012, KAFRED).

24. Participatory 3D modelling (P3DM) is a community-based mapping method which integrates local spatial 
knowledge with data on elevation of the land and depth of the sea to produce stand-alone, scaled and geo-
referenced relief models.
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Where local knowledge is under-valued, local and national government authorities 
are missing crucial opportunities to improve the efficiency, equity and sustainability 
of conservation interventions. In the process, the work of local organisations is 
being undermined, and barriers are being erected to full and active grassroots 
participation in conservation and development processes. 

7.4 making local organisations more effective 
The experiences of the local organisations profiled here vividly illustrate the 
contexts in which they work. This analysis has sought to draw out some shared 
external variables that either enable or constrain the work of local actors. Taken 
together, these political, legal and normative frameworks at the local, national 
and international levels create the institutional environment that facilitates the 
work of local organisations in meeting conservation and development goals. The 
profiles provide a useful progress report on current practices and realities for local 
organisations working in this field.

At its best, this institutional environment has the potential to deliver a model of 
demand-driven rural development in which local stakeholders are active agents 
in the sustainable management of natural resources. At worst, on the other 
hand, conditions will continue to stifle and constrict local action, undermining 
relationships between local communities and government authorities, and failing 
to adequately conserve natural heritage or enhance local livelihood opportunities. 
It is evident from the profiles that the reality, at least for the organisations included 
here, falls somewhere between these two poles. Examples of good practice can 
be seen in the partial devolution of resource management to local stakeholders, 
improved participation in local planning processes, and effective interventions by 
supportive external agencies. However, local participation in and ownership of 
integrated conservation and development efforts remains superficial in most cases, 
while organisations still face a number of challenging constraints to sustaining and 
scaling-up their work.

It is critical that partially successful efforts to devolve resource management to 
local organisations are carried through to their fullest extent. Conservation and 
development are fundamentally local processes; local voices and perspectives must 
be heard, and local successes and innovations must be recognised and supported. 
Our analysis suggests the following key recommendations for relevant target 
audiences that can realise these ambitions.

Recommendations for national governments
There are clear areas in which national governments can improve conditions for the 
scaling-up of local action. 
n Legal and policy frameworks underpinning resource access and use need to 

be equitable and consistent, with information about them well-disseminated. 
Local input into defining these regulations should be encouraged to ensure that 
benefit-sharing mechanisms are fair and equitable. 
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n Relevant line ministries and agencies, such as wildlife and forest authorities, 
should be empowered to work directly with local organisations, and encouraged 
to do so on an ongoing, continuous basis, rather than on isolated occasions. 
This participation should emphasise local communities as active agents in 
conservation, rather than spectators, and should capitalise on local knowledge of 
ecosystems and social processes. 

n Where community-based organisations (CBOs) are currently delivering on the 
ground, this needs to be recognised and rewarded, rather than taken for granted. 

n Local participation in the prioritisation of community development projects 
should similarly be encouraged throughout their project cycle, from participatory 
needs assessments to comprehensive monitoring and evaluation processes. 

n State institutions must also include opportunities for the redress of grievances, 
and promote transparent, accountable governance at the local level. 

Recommendations for national and international conservation and 
development agencies
NGOs and development agencies working at the national and international levels 
can catalyse and support local action through a number of targeted interventions. 
n One of the clearest opportunities for this is in the early stages of a local 

organisation’s formation. Targeted training in skills such as proposal writing 
and computer literacy can greatly improve the chances of local actors being 
recognised by donors and local government authorities. 

n Support for getting the enabling conditions right for future asset investment is 
critical for initiatives that are based on business enterprise.

n Support should also target capacity gaps related to physical infrastructure, 
including office space, computers and transport. 

n Beyond this, supportive partners can actively facilitate relationships between 
CSOs and local government.

Other key recommendations for international conservation and development 
agencies are: 
n supporting the development of national civil society networks that enable peer-

to-peer learning and collective advocacy; 
n working through in-country partners that allow for local-national-international 

linkages; 
n promoting the dissemination and adoption of international policy guidelines that 

support the work of local organisations; and 
n supporting local organisations in quantifying the evidence base for their work, 

through linkages with research institutes and in-country universities.

Recommendations for donor organisations
Often overlapping with the role of national and international agencies, donor 
organisations can effectively determine the limits within which local organisations work.
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n Funding for the conservation and development work of local organisations 
should be provided at different scales appropriate to the scope and nature of the 
organisation’s activities. As an organisation grows in experience and capacity, 
and is able to demonstrate its competence and legitimacy, funding provided to 
that organisation can grow accordingly. 

n Donor agencies are critical in absorbing some of the costs associated with 
getting the enabling conditions right for local enterprises including secure 
resource rights, business skills, registration and so on.

n Timescales for donor-funded projects are critical, and are integral to matching 
the expectations of local beneficiaries and donors themselves. The profiles 
clearly make the case for longer timeframes that offer more realistic chances 
of projects being fully adopted and supported by local communities and being 
sustained beyond their funding cycle. 

n Decentralised funding models, along the lines of the UNDP implemented Global 
Environment Facility Small Grants Programme,25 offer an improved method 
of communication between donors and recipients, and may facilitate better 
management of expectations.

Recommendations for local organisations
The key recommendations for local organisations are essentially informed by the 
models of best practice in the five organisations analysed here. The Forest of Hope 
Association, Kibale Association for Rural and Environmental Development, Kijabe 
Environment Volunteers, Muliru Farmers Conservation Group and Uplift the Rural 
Poor are all leaders in their field. They are outstanding examples of local collective 
action, and pioneers in the cause of improved local management of natural 
resources. Some of their key successes offer valuable lessons for like-minded 
community-based organisations (see Section 7.2) including: 
n Seek active involvement in national civil society networks. They provide valuable 

opportunities for knowledge-sharing and exchanges, new ventures, collaborative 
work and accessing sources of funding.

n Aim for diversified donor and partner portfolios as these help to reduce the 
risk of reliance on any one non-local partner, and are likely to allow for more 
independence in terms of policy and strategy. 

n Adopt a highly participatory approach to conservation and development as this 
helps build awareness, understanding and trust amongst the organisation’s 
constituency – all critical to the ownership and support for the organisations’ work. 

Ultimately, the local agenda is driven forwards by community practitioners, working 
on the frontlines of conservation and development, continuing to advocate for more 
equitable, more relevant and more sustainable natural resource management. 

25. The GEF-Small Grants Programme was established in 1992 as a means of financing grassroots action for 
the environment and development. SGP awards grants of up to US$50,000 to community-based NGOs; to date, 
the programme has invested US$450 million and leveraged similar levels of co-financing supporting over 14,500 
community-based projects in over 125 countries. See: www.sgp.undp.org.

www.sgp.undp.org
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Getting it together: how some local organisations in East Africa 
have succeeded in linking conservation and development
It is increasingly recognised that local-level action underpins the success and 
sustainability of most environment and development initiatives. the full and active 
participation of local stakeholders – often through local organisations – helps to 
ensure that integrated conservation and development efforts are more equitable, 
more relevant to rural communities and more sustainable. yet there is still limited 
attention to supporting local organisations and local-level processes, and to 
creating the conditions in which they can grow, prosper and have impact.

this report draws on profiles written by five local organisations that link 
biodiversity conservation and local development in and around protected areas 
in East Africa. the profiles highlight the work of each organisation and the 
conditions within which they operate. In concluding, key lessons have been 
drawn on the factors that have supported or constrained their effectiveness and 
on the important roles such organisations can play in integrating conservation 
and development as partners of the state, champions of local rights, surrogates 
for state institutions, and market actors.
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