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This study has been undertaken as part of the project Strengthening the application of the law in fauna and flora
in Central Africa (RALFF). The RALFF project is implemented by a consortium led by Conservation Justice (CJ),
with CIDT, the Aspinall Foundation, LAGA and their local partners. The project aims to address the main drivers
of illegal timber and wildlife trafficking in Gabon, Cameroon, Congo and the Central African Republic (CAR). This
report was produced under Result 3: Identify CSOs working in the field of conservation and forest governance and
determine their potential and weaknesses (activity 3.1.1.)

METHODOLOGY
In terms of methodology, the study report used qualitative
methods to deliver the research results, which consisted of:
1. Desk-based documentary and literature review,
identifying 62 environmental CSOs/NGOs working in
the areas of wildlife protection and forest monitoring
in the four (Gabon, Congo-Brazzaville, Cameroon and
CAR) project countries, reviewing publicly available
information, and academic and grey literature on the
CSO sector in the Congo basin region.
2. Qualitative semi- directed interviews: Due to the
restrictions related to COVID-19 pandemic, some
interviews were conducted remotely (via phone or
online conferencing). The team reached out to sixty-two
organisations in four countries and received favourable
responses from 30 interviews in the four countries of
focus (including 7 in Cameroon, 12 in Gabon, 8 in RoC
and 3 in CAR). A detailed list of the NGOs interviewed,
and their profiles can be found in the full report.
Independent Forest and Independent Wildlife Trade
Monitoring, respectively IFM and IWM are some of the
most salient approaches used by civil society in general,
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to assess the
conformity of forest management and forestry activities
with the law and norms in force in a specific country
(Tegtmeyer et al. 2010). IFM was officially introduced
in Cameroon in 2000, while earlier IWM efforts can be
traced back to 2004. Despite highly unstable relations
with their governments (Mbzibain and Nkuintchua, 2021),
organisations working on IFM and IWM are now supported
by legal frameworks, bilateral agreements and various
legislations and regulations in Cameroon, Gabon, Republic
of Congo (RoC) and Central African Republic (CAR), to name
our countries of interest. The stakes for IFM and IWM are
particularly high in Central Africa, given that Illegal logging
and wildlife trafficking weighs on national economies,
enable zoonoses, and contribute to deforestation and
biodiversity loss. These illegalities fuel the development
and expansion of organized crime including terrorist and
militia groups (Global Witness, 2015; Ondoua et al., 2017).
Both types of illegal trade fuel a vicious circle. Corruption
and weak governance create enabling conditions for illegal
logging and wildlife trade, which lead to the depletion of
state revenues, and consequently reduce the capacities of
the state to fight illegalities.
The literature available on IFM and IWM addressed the role
of those approaches in forest and wildlife conservation
in general. While fledgling research has been conducted
on the typology of NGOs implementing these strategies,
much more must be done to shed light on those NGOs and
their work. Hence, this study report aimed to:
1. Identify the main features of NGOs working in the
sector of IFM and IMW;
2. Analyse how internal governance arrangements and
the external context in which they operate influence
their everyday life;
3. Determine the existing and potential relationships
between the main categories of organisations
implementing IFM and IWM.

KEY FINDINGS
This study has unpacked various types of NGO from local
to international, and has assessed the trends in terms of
connections, synergies and collaboration between NGOs
and other key actors in respective countries at different
levels. The study aims to inform donors, governments and
civil society leaders to ensure a sustainable, vibrant civil
society that works to address the plight of illegal timber
and wildlife trade on the people, biodiversity, economies
and climate.
The study shows that local and international NGOs
interviewed were involved in five main areas: environmental
education, conservation and management of protected
areas, IFM/IWM, support to community alternative
livelihoods and market monitoring (demand and supply
side issues). Most of the organisations used a combination
of strategies, with awareness raising was identified as a
crosscutting strategy. The focus on community awareness
emphasised the role of community understanding and
engagement as a critical component in the fight against
forest and wildlife illegality.
Contrasting international and local NGOs, local NGOs were
more likely involved in environmental education, IFM, support
to alternative livelihoods and awareness raising, compared
to INGOs who were strongly engaged in conservation,
protected area management, and market monitoring. This
reflected the level of expertise and financial viability of the
individual organisations.
Local NGOs were more likely to report internal governance
challenges and problems with financial self-sufficiency.
Local NGOs reported many problems such as funding
constraints, high dependence on volunteers, high staff
turnover, and weak technical capacities. INGOs appeared
to be better resourced but they still identified challenges
linked to organisational culture, lack of reliable data, and
roots into the countries and communities where they
operate. To address these challenges, INGOs tended to
fund local NGOs to deliver community level actions such
as educational campaigns and awareness raising, while the
INGO staff focused on more strategic level management of

parks and protected areas. This relationship revealed huge
dependencies, and, in many instances, local NGOs were
seen to be local affiliates of the INGOs.
The INGOs interviewed for this report were concerned
about managing their image and relationships with
government officials. Government corruption and poor
work ethic emerged as key barriers to effective Civil society
engagement. In many cases, INGOs are reluctant to engage
with certain governmental projects, in order to avoid giving
their blessing to poor practices or illegal acts involving
corruption, in what they have identified as “greenwashing”.
Despite increasing interest in gender amongst all
participants, there was little evidence of internal capacities
to mainstream gender. A very limited number of local NGOs
had an organisational gender strategy while international
NGOs for the most part had gender and inclusion
strategies. Respondents revealed that weak knowledge and
capabilities as well as cultural issues were key impediments
to mainstreaming gender.
In view of internal challenges identified, local NGOs
identified key development needs in the areas of resource
mobilisation and financial management, leadership,
communication skills and tools, internal governance
systems, MEL and gender. Technical needs included
improved investigative techniques, the use of technology
and digital devises, community monitoring tools, training
of trainers (ToT) and anti-poaching measures. Approaches
for community sensitisation and engagement with legal
frameworks were identified as training needs.
Both national and international NGOs interviewed admitted
that the government has a key role to play in their areas
of intervention. Similarly, there is an increased level of
acceptance and recognition of the role of civil society in
both IFM and fighting wildlife illegality by the government.
There were, however, concerns raised over limited
government responsiveness to Civil Society reports and
lack of corresponding sanctions to perpetrators.
INGOs reported smoother relationships with governments
compared to local NGOs partly explained by established
country agreements. The ability to support government
financially also meant that INGOs were better placed to
negotiate and leverage using their might and resources.
Local NGOs on the contrary were less likely to report
favourable relationships with government.
The hegemonic role of the state in the field of IWM was
identified as one of the key limitations for local NGOs to
engage in IWM area. Compared to forestry, the legislative
framework provides pathways for judicial involvement
in IWM, and this has meant that local CSOs struggled to
identify a niche and how they could be involved, since the
legal framework in most countries restrict them from taking
part in the process. It is generally considered to be a matter
left for the judiciary.
When it comes to the relationship with the private sector,
most local NGOs reported limited interactions with the
private sector, while INGOs reported varied levels of
collaboration, especially in wildlife conservation and
management of PAs.

One of the critical findings of the study is that local NGOs are
focusing more on IFM because they have limited presence
in the field to be able to conduct IWM investigations, monitor
wildlife trafficking issues, or even to be actively involved in
conservation activities. Most respondents had offices in
capital cities with little resources for community presence.
Funding was a limitation and the lack of expertise despite
interest. Wildlife conservation requires constant presence
in the field, and IWM investigations which may require
lengthy field missions, a certain level of staff protection and
advanced equipment. National NGOs rarely have access to
that kind of resources.
Fear of criminal networks and reprisals was also identified
as a hindering factor. Local NGOs felt more exposed and
vulnerable to threats compared to international NGOs,
especially in the face of widespread corruption from
governmental agency and law enforcement instances.
Additionally, the cultural role of wildlife in community
livelihoods was also observed whereby in the Congo basin,
communities see wildlife as meat and source of protein
as opposed to something to be preserved for economic or
social benefit. Local respondents stated that they tended
not to be accepted by communities when they preached
the message of conservation or protection which limited
these communities’ access to traditional hunting/fishing/
cultural sites in forests. Some alternative livelihoods
projects, combined with awareness raising activities aim to
improve the economic situation of the IPLCs and positively
change their attitudes towards conservation. However, not
enough research has been developed in this area to assess
the impact of such projects on the ground and determine
whether they are really contributing to reducing community
dependence on wild meat and other unsustainable hunting/
fishing practices.
Compared to forestry where CS platforms are quite
prevalent, local networks have only recently begun to emerge
in the area of wildlife and are often instigated by INGOs.
The networks reveal similar internal challenges to those of
individual organisations but with the additional complexity
of leadership and financial sustainability factors. So far,
no there is evidence of cross learning between networks
involved in IFM and IWM.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Drawing from these findings, we recommend that NGOs,
donors and governments increase efforts to ensure the
sustainability of NGOs conducting IFM and IWM. For this
ambition to be effective, each actor has their role to play.

Local and national NGOs should:
•

•
•

•

Include organisational development for their own
organisations as well as close partners as a priority,
along with their core business. Continuously monitor
the impact of this process against their missions.
Design and implement tools which could help them
increase their sustainability such as programmatic and
financial strategic plans, and engagement strategies;
Demonstrate inclusion and equity with respect to
women, indigenous people and other vulnerable
groups as part of their functioning and their IFM and
IWM modus operandi;
Enhance networking between organisations in both
fields and cross-learning between them.

INGOs should:
•
•
•

Intensify collaboration with local and national NGOs,
including through fairer partnerships on wildlife
protection;
Transfer organisational knowledge and capacities to
local and national NGOs, while acknowledging their
respective contexts;
In close collaboration with partner local and national
NGOs, consider reorganising labour based on assets,
and not sector. Support willing partners in engaging
in wildlife protection, even if at different stages such
whistle-blowing or advocacy for relevant reforms.
In other words, it might be crucial for INGOs to
invest in engaging with national NGOs in both
sectors and build their capacities in both fields,
instead of always relying on the usual go-to partners.

•

Strengthen their in-country capacities through locally
adapted organisational development processes.
Design and implement country-specific strategic
plans and subsidiary tools.

Donors should:
•
•
•
•

Prioritise funding models with a balance between IFM
and IWM effectiveness and the sustainability of the
NGOs;
Encourage governments to implement mechanisms
which guarantee that major policy decisions are
grounded in IFM and IWM results;
Increase technical and financial support for gender
mainstreaming within and across NGOs;
Identify and invest in toppling down the main barriers
to a thriving environmental NGO sector. Such
investment should foster collaborations between
NGOs, INGOs, governments, and the private sector.

Governments should:
•
•

Where non exist implement legal frameworks granting
a role to IFM and IWM in decision-making processes;
Ensure the protection and security of IFM and IWM
NGOs in the field.
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