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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)1 
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 earliest 
efforts of IWM can be traced back to 2004. Despite 
highly unstable relations with their governments 
(Mbzibain and Nkuintchua, 2021), IFM and IWM are now 
supported by legal frameworks, bilateral agreements 
and various decisions 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 high in Central 
Africa. Illegal logging and wildlife trafficking have kept 
soaring despite more than 20 years of tireless efforts. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the context 
with major impacts on Indigenous People and Local 
Communities (IPLCs) as demonstrated from a survey 
with 7,000 people in three countries (Mbzibain et al., 
2021). 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, which lead to the depletion of state revenues, 
and consequently reduce the capacities of the state to 
fight illegalities.

Clearly, there is much more to do in urgency to tackle 
illegal logging and wildlife trafficking. NGOs conducting 
IFM and IWM may not single-handedly address illegal 
logging and wildlife trafficking, scaling up their current 
interventions would undeniably contribute to ongoing 
efforts.

IFM and IWM have moderately been discussed in 
academic and grey literature. Emphathetically, this 
literature has been addressing the role of those 
approaches in forest and wildlife in general. While 
fledgling research has been made on the typology of 
the NGOs implementing IFM, much more must be done 
to characterise those NGOs. 

The knowledge gap on NGOs conducting IFM and 
IWM is particularly preoccupying with regards to the 
current dynamics in the region. The importance of 
natural resources to national economies suggests 
greater need for accountability. A strong civil society 
equates to greater capacities of citizens to monitor the 
management of those resources. 

1 We view NGO as only one form of civil society organisations among other forms such as community-based organisations, syndicates, 
associations, and social movements.

Further, as those NGOs operate at different scales 
and have unequal capacities, their characterisation 
is the first to mutualising expertise, network and 
resources. Such synergies could happen across levels 
(international through to community), sectors (logging 
and wildlife), and approaches (practice-based and 
advocacy-prone). 

The objectives of this study were therefore 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. 

This report provides NGO leaders, decision-makers 
and donors with firsthand information on the main 
features of NGOs implementing IFM and IWM, the 
tools and methodologies they use, some of the existing 
synergies and, recommendations for strengthening 
those organisations.

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

In the remainder of this report, we introduce a few 
trends of environmental NGOs in Central Africa, 
drawing on the literature, before briefly elaborating 
on our methodology. The findings section is divided 
into three parts. In the first place, we pay close 
attention to the internal governance of the studied 
environmental NGOs, their strengths and weaknesses 
including on areas such as organisational structures, 
gender considerations, areas of intervention and 
capacity development challenges. Secondly, we look 
at the external opportunities and challenges, including 
through the relationships with governments, donors, 
local communities and so on. The third part of our 
findings relates to the emerging dynamics and the gaps 
in resources for both small and medium organisations 
on the one side, and larger NGOs on the other side. 
Finally, we conclude our report with recommendations 
for relevant stakeholders.
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1. Overview of the 
civil society working 
in the natural 
resources sector in 
the Congo Basin
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1.1 Clarifying the concept
What is civil society? There is not one reality, but several 
realities associated with this concept in Central Africa. 
First, the terminologies: association, non-government 
organisation, non-profit association (ASBL), syndicate, 
to name a few are often used. Second, the legal 
frameworks also differ, from Congo which is regulated 
by France’s 1901 law on association through CAR’s 
1961 and Gabon’s 1962 laws on associations, to 
Cameroon which promulgated its law on freedom of 
association in 1990. The third area of distinction has 
to do with the subject of this report: environmental 
organisations. From a one-person association 
operating in Moloundou (East region, Cameroon) to a 
30 staff organisation in Libreville, with several cars, a 
large office and quasi-uninterrupted funding, we seem 
to be dealing with two different worlds. Similarly, while 
some associations work in close support to local and 
central governments, others may rather use advocacy 
and lobbying to influence decision-makers. 

Several other particularities make it difficult to 
generalize on civil society in the region: age of 
organisations, type of staff, areas of intervention, type 
of funding, etc. But beyond those differences, we see 
six trends that help demarcate this sector: dynamism, 
networking, precariousness of funding, blurring lines 
with the private sector, strong link with international 
NGOs, and unstable political space. 

While the researchers are aware that the term ‘NGO’ 
is a contested terminology which cannot encompass 
all civil society forms, this study has chosen to use 
NGO and CSO interchangeably, to designate all forms 
of organizations. Two reasons justify this choice: our 
observation is that all NGOs and CSOs aim to become 
more professional (having an office, robust structure, 
and more funding); and most organisation leaders and 
other parties use it generically. What we refer to as 
environment NGOs is a segment of civil society that 
works at the interface between human wellbeing and 
environment protection 2.

2 For more information about the definition of the terms, please read: https://www.undp.org/content/dam/china/docs/Publications/
UNDP-CH03%20Annexes.pdf

1.2 Dynamic and unfettered
The democratisation process, the introduction of new 
laws on natural resources (forest, mining, environmental 
management) in all four countries, and the economic 
crisis served as catalysers for the creation of hundreds 
of NGOs from the 1990s. Arguably, no systematic 
inventory of environmental NGOs has been made in 
any of the four countries. But to say that the sector 
is growing fast is to state the obvious. The European 
Forest Institute conducted a mapping study in 2021 
and identified 135 environmental CSOs in Congo’s main 
cities. The number would potentially be multiplied by 
two or three if all rural based NGOs were considered. 
Number comes with influence. The context in all four 
countries is becoming even more propitious to the 
expansion of civil society. Governments have all made 
a variety of commitments towards sustainable natural 
resources management, notably with the inclusion of 
civil society. Gabon’s land-use process with Central 
Africa Forest Initiative (CAFI) funding, Forest Law 
Enforcement Governance Trade (FLEGT) and Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Degradtion 
(REDD+), as well as Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative (EITI) are some of those commitments. As 
governments seek to abide by those commitments, it 
is expected that environmental NGOs will have a seat 
at the table and grow in number and influence. 

1.3 Networking
Over the past 20 years, each of the four countries 
has witnessed the rise of tens of platforms of NGOs, 
connecting organisations at local and national levels. 
The same trend has been observed at regional level 
with networks such as Conference on Dense and Moist 
Forest Ecosystems of Central Africa (CEFDHAC), Youth 
Network for Central African Forests (REJEFAC), and 
more recently, Pan African Network of Independent 
Monitoring Organisations (PAOI). The stakes are high: 
networks enable NGOs to increase their influence, 
build capacities, resist external pressures including 
from government and private sector, and mobilize 
and distribute funding. But networks have also proven 
unstable, easily shifting from vibrancy to dormancy due 
to internal leadership conflicts, lack of funding and poor 
capacity to adjust to a fast-changing context. Further, 
there is always a difficult balance to strike between a 
strong platform and strong member organisations. 
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1.4 Precarious funding 
Environmental NGOs in the region have historically 
depended on external funding for their actions. The 
“program approach” of the 1990s has since given 
way to the “project approach”. The former consisted 
of multi-year (up to 10 years) support by one or 
more donors to a single organisation for addressing 
societal issues and its own institutional development. 
While the latter is driven by short-term outputs, with 
limited core funding for operational development 
of the organisation. As such, not only are NGOs in a 
precarious situation because they depend on external 
funding, but also, the changing nature of the funding 
modalities reduces their resilience. Further, donors’ 
priorities change immensely, in consultation or not with 
leading NGOs which further exacerbates or limits their 
ability for long term planning. Not all countries have the 
same exposure to donors: Gabon and Congo seem to 
currently host some of the largest donors in the region, 
while CAR remains below the radar. 

1.5 Blurring lines with the private 
sector
The frontier between civil society and the private sector 
is getting thinner. Firstly, several associations have been 
created in recent years by private companies, especially 
in the logging sector. Examples include associations 
of timber and related products producers, traders and 
exporters in Cameroon and Congo. While those private 
sector associations share the same official statute 
with classic NGOs, they differ in that they are self-
centred while the latter are generally for public purpose. 
Another feature of these blurring lines includes the fact 
that NGOs often offer services to private sector. The 
examples of Brainforest in Gabon, and Cercle des Droits 
de l’Homme et la Démocratie (CDHD) in RoC are the 
most prominent. Both organisations have entered, in 
several occasions, consultancy agreements with some 
of the largest companies in their respective countries. 
As such, the obvious question has to do with whether 
those NGOs may still conduct advocacy towards those 
companies.  

1.6 Links with INGOs
Some of the platforms in the region were created with 
the support of INGOs – this is the case of PGDF whose 
creation was supported by FERN. Several of the leading 
environment NGOs have never received direct funding 
from a donor, without intermediary INGOs. This shows 
an almost umbilical link between national NGOs and 
INGOs. The INGOs provide National NGOs (NNGOs) with 
access to funding, capacities, political space, cross-
country coordination, while the former offer legitimacy 
and field knowledge. A recent example of such strong 
connection comes from CONGOs, a multi-year project 
with 7 UK-based leading organisations and more than 
ten NNGOs partnering to promote community forestry 
in the Congo Basin. important to highlight the fact that 
many donors prioritise providing funding to NNGOs 
through INGOs which has and will perpetuate the 
dependency between these organisations.  

1.7 Shifting space for civil society 
engagement
Conflicts are raging in two of the four countries. 
Cameroon is faced with two conflicts, in the Far North 
and, South-West and North-West regions. Those have 
led to the displacement of more than a million of people, 
and strongly constrained the work of civil society. On 
the other side, up to 80% of CAR is allegedly ruled by 
various armed groups, preventing any civil society 
work in the affected regions. Engagement with the 
government also remains a challenge for NGOs across 
the region. In Cameroon and Gabon for instance, this 
appears as one of the most challenging dimensions 
to civil society sustainability. Have governments fully 
acknowledged NGOs as a rightful stakeholder to all 
key processes? Position papers regularly published by 
NGO platforms in the four countries, with an emphasis 
on the need to having a seat at the table of decision-
making processes, are evidence that securing an open 
political space is an everyday conquest. 

https://www.iied.org/congos-ngos-collaborating-for-equitable-sustainable-community-livelihoods-congo-basin-forests
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-africa-2019-report.pdf
http://flag-cmr.org/documents/publications/autres/1ère édition - Index sur le Suivi de l'environnement par les OSC-Cas du Cameroun.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-africa-2019-report.pdf
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2. Methodology
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The study used a qualitative mixed methods approach 
to deliver on the research objectives.  This consisted 
of desk based documentary review and interviews 
with leaders of local and international NGOs in the four 
countries of focus (Cameroon, Gabon, RoC and CAR). 

1. Desk-based documentary and literature review: 
To ensure a comprehensive assessment, the 
research team carried out an initial mapping 
exercise to identify key actors of interest. Through 
this exercise, the research team identified 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. Secondary data related to the 
operations and activities of these organisations 
were identified through online searches, social 
media pages, reports and other announcements. 
Project documentation from CV4C and RALFF 
projects was also identified and reviewed. The 
team also expanded the desk-based research to 
the review of available academic and grey literature 
on CSOs in the Congo Basin region. 

2. Qualitative semi directed interviews, face to 
face and/or conducted remotely: Following the 
secondary data review and mapping of relevant 
actors, semi-structured interview guides were 
developed and administered by the research 
team.  Due to the restrictions related to COVID-19 
pandemic, some of the interviews have been 
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 (Cameroon, Gabon, 
RoC and CAR). The distribution of responses is 
presented below. The interviews were recorded 
where consent from the respondents was secured, 
otherwise detailed notes were taken. Following the 
primary data collection, all interview recordings 
were transcribed and translated into English. We 
analysed the data using thematic analysis which 
allows for emerging themes and trends to be 
grouped together. While the themes were generated 
in line with the research questions, the team was 
also flexible to capture all aspects emerging from 
the data.

Country No. of interviews 
Cameroon 7
Gabon 12
CAR 3
Congo- Brazzaville 8
Total 30

Table 1: Number of interviews in each of the focus 
countries

The table on the following page presents a full list of 
the NGOs interviewed, their size and their fields of 
work.
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NGOs Country Fields of work Type
WCS- Gabon Gabon Wildlife INGO

WWF- Gabon Gabon Wildlife INGO

Panthera- Gabon Gabon Wildlife INGO

Brainforest Gabon Forest governance National NGO

Muyissi Environment Gabon Wildlife Local NGO

OLEO Gabon Wildlife/ Community 
Development Local NGO

MANGA Gabon Wildlife National NGO

IBONGA Gabon Wildlife National NGO

Partenariat Tortue Marin Gabon Wildlife Local NGO

CJ Gabon Wildlife/ Forest 
Governance INGO

Aventure Sans Frontière (ASF) Gabon Wildlife National NGO

l’Association Protrectrice des grands singes de la 
Moukalaba Gabon Wildlife National NGO

The Aspinall Foundation- Gabon Gabon Wildlife INGO

WWF- Congo Congo Wildlife INGO

Jane Godall Foundation- Congo Congo Wildlife INGO

CAGDF Congo Forest Governance National NGO

CJJ Congo Forest Governance National NGO

The Aspinall Foundation-Congo Congo Wildlife INGO

Renatura Congo Wildlife Local NGO

WCS Congo Wildlife INGO

Endangered Species International Congo (ESI) Congo Wildlife National NGO

FLAG Cameroon Forest Governance National NGO

FODER Cameroon Forest Governance National NGO

COMAID Cameroon Community 
Development National NGO

SAILD Cameroon Forest Governance National NGO

Traffic- Cameroon Cameroon Forest Governance/
Wildlife INGO

AADA Cameroon Wildlife/Community 
Development 

Local NGO

WRI- Cameroon Cameroon INGO

CIEDD CAR Forest Governance National NGO

Maison de l'Enfant et de la Femme Pygmées (MEFP) CAR Community 
Development 

Local NGO

NDIMA KALI CAR Wildlife/Community 
development

Local NGO

Table 2: A full list of the NGOs interviewed, their size and their fields of work
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3. Areas of 
intervention

FINDINGS
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In the following paragraphs, we will discuss the main charachertistics of the civil society initiatives/ organisations/ 
networks and platforms working in the forest and wildlife monitoring and enforcement, as well as assess the 
strategies, tools and methodologies used in pursuit of their functions. For the 30 organisations interviewed, 
we will explore various aspects of work: their main activities, their consideration of the gender aspect, their 
organisational structures and leadership, as well as the needs for learning and development. 

3.1 Main strategies and activities 
The study identified five main areas of focus as shown 
in figure 1. These include 
• Environmental education/cultural
• Conservation of wildlife, management of Protected 

Areas
• Independent monitoring of natural resources - timber, 

wildlife and other mineral or natural resources
• Alternative livelihoods
• Market monitoring and investigations for law 

enforcement

In most cases, both national and international NGOs 
combine two or more of these strategies/fields of 
intervention since they tend to overlap. It is interesting 
to see that awareness raising for the local communities, 
emerged as a cross cutting area of focus. 

3.1.1 Environmental education/cultural 
preservation
As mentioned previously, awareness raising for 
local communities is practiced by almost all the 
organisations of the sector as an accompanying 
strategy for their main strategy of intervention. 
However, some CSOs go beyond the usual awareness 
raising activities, and develop further age and gender 
specific programmes to target wider categories of the 
local populations in question (i.e. women, children, the 
elderly…). Environmental education is an area where 
both national and international NGOs work. Among 
our respondents, an international NGO like Jane 
Godall foundation worked in the field of environmental 
education. See textbox 1 below fore details. 

TEXTBOX 1 
The representative of the Jane Godell 
Foundation- Gabon said, “we have formal 
education activities within schools. We 
conduct ToTs, which means we train 
teachers interested in inserting ecological 
aspects within their curriculum in different 
schools. We also install information boards 
around the Congolese laws for protection of 
the great apes and other protected species. 
We prepared questionnaires for the tests 
before the installation of these boards, and 
six months later, we re conduct the same 
test to find out the impact that these boards 
had on students. These tests are about 
measuring 3 things: change in knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviour”. 

Figure 1: Areas of focus
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TEXTBOX 2 
The Aspinall Foundation in Congo explain 
their experience in conservation with Great 
Apes (Gorillas), “at first, our mission was to 
assist the Congolese state in recuperating 
baby gorillas, who have been orphaned by 
poachers, pretty heavily dating them and 
reinserting them back into nature in the 
end, to give them a new life and a chance 
to reproduce. However, our partnership with 
the government evolved. Our foundation 
ended up taking charge off the whole field of 
conservation in general”.  
 
We are trying to sustain our conservation 
actions by investing in alternative livelihoods 
for the local population, as well as 
development of the infrastructure. 
 
Since we are also involved in the 
management of a protected area (PA), 
we develop, in cooperation with the 
local communities and other important 
stakeholders like the ministry, some income 
generating activities like ecotourism”. 

3.1.2 Conservation of wildlife/management 
of protected areas (PAs)
Wildlife conservation is the practice of protecting 
animal species and their habitats. Because of human 
growth and increasing development in human activities, 
the habitats and existence of various types of wildlife 
around the world, especially animals are endangered. 
They might be displaced for land development, 
captured for food or other human purposes. Other 
threats to wildlife include the introduction of invasive 
species from other parts of the world, climate change, 
pollution, unsustainable fishing or hunting (National 
Geographic). Generally, Wildlife Conservation is used to 
protect species endangered of extinction, according to 
the CITES list. However, the most charismatic animals 
(i.e. elephants, large felines, great apes…) receive 
the lion’s share of attention and conservation efforts  
(Hosey  et al. 2020).

SPOTLIGHT 1
Ndima-Kali and the preservation of local culture as a tool for environmental education

José Martial Betoule, the coordinator of the Ndima Kali organisation, based in CAR, explains their use of 
environmental education as a tool for cultural preservation. “Our organisation works with the elderly, the 
cultural holders. Our tradition is oral, and our culture is transmitted through word of mouth. We have noticed that 
young people have forgotten this tradition. It is now only the new technology and being ‘modern’ that interests 
them. The members of our organisation fear losing this culture, as young people do not live as close to the 
elderly as before. In the past, that were hangars (straw huts), where people would meet in the evenings, and the 
elderly would tell stories. This was a means of transmitting knowledge, stories, and the history of the village. 
These hangars are disappearing, and the elderly have no one to listen to their stories. So, our organisation is 
working to create an intergenerational space. We have identified some elders in different villages according to 
their competences (fishing, dancing, storytelling, mixing medicinal plants, tracking animals…), and we organise 
workshops for them with the youth. The youth document what they learn using video or other media, as well as 
teaching children in the juniors’ club. 

We also organise other activities for young people, including awareness raising sessions linking environmental 
protection and culture; garbage collection and cleaning of the beach and forests; awareness raising on public 
hygiene and prevention from disease (i.e. Ebola…)”.  



17

Responding organisations were also involved in the 
protection of other species including marine turtles, 
big cats, great apes, elephants and other charismatic 
species. Local organisations interviewed were most 
likely to be involved in the rescue and nursing of animals 
ceased from poachers while better equipped and well 
funded INGOs, were mostly focusing on management 
of protected areas (PAs), building the capacities of 
the national administration, as well as training eco-
guards. National NGOs also tended to be dependent on 
financial and technical support from the larger INGOs.

As previously mentioned, most of the organisations 
working in conservation also use other strategies 
to achieve these goals including strengthening 
community awareness and promotion of alternative 
livelihoods for communities.

3.1.3 Independent monitoring of natural 
resources (timber, minerals…) 
Independent forest monitoring first started in 1999 with 
initial experiences in Cambodia which later expanded 
to Cameroon and Honduras. This mechanism has 
since developed in the Congo Basin as a recognised 
forest governance mechanism. Key proponents have 
been the European Union and the UK government 
through support to its integration in various forest 
governance processes and programmes such as 
the FLEGT initiative. As a governance mechanism, 
its main objective is to generate information on the 
forest sector for decision making. Ultimately, improve 
governance through legislative reform, enhanced 
transparency, better law enforcement and greater 
public participation and protection/defense of the 
rights of forest dependent and indigenous peoples’. 

As the recognition of IMF has developed, so has been 
the number of organisations involved in the sector. 
Over the past two decades, these organisations have 
improved techniques and approaches to respond to 
change forest governance challenges. For instance 
expanding the scope of independent monitoring to 
other natural resources and extractive industries 
(petroleum oil, mining…), since they also have an impact 
on local populations, and there is a need for a better 
assessment of the performance of law enforcement 
systems in these fields. Please see textbox 3 for 
examples.

Of the nine NGOs interviewed involved in IFM, the only 
ones involved in the monitoring of wildlife were INGOs.

3.1.4 Alternative livelihoods
Providing alternative livelihoods for forest dependent 
communities as a tool in wildlife conservation is well 
documented. The research showed that this was a 
widely used strategy by respondents in the Congo 
Basin. The key objective is to deter local populations 
from harmful behaviour such as poaching or illegal 
wildlife trade, causing threats to protected species, their 
habitats, or other resources of conservation concern. 
The assumption is that by providing local communities 

with alternatives sources of protein and other income 
generating activities will deter bushmeat hunters, 
poachers and reduce bushmeat consumption and trade 
by local communities. The investment in alternative 
livelihoods projects is not only limited to income 
generation activities, but it also includes investing in the 
development of the infrastructure and basic services 
in the local communities in question. Nevertheless, 
while this strategy is old and widespread among CSOs 
and other entities interested in conservation, further 
research is needed to determine the real impact it has 
on biodiversity conservation outcomes (Dilys Roe et 
al. 2015).  Issues like the scale of benefits that can be 
derived from such projects and the number of people 
likely to benefit from them can still be limited. Similarly, 
studies show that there is a need to give LC a sense 
of ownership over their resources to positively engage 
in the action against illegality, or giving them a voice 
and a sense of authority in decision making over how 
the resources are managed and how the benefits can 
be generated and distributed among the communities 
(Booker & Roe, 2017). More practically, other reports 
point to the need to effectively design the projects 
in order to ensure that they target the right groups 
involved in illegalities, consider gender distribution, 
provide equal profits to those of illegal activities, as well 
as ensure to have the right infrastructure in place for 
the success and sustainability of such small projects. 
There is a certain need to continuously monitor the 
impacts of these projects, socially, economically and 
environmentally (Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity, 2014). 

TEXTBOX 3 
CJJ is a national NGO based in Congo 
Brazzaville, “We started working in forest 
governance, and the governance of 
protected areas because we realised that 
community rights were not considered 
in the management of protected areas. 
We started conducting studies to find out 
what to do to involve local communities in 
management of the PAs. We have started 
working to support and raise the awareness 
of local communities in this process. for this, 
we had a number of partnerships with the 
UNDP come on the World Bank, the rainforest 
foundation and the EU. Afterwards, we also 
started to work on IFM. Our main priority has 
always been related to human rights and 
justice”.  
 
“For our IFM work, we rely on traditional 
tools like smart phones, we use an 
application called ‘forest link’, which uses 
satellite technology. We have trained the 
local communities to do this type of work 
themselves”.
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SPOTLIGHT 2
Education, conservation, and livelihoods: OLEO

OLEO is a small local CSO, focused on conservation in Gabon. Their Director, Heather Arrowood, explains 
the different areas of work they do for the local community. “Our mission is the conservation of biodiversity, 
but also to involve local populations in that through education. with education, we can change the next 
generation to really sustainably managed the environment.”

“We now have 5 working programmes: We manage the site of Tsam-Tsam, and we have an eco-tourism 
project. We have another bigger project on environmental education. We are based here in Lambaréné 
because there are not many schools remaining in the villages. We moved by caravan to visit all of them this 
year. We focus on topics like protected species, hunting rights, and other classes on the special targeted 
species of this region which are endangered, like hippopotamus, the slender-snouted crocodile, and others. 
We collaborate with other NGOs like Conservation Justice, which has a similar education programme in 
Libreville on Great Apes, and Muyissi. We have normal classes in classrooms, but we also organise students 
in ‘Nature Clubs’. This year, it was a bit different because of COVID. Before we used to have 20-25 ‘nature clubs’ 
with 600-700 members, doing awareness raising activities, cleaning and gardening in their communities and 
neighbourhoods. Now, we only have 15”. 

“We have another programme for sustainable fishing with TNC. It’s based on the Oguémoué lake. We work 
with the fishermen on the lake, and the first thing we did was to ask the people: Outside the scope of work, how 
do they think the revenues from tourism could benefit them as a community? And how could the NGO help 
them? Everyone spoke about fishing problem, that fishing isn’t as profitable as it used to be, because the fish 
are too small, and the prices are too low. People do not respect the traditional fishing techniques anymore. 
This is how we started to organise the fishermen and now we have 3 cooperatives for sustainable fishing in 
the lake. With the fishermen, TNC, and the administration, we managed to legalise a first management plan 
of fishery in Gabon 2 years ago. We have another one for the lake, with the specific fishing methods, times 
and mileages, and we have 3 protected areas in the lake to allow the reproduction of the fish”.  

“Our third programme is focused on bushmeat and how to change consumers’ mentality about it. The city, 
Lambaréné, is where most of demand comes from. When we started in 2012, it had the largest market  of 
bushmeat outside of Libreville, it was on the crossing between the RN1 and the river. Many people would 
come with their boats filled with fish and bushmeat [to sell there]. We conducted market studies, everyday 
there were protected species openly sold and bought on the market. I remember when I visited the market 
then, someone offered me a dinner of elephant meat at a restaurant, for 5000 FCFA. There are laws, but they 
were not applied, and people were not informed, there were no consequences for these infractions. Through 
the programme, we work with partners in the city, including the mayor and local authorities. The mayor has 
signed a declaration that Lambaréné will start better enforcing the law to protect endangered species in 
2015. We have also worked with the head of the market and the cooperatives of the vendors in the market 
who have refused to sell the protected species. They have signed an agreement to respect the hunting laws 
and not to sell protected species. We sometimes help them with various activities, for example they are trying 
to open a small restaurant for the cooperative and we are helping them find funding for that. Things like that! 
we also hold many events and awareness raising activities targeting specific species, radio programmes, 
paintings, and banners about them. There has been many changes since 2012 in Lambaréné. It is now rare 
to find people selling bushmeat. If they do it, they do it in hiding. it's difficult to know for sure because there 
is always the black market and the illegal networks. But at least it is not on the menus of local restaurants 
anymore, and local people are informed and understand the consequences of infractions”. 

“We have another programme, a small one where we facilitate partnerships for biodiversity research. We 
work with various universities and different partners, such as Priscilla Tate. For example, last year, we had a 
small contract with the Max Planck institute for the study of chimpanzees”. 

“Another long-term project we have is on fishing in the lake. We have fishermen collecting data about their 
catches, or the species, the sizes, and the quantities of the fish they catch. It has been five years now since 
we started developing a database of  the species of fish in the lake, fishing methods and the market prices 
of the fish”. 
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3.1.5 Market monitoring and investigations 
for law enforcement 
The study showed that monitoring the supply and 
demand of illegally harvested and trade wildlife 
species was a key focus for international NGOs 
involved in the study. Responding organisations 
used the framework of the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) to monitor compliance of 
actors. The three appendises of the CITES provide 
a basis for the monitoring of markets and trade, 
nationally and internationally, for the protected 
species on those three lists. International 
NGOs working in this area demonstrated strong 
relationships with state and law enforcement 
agencies but also the use of investigative 
techniques and technology to track illegal actors, 
expose them and where possible bring to the 
courts. See Spotlight 3, which illustrates the actions 
of the international organisation TRAFFIC and the 
Belgian NGO Conservation Justice operating in the 
Congo Basin.

SPOTLIGHT 3
Education, conservation, and livelihoods: OLEO

In an interview with the TRAFFIC country office in Cameroon, their representative gave us an insight 
on their work in market monitoring and supporting law enforcement in the Congo Basin “One of our 
main objectives is international cooperation and supporting different countries in terms of respecting 
their commitments towards the CITES and the other relevant international treaties. We also work on the 
national legislations. In other words, we try to support different countries in implementing these laws 
and regulations pertaining both fauna and flora. […] one of the ways to do that is for us to monitor the 
‘source’ countries, which means keeping track of the countries producing these particular species of 
fauna/flora, whether they are legally and sustainably harvested. We also support producing countries 
by ensuring they adopt good practices in harvest and trade. The other side is to look at the ‘demand’ 
countries, we make sure that these countries respect the laws and are persuing fair and sustainable trade 
principles while conducting their business. Since 2017/2018, we had a change in mentality in TRAFFIC. 
Now, we don’t only work on what is illegal in the supply chain, but we also try to promote what is legal”.  
 
“Our methodology is based on […] interventions to influence. So we collect data from the field and we use it 
to produce accessible and acceptable information in a way to really help decision making. Our methodology 
include 4 steps: 1) research, and this step include activities like market monitoring, reviewing legislations, 
field investigations, to better understand the problems they pose. 2) data analysis of the collected data, and 
through this analysis, we manage to draft manuels to give the decision makers a way to engage with the 
problem and eradicate it. It is quite similar to the IFM […]. 3) Based on our reports, we draft recommendations 
to the governments in the form of policy briefs, to influence their responses. 4) we work with the law 
enforcement agencies in the forestry sector, and others like the customs, the police and the judiciary”. 
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3.2  Organisational and Institutional 
governance 
All the participating organisations in the study revealed 
the existence of international governance structures 
including amongst others general assemblies, board 
of directors, executive committees and coordination 
units in charge of the day to day functioning of the 
organisation. The general assemblies adopt and 
validate the organisational action plans and budgets 
while the boards and executive committees oversee 
the delivery and actions of the executing agencies/
coordination units. The coordination units in most 
cases involved paid employees and volunteers.

TEXTBOX 4 
Ndima Kali, is a small local NGO based 
in CAR. Through an interview with their 
coordinator, we learned that the organisation 
has only two employees (a Coordinator 
and a vice-coordinator), in addition to 14 
volunteers. These 16 people formed the 
core group of the organisation. In addition, 
the coordinator estimates between 2500 
and 3000 junior members participating in 
their activities. The problem with that is 
that local youth are not always interested 
in the sort of activities they conduct. So 
the organisation cannot always depend on 
them.  
 
Like most NGOs, the organisation is 
formed of a General Assembly (AG), an 
executive office of eight people, to which the 
coordination unit (the coordinator and the 
vice coordinator) report. The AG is generally 
in charge of strategic planning, while the 
executive office manages the action plan.  
 
According to the coordinator, the NGO has 
one major challenge now, which is finding a 
headquarters or an office. Since the start of 
that activities, they were accommodated by 
WWF APDS. 

3 Interview N. 13, with Brainforest
4 Interview N. 18, with Manga

As one respondent stated, in their organisation the 
board is brought in to intervene if there is a key strategic 
issue which the coordination cannot address. The 
board of directors and executive committee also helps 
to represent and mobilise resources and good will 
for the organisation. Another Gabonese respondent 
representing one of the biggest national NGOs says 
“decisions are generally made in a participatory way. 
We have a General Assembly that makes decision 
when it is something that has to do with the function 
or the legal status of the organisation. But for the 
operational decisions, it is mostly the team, led by be 
project managers”. The respondent thought that “this 
governing mode is efficient, and the decision making is 
not a difficult process. It makes project managers more 
responsible, especially for the technical aspects of their 
projects. They also have the responsibility to coordinate 
and report” 3. However, it is noticeable in some 
organisations, the decision-making process is more 
informal, especially when the organisations are smaller. 
For example, for the CSO Manga, as its president 
mentioned “decisions are made in a consultative way. 
Myself as the president, I don't have the right to make 
decisions by myself. I must collaborate with others. We 
have eight executive members, and we take decisions 
together. However, we don't need to meet formerly in a 
council, since we are together every day ”4. 

A major problem facing all CSOs, but more national 
than international, is the unstable human resources. 
for them, the number of paid staff members largely 
depends on the available financial resources. This 
varies tremendously based on the number of funding 
streams, donors and activities they receive or have. 
Paid staff members often depend on the lifetime of a 
certain project, and otherwise most CSOs, especially 
national ones, are highly dependent on volunteers. This 
in itself is risky for many reasons: first, this leads to 
high turnover of staff leading to negative impacts on 
organisational stability, organisational memory and the 
transfer of capacities within the organisation. Secondly, 
depending on volunteers makes the organisation 
volatile and less professional. Volunteers may lose 
interest or become employed elsewhere. Without a 
doubt, most of the CSOs interviewed, especially the 
smallest ones, are not happy about that and they would 
rather have more financial sustainability to achieve a 
more stable and professional work environment. See 
texboxes 4,5 and 6 for examples. 
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Flexibility and staff empowerment emerged as a key 
dimension for organisational effectiveness and the 
role of project staff. For locally based CSOs, or those 
which are more present in the field, it emerged that the 
leaders tended to accord more flexibility to their staff 
members as they interact with the local communities 
and implement activities on the ground. According to 
these respondents, this helps to empower their staff 
enabling them to be more responsive to the needs 
of communities (ex. RENATURA). On the other hand, 
some NGOs find that taking this step is difficult without 
conducting proper training and capacity building for 
their staff first.

TEXTBOX 5 
For Ladislas Désiré Ndembet, the president 
of Muyissi, a small national NGO based in 
Gabon, “This is a great difficulty, and today, 
we only have room for two paid employees, 
myself as a president and the coordinator 
of our activities in the South […]. When we 
have activities, we can reach up to 20-30 
volunteers. The ideal is to go for more 
professionalism of our structure, because the 
kind of work we do has to be done on full-
time basis and as a team. The kind of people 
we normally have here are interns, who are 
finishing their studies, and when they find 
paid jobs they tend to leave us. It’s a great 
challenge for us […]. In terms of our structure, 
we also have an executive committee, which 
has many members. However, many of them 
have now moved to other provinces, and we 
are working to replace them at the moment”.  

TEXTBOX 6 
MANGA is a small national NGO based in 
Gabon. Their president shares with us how 
the funding has affected their organisational 
structure “MANGA does not have any paid 
employees since the 30th of September 
2016, we don't have the funds to allow us 
to pay employees. We only have volunteers. 
Until now, we don't have a stable funding, 
we only have small project here and there, 
mostly in the form of a subcontract of US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, which allows us to 
pay the rent and to conduct small activities”.

For INGOs, they have different ways of managing their 
local offices in-country. Most of them build a network-
like structure, with small country offices reporting to a 
regional office, which in turn report to headquarters. 
Others have a more global focus with direction coming 
directly from headquarters through programmatic 
support in different geographies of intervention (i.e. 
research, conservation of a specific species, legal 
work…). 

It is also important to note that most INGOs’ country 
offices play a double role: they are both a donor 
for national CSOs, and a recipient of funding for 
international aid agencies. The small in-country teams 
rarely work cross-countries, and they often employ 
nationals for various jobs, especially to conduct field 
work. See textbox 7 for examples. 

TEXTBOX 7 
WCS is a large international NGO. Their 
representative in Gabon explained to 
us that their global conservation office, 
considered to be the main headquarters 
of the organisation, is based in New York. 
Hundreds of country offices are attached to 
it, including around 20 countries in Africa.  
 
However, almost 5 years ago, the 
organisation decided to introduce a 
‘regionalisation’ policy, where it introduced 
regional offices in various geographical 
regions. This policy aimed at bringing the 
headquarters closer to different realities in 
the various countries of intervention, and 
also to encourage international donors to 
organise and work according to these eco-
regions.  
 
What WCS is trying to do now is not only 
to exchange experiences in conservation 
between country offices, but more to 
harmonize the different administrative and 
financial procedures, because every country 
office acts based on their specific country 
programme or policy.  
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3.3 Internal Challenges
The internal challenges faced by CSOs working in the 
environmental sector in the Congo Basin region seem 
to vary according to the size, type and field of work of 
these CSOs.

3.3.1 For national CSOs 
The most recurrent internal challenge facing national 
CSOs in the environmental sector and the Congo basin 
seems to be their financial sustainability. The most 
cited issues were linked to high levels of dependency 
on external donors, lack of fundraising expertise and 
intermittency and short term funding. For the most 
part, local NGOs served as delivery partners for large 
international conservation agencies which limited their 
abilities to focus on their own agendas and priorities. 
See textboxes 4, 5 and 6 for examples. 

Not suprising is the fact that the most requested support 
was in the area of financial resource mobilisation, 
budgeting and management. Respondents stated that 
in most cases, there was a limited number of staff 
within the organisation with the ability to write winning 
proposals and in the majority of cases, these same 
people were overwhelmed with leadership and other 
programme functions. Without adequate mechanisms 
for market research and proposal development/
fundraising these organisations become highly 
dependent on the whims of these individuals for their 
survival and when they do leave the organisation for 
greener pastures, the viability of the organisation and 
long term sustainability is damaged. Local NGOs are 
therefore trapped in a vicious cycle whereby as they 
cannot mobilise sufficient financial resources to recruit 
and maintain qualified staff, staff turnover is high 
which further erodes the abilities of the organisations 
to deliver on projects and increase their resource 
mobilisation. One of the regrets from local NGOs is 
the fact that the regularly loss local staff to more well 
resourced international NGOs and private sector. See 
textbox 8 for examples. 

When these small national CSOs manage to navigate 
all these difficulties and finally obtain funding for a 
project, they normally receive limited funding for a 
short period of time. Funding is typically allocated only 
to project activities with limited, scant or no allocation 
for organisational/institutional strengthening. 
Respondents stated that there were scant donor 
opportunities for institutional strengthening of local 
civil society organisations and their members. In the 
absence of direct donor funding to local NGOs, INGOs 
provide a lifeline for the local NGOs and an opportunity 
for expertise sharing, capacity building and acquisition 
of field resources such as vehicles, office, and 
technological developments to increase their presence 
on the ground. See textbox 9 for examples.

TEXTBOX 8 
OLEO, a local NGO based in Gabon 
explained to our research team the difficulty 
they face in financial resource mobilisation. 
Their director, Heather Arrowood, shared 
their experience navigating the challenging 
task of raising funds. “Since the beginning of 
our work in 2012, we had the support of a big 
donor, the USFWS. However, because of the 
US politics, nothing is certain. […] Even with 
the new elections, the [funding cycle] will take 
time, especially with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It will be a shock when our current funding 
ends. We have to think about looking for new 
donors. The EU looks interesting.  
 
“One of our weaknesses, or maybe my 
weaknesses, is time! It takes a long time 
and effort to put together a project proposal. 
There is no one else but myself in the office 
writing reports, managing the relationship 
with donors, etc. I am trying to delegate 
some of these tasks to my team, to let them 
manage small proposals by themselves. 
However, every time we try, we never win. I 
am not sure why!  
 
Even with private donors, nothing is certain at 
the moment!”

TEXTBOX 9 
Muyissi, a national NGO working in Gabon, is 
facing several internal challenges in terms of 
funding and organisational development. Their 
director explains how their partnership with CJ 
has helped stabilise them “our organisation has 
not known any significant changes in the past 
five years. We wanted to change our structure to 
become more professional and more dynamic. 
Sadly, we couldn't manage to do it. It is really a 
major challenge for us. However, our partnership 
with CJ has stabilised us a little. Now, we have 
an office and a structure. What is difficult at the 
moment is that this structure highly depends 
on me as a person. In the framework of our 
partnership with CJ, I insisted that I need 
immediate collaboration and support. When I 
was on leave, this person took charge of work. 
This means that we managed to have two or 
three people permanently within the organisation 
to evolve without me. I am constantly thinking 
about this as I want to retire soon”.



23

3.3.2 For INGOs
While their financial sustainability is relatively in a better 
place than that of national CSOs, some international 
NGOs face a different set of challenges, mostly having 
to do with their legal status in the countries in which 
they intervene. INGOs often have to negotiate and 
sign partnership agreements with the government. 
Problems of bureaucracy and opacity in procedures is 
often a major challenge throughout. See textbox 10 for 
an example. 

TEXTBOX 10 
For Panthera, an INGO focusing on 
conservation, the problem of having a legal 
status is a big challenge “in our 4 countries 
of intervention, the most important challenge 
is that we still don't have any legal basis to 
operate. We still don't have a status as an 
association, and until now we are working 
to get a headquarters agreement with the 
governments”. 

For INGOs working in conservation and management 
of PAs, one of the main challenges they face is 
widespread corruption and lack of transparency and 
professionalism among stakeholders, especially civil 
servants and government officials. While their staff 
members are always bound by strict policies and 
professional code of conduct, they can't impose the 
same restrictions on government employees working 
with them. Some of these government officials do 
not recognise the authority of INGOs in control and 
management of PAs. Some interviewees, stated that 
there is a need to harmonise legal texts, or to introduce 
regulations or codes of conduct for governmental 
employees. 

While size and financial resources are seen to be 
strengths amongst INGOs, interviewees stated that 
this could also be a double aged sword. Respondents 
stated that limited understanding of the cultural context 
and disconnect with HQ could impact the organisation 
negatively. Respondents also reported the problem 
of bureaucratic and administrative procedures which 
constrain the agility of local offices to respond to 
emerging issues. For instance, for some organisations, 
key departments such as HR and administration 
are handled from headquarters which limits the 
effectiveness of actions at local level and this happens 
in many instances when staff at HQ do not speak the 
languages in the countries of intervention (See textbox 
11 for examples).

TEXTBOX 11 
The representative of WWF Congo shares 
with us some of his insights about the 
regionalisation policy “The fact that the 
administration and finance are far away 
affects us because we often face delays 
in financial transfers. We don’t have bank 
accounts here for example. All payments are 
done through our office in Gabon, also our 
HR is run there. This affects us and slows 
down the implementation of activities”. 
 
“For the WWF network, a regional post was 
cancelled a few years ago. before that we 
were managed by a hub located in Yaoundé, 
Cameroon. People in this hub where closer 
to the technical and contextual realities in 
our country, but also in the subregion. They 
were closer to our kind of work and they 
would also be francophones. Now, since this 
hub has been removed, we are managed 
by another regional hub located in Nairobi 
in East Africa, in a totally different context, 
speaking a different language. This often 
causes difficulties in communication at the 
technical level”. 

3.4 Gender aspect 
A key indicator of the health of any organisation, 
especially civil society organisations, is the extent 
to which the organisation addresses gender and 
intersectionality issues. Gender is a key dimension to 
consider, particularly increasing women participation 
and the involvement with the actions of the organisation 
or women's leadership within it. For issues of time and 
resources, this study has only considered gender at 
its narrowest definition, which means the relationship 
between men and women. Findings show that 
considering gender aspect has been slow, gradual and 
rather partial within these two sub sectors of the civil 
society in the Congo basin. It is important to note that 
the wildlife protection and forest governance sectors 
have historically been dominated by men. We found 
that women often face difficulty navigating complex 
and other practical barriers preventing them from 
actively taking part or holding leadership positions. 
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3.4.1 The place of gender aspect in the fields 
of forest governance and wildlife protection 
sector of civil society in the Congo Basin
In the fields of forest governance and wildlife protection, 
different organisations seem to have different 
levels of gender mainstreaming in their policies and 
organisational structures. In most cases, gender 
aspects seem to have been discarded, or not considered 
important until recently. Pushing them on the agenda of 
the CSOs of the sector was, to a great extent, a donor 
driven process, or more tied to specific project.  

Some organisations believe that there are other more 
important factors to consider rather than gender, like 
the quality of work or the capacity to withstand longer 
working hours, or integrity. Others show a real disinterest 
in considering incorporating the gender aspect in their 
work. See textbox 12 for examples. 

3.4.2 It depends on the activity! Women in 
the CSOs and in the communities 
When it comes to women involvement in the 
conservation and wildlife protection sector, the 
respondents managing and implementing conservation 
and wildlife protection projects, reported that women 
participation and representation heavily depends on the 
type of activity they are expected to perform, whether it 
is about internal posts within the organisation or when 
dealing with projects’ beneficiaries (among the local 
communities for example). Most of the interviewees 
reported almost no issues regarding involving 
women in administrative posts, as legal officers or as 
conservationists, but very few of them are present as 
field agents. See textbox 13. 

5 Interview N. 19, with Muyiss

TEXTBOX 12 
Many national CSOs in the environmental 
sector didn’t consider gender aspects in 
their work until recently, as two NGOs reveal. 
CAGDF, a Congolese national NGO, shares 
“Until recently, gender issues were not really 
important to us. However, with the Citizen 
Voices for Change (CV4C) project, we started 
integrating the gender aspect in our policies. 
I believe that for our next recruitment, we 
will be more mindful of it, and we could even 
consider positive discrimination for women”.  
 
Similarly, in Gabon, Brainforest also started 
considering putting in place a gender policy 
with the support of the CV4C project: “Since 
then, we tried to insert gender aspect in our 
status and our internal regulations. At the 
recruitment level, [the number of] women 
are even superior, and we have more women 
than men [in the organisation], they also hold 
important posts like project managers or 
project assistant, but not yet in the decision-
making posts”.

TEXTBOX 13  
The Aspinall Foundation in Gabon admits, 
“[Gender mainstreaming] is not really a 
relevant question for our programme in 
Gabon. Yes, we have employed a woman 
manager for the office, but for our actions, we 
don’t really have women employees, so there 
is not really a gender policy”. 

However, this doesn’t mean women are not present 
in other types of organisations and/or actions. For 
those mostly involved with the local communities, 
the accent is placed on women’s presence within 
the team, and engaging with the local communities, 
first and foremost, without really thinking about a 
more structural gender policy. For grassroot CSOs, 
working directly with communities, it is clear that 
mainstreaming gender issues is much easier, as these 
organisations show more flexibility and responsiveness 
to the needs of the communities in which they work. 
For example, the Muyissi organisation states that they 
started considering gender aspects after receiving 
trainings from other organisations like Brainforest. 
Consequently, “lately”, admits the interviewee from 
Muyissi, “the majority of our local informants and key 
contacts in the local communities are women and youth. 
Our experience shows that when they are not involved 
with us, this causes problems” 5. See more examples in 
textbox 14.
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TEXTBOX 14  
The Aspinall foundation in Congo - speaks 
about women active participation in some of 
their conservation projects: “The context of 
our work is rather complex, especially at the 
beginning. At the level of the nursery for baby 
gorillas, we actually had a female dominance. 
They worked in symbiosis with men, but I 
guess it is this mother/baby relationship that 
actually pushes women into this line of work. 
They translate motherly instincts towards 
baby gorillas. However, when it comes to 
anti-poaching activities, women are not really 
interested in that. They do not want to do 
much physical effort to adapt to the reality 
of the job, and when we announce for new 
positions, normally there is not one single 
woman who applies.” 
 
The Marine Turtle Partnership in Gabon 
also highlights the same point: “The 
partnership network works for establishing 
a gender policy among its members, 
but gender is not really well represented 
since very little women desire a career in 
conservation. It demands a lot of availability 
that women do not always have, because 
most of the time they are married, or they 
have children. There is no discrimination in 
the hiring process, but fieldwork is difficult 
and requires a lot of physical effort. We 
notice that very few women want this job. 
Mostly, they could do two or three seasons 
with us, but afterwards they turn towards 
different horizons”. 

3.4.3 The elephant in the room:  
The cultural aspect! 
Whether it is about working within the civil society 
sector, or working with local communities, the dominant 
cultural traditions play a strong role in limiting women’s 
participation in some of the actions. Our respondents 
note that women participation in conservation and 
wildlife protection activities is quite limited due to 
the dominant patriarchal culture. Many civil society 
actors are currently working towards changing these 
cultural traditions “We are trying through our awareness 
campaigns to teach communities to establish a better 
equilibrium between men and women, but this is still 
difficult” 6. 

6 Interview N. 3, with the Aspinall Foundation, Congo

The difficulty is mainly about getting the women from 
the local communities to change and participate 
more actively in conservation activities. The textbox 
15 offers an example of a national NGO, RENATURA, 
while textbox 17 offers an example from the Aspinall 
foundation in Congo, an INGO. 

TEXTBOX 15 
The Director of RENATURA, an NGO based 
in Congo- Brazzaville, illustrated this during 
their interview for our study “we are trying to 
feminise our team since the beginning. We 
have female agents, even us at the director’s 
level we are women. This is something that 
comes to us instinctively. We believe that we 
cannot question the technical of a person 
just because she is a woman. However, we 
also work in a male dominated environment, 
and a very masculine culture. We should 
sometimes find the right balance between 
guaranteeing the efficiency of our actions, 
and whether it is carried out by a woman or a 
man. These are questions we ask ourselves 
regularly, but we should also be pragmatic in 
the context in which we operate”.

3.4.4 Are gender policies the solution? 
It is important to note that all the international NGOs, 
WCS, WRI, TRAFFIC and WWF to name a few, have 
declared that they have a gendered policy in place. 
However, they still face the lack of interest from 
women in performing certain roles or working in certain 
activities. The textboxes 16 and 17 include examples. 

TEXTBOX 16  
As summarised by WCS representative 
in Gabon “It is [women participation] also 
related to the specifics of each implemented 
activity. There are certain activities which 
require a high degree of physical ability. 
When women are present, they generally 
feel that they cannot do this kind of job. 
However, at the community level, this is 
where you find women most involved and 
active. Also there is a kind of equality in the 
field of technical assistance. So, you see, 
it is not a quota or an imposed policy per 
say…”



26

TEXTBOX 17 
The interviewee from the Aspinall 
Foundation in Congo gave us some 
insight into their experience working with 
women from the local communities “We 
try to encourage them to take part in our 
conservation activities, but they are not 
interested. However, when we implicate 
them in activities related to agriculture, 
they are very interested, so we are trying to 
support their efforts in this field.” 

3.5 Learning and development needs 
From the interviews, it emerges that all local CSOs 
require support in areas of organisational development, 
financial sustainability and technical subject matters 
regardless of their field of work. The following key 
areas were observed: 
• Project design and management
• Financial and administrative management
• Monitoring, Learning and Evaluation of projects 
• Fundraising, resource mobilisation and proposal 

writing. 
• Assistance in developing internal regulations and 

procedures to meet the demands of the donors. 
• Community-based project management. Textbos 

18 includes examples from our case studies. 
• Leadership skills
• Communication skills and tools: whether it is 

communication with the donors and partners, with 
the communities or with the general public through 
social media for example. This also includes report 
writing and producing small publications, particles 
and photos. 

The National CSOs also showed interest in developing 
some technical skills, which can be summarized in the 
following points:  
• Research skills (i.e. efficient data collection, risk 

management in field mission, conducting interviews 
and focus groups, participatory mapping, ….). Please 
consult textbox 19 for an example from our case 
studies. 

• Training of Trainers (ToT) on various issues, 
especially on conservation and environmental 
issues. 

• The new techniques of conservation of wildlife 
and other natural resources. Some of the 
NGOs currently working on independent forest 
monitoring (IFM) showed interest in learning more 
about wildlife protection and anti-poaching. They 
specified the need to develop their capacities in 
terms of conducting investigations, legal follow 
up and advocacy. Most of them realize they will 
require a lot of support, both technical and financial 
at the beginning of their work. See textbox 20 to 22 
for examples. 

TEXTBOX 18 
Three national NGOs, Manga, CJJ and 
Muyissi, believe that they need more 
capacity building in managerial and soft 
skills. Muyissi declares “We need a real 
capacity strengthening in proposal writing, 
management and evaluation of projects. It 
is a priority for us. […] it is equally important 
for us to reinforce our organisational 
capacities in leadership and organisational 
development”.  
 
Manga states, “We need training in the field 
of project management and administrative 
management. We would also like a chance 
to improve our premice […], to have better 
working conditions”.  
 
For CJJ, financial sustainability was also a 
key aspect, “We always need to learn tools 
for organisational management, to be able 
to develop our structure. We also need 
help with project management and M&E 
tools. but we also need tools for resource 
mobilisation. We are even considering 
having the team dedicated only for that”.

• Even the small national CSOs working in conservation 
also expressed the same need for support. 

• Digital technology in wildlife and forest 
conservation 

• Different skills related to Eco-tourism, 
implementation of sustainable small and micro 
income generating projects from the local 
communities. 

• Involving local communities in independent forest 
monitoring, independent monitoring of wildlife in 
the protected areas.  

• Developing gender sensitive budgets, and gender 
sensitive project design. 

TEXTBOX 19 
ASF, a national NGO from Gabon finds 
that the most important skills they need to 
sharpen are their research skills. “Training 
more staff on research is our focus, because 
if we don’t have these competencies, we 
wouldn't survive as an NGO. Otherwise, 
one of our staff members has received a 
training on participatory mapping, and it is 
only fair that we train other people, so we 
can have others to fill in for her if she leaves. 
We should be constantly training other staff 
members”.
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TEXTBOX 20 
CAGDF, a national NGO based in Congo 
Brazzaville and working in IFM, shared with 
us their needs for learning and development. 
“We need to learn more about the new 
techniques of IFM for monitoring in the field, 
also the mapping techniques. Today there are 
many new tools being set up. For example, we 
have heard about FLEGT WATCH and we don’t 
know how it works”. 

The NGOs working on conservation and natural 
resources management showed interest in attending 
technical trainings offered by various international 
NGOs and other agencies:
• USFWS: The USFWS offers a fellowship programme 

called “MENTOR Fellowship programs”, which 
play an important role in capacity development by 
providing high level training and field experience 
to teams of young African professionals who are 
committed to becoming conservation leaders. 
According to its website, the Graduating Fellows 
from this programme offer new skills and expertise 
to strengthen ongoing conservation efforts and 
help organizations achieve long-lasting results. 
 

7 For more information, visit: https://www.fws.gov/international/pdf/factsheet-mentor.pdf
8 Interview N. 20, with OLEO
9 For more information, visit: https://africanaquaticconservation.org/programs/african-manatee-conservation/
10 For more information, please visit: https://www.zsl.org/conservation/regions/africa/mentor-bushmeat-fellowship-programme

The programme has two components: MENTOR/
BEAN (Bushmeat free Eastern Africa Network) 
to tackle illegal bushmeat trade in eastern Africa; 
and MENTORFOREST, focused on mitigating the 
negative effects of extractive industries on wildlife 
and forests7. One of the organisations interviewed, 
OLEO, expressed an interest in allowing their staff 
members chances to attend this programme as part 
of this capacity building; since they had colleagues 
attend it in the past 8. 

TEXTBOX 21 
Brainforest, a national NGO based in 
Gabon and working on IM of natural 
resources, spoke about the additional new 
tools and skills they need to learn “We, as 
professionals, would like to learn about 
forest monitoring using tele- detection. 
Maybe we also need to learn about recycling, 
because we have teams of youth who haven’t 
benefited from the same training as we did. 
I would also say that we need more training 
on project management, especially using 
new software and applications. These are the 
things I think we need to strengthen now”. 

• African Aquatic Conservation Fund: The Fund 
implements several conservation and research 
porgrammes, one of which is the “AFRICAN 
MANATEE CONSERVATION”. This programme 
offers training for conservation professionals on 
developing, implementing and management of 
conservation plans for this endangered species. 
Organisations like OLEO have also expressed their 
interest in sending more members of staff to train 
there, as one of their staff members had a chance to 
experience it in the past 9. 

• ZSL: also offers a programme called Mentor 
Bushmeat Fellowship Programme, which attracts 
the attention of some of the organisations working 
on conservation and interviewed in the framework of 
the study10. 

• On the same note, some INGOs offer different 
training materials to strengthen the capacities of 
both governmental agencies and CSOs in terms of 
law enforcement for fauna and flora. See textbox 23 
for examples. 
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TEXTBOX 22 
FODER, a national NGO in Cameroon 
highlights investigations as a key need for 
them “On the technical and methodological 
levels, we are willing to work in the field of 
wildlife along with other dimensions of the 
forest governance. Until now, we have only 
done IFM. So, we need capacity building in 
terms of conducting investigations. We have 
discussed this with other national NGOs 
in the region and we were thinking how to 
conduct investigations to dismantle criminal 
networks working nationally, regionally 
and even internationally. having the know-
how, the support and the resources will be 
extremely useful for us”. 

TEXTBOX 23 
In an interview with TRAFFIC, an 
international NGO working on monitoring 
markets of fauna and flora globally, their 
representative in the country office in 
Cameroon talked to us about their role 
in capacity building for national NGOs. 
Their office in Cameroon tells us “We have 
our niche in management of forestry and 
wildlife resources in terms of monitoring 
trade in fauna and flora. We have worked 
on strengthening governmental capacities 
in terms of law enforcement. We have also 
elaborated several guides and manuals, 
which can be used by civil society. Some 
NGOs even use them for the capacity 
building of their stakeholders in their fields 
of work. We also tried to work with local and 
national NGOs. For example, we are now 
implementing a project with FODER in the 
north of the country”.

 

TEXTBOX 24 
Renatura, a CSO working in the field of 
conservation in Congo explains how the 
government helped out in the project 
implementation at first but is acting harder 
to reach after the project ended “With the 
ministry of forest economy, we are about 
to launch a support project […]. We are in 
a situation where we don't really have a 
precedent, so we are working on building the 
relationship. But we have been working with 
the ministry for a long time, we managed to 
build a partnership with them in 2014, which 
lasted until 2019. Since then, we have been 
negotiating its renewal”. 
 
The same concerns about a fluctuating 
relationship have been expressed by 
Conservation Justice (CJ), an INGO 
working in Gabon “At the beginning, they [the 
government] wanted us to work for them, but 
we have our own NGO and our own agenda. 
Therefore, they have just put kinks in our 
ropes. But later, things improved; and now 
we have a new project with them; and we 
are also helping them with a survey in the 
north of the country. We communicate a lot 
lately and that is positive. When we make 
suggestions or recommendations they react 
positively. However, there is also a political 
aspect in the story!”.  
 
In Congo, the same dynamic also exists, as 
expressed by CJJ, an NGO active in forest 
governance, “I think that, at the beginning, 
this relationship was conflictual, because 
they [the government] always wanted to 
impose things on civil society, and did not 
always want to receive what civil society 
had to offer. This caused problems! We 
were negatively perceived, and we always 
had many problems. With the process of 
the elaboration of the forestry law, we have 
showed a different face for civil society. We 
managed to bring important contributions 
and to collaborate more. This showed that 
civil society is more useful”. 
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4. Relationships 
and networking 
for the CSOs in 
that sector

FINDINGS
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4.1 Relationships with the 
governments

4.1.1 Why is governmental support 
important?
Results show that respondents consider the 
relationship with the government as a decisive 
factor in shaping the actions of civil society in both 
wildlife conservation and forest governance. Good 
relationships with the government, or at least having 
an open line of communication, is a key asset for 
most CSOs, whether national or international. This is 
considered a great achievement especially for those 
focused on non-mandated IFM; since at first, most 
governments considered IFM reports as an attack on 
their performance. Over time, this has shifted slightly, 
and the governments have become more tolerant and 
accepting of IFM reports. 

All responding organisations revealed a range of 
challenges in their relationship with state. These 
included regular changes in government agencies 
with who they work; low levels of responsiveness and 
cooperation and in some cases a total disregard of their 
recommendations by government. See textboxes 24 
and 25. 

TEXTBOX 25 
As expressed by CAGDF, a national NGO 
from Congo, “With the government we have 
mutual respect. I think we managed to 
earn that by the ‘power of the fist’, because 
it wasn’t easy at first. I was there and I 
know how it all started, and the difficulty 
we had to get IM integrated into forestry 
legislation. But I think we have progressed. 
We [now] have good working relationship. 
They are not bad, I can dare say they are 
friendly. The government even follows our 
recommendations, but not all”.  
 
For CIEDD, another national NGO from 
CAR, working on mandated IFM, “CIEDD 
enjoys good working relationships with 
the administration, especially the forestry 
administration. CIEDD gives them multi-level 
support at the water and forestry department, 
especially with joint missions for IFM and 
forestry control, the creation of a platform for 
fighting wildlife and environmental criminality, 
the support to update the ministry of forestry 
offences, the support to the development of 
the forestry control guide, and the signature of 
a protocol for the conduct of joint missions”.

11 Interview N. 5, with WWF, Congo
12 Ibid.

TEXTBOX 26 
The Aspinall Foundation in Gabon told us, 
“We don't get a chance to cooperate with 
the ministry often. But we have previously 
done some work on reforestation with 
a governmental agency called PRONA. 
Other than that, we wanted to establish a 
partnership with the economic operators 
dealing with management and sales of 
touristic products, but this required a protocol 
with the state”.

Here, it is noteworthy to say that the lack of 
responsiveness or neglect from governmental bodies 
can negatively impact the performance and the delivery 
of ongoing projects, especially when civil society seeks 
to interact with other actors and stakeholders, such as 
the private sector. See textbox 26.

4.1.2 Larger INGOs and smaller national 
CSOs: Is it the same experience? 
For large INGOs, however, the relationship with the 
government seems to be much smoother, and the 
signing of cooperation agreements and/or protocols a 
bit easier. However, the political and personal obstacles 
discussed earlier remain, and it highly depends on the 
political context of each of the countries in question. 
The situation is different, however, for national CSOs. 
One of the representatives of a large international NGO 
eloquently describes the relationship between all CSOs 
and the governments “The majority of CSOs do not want 
to ‘fool around’ with the government” 11. This also applies 
to both national and international NGOs, especially 
those working in forest governance. “International 
NGOs working in forest governance will be based in their 
countries of origin and will have small local offices in 
the region […]. Therefore, they would start intervening 
through national CSOs, but they cannot go and assist 
the government directly in conducting forestry control. 
This is why they do IFM instead” 12. See textbox 27 for 
insights from CSOs in the region.

IFM, however, does not seem like an easy task, and it 
certainly does not make the lives of national CSOs 
any easier. Reporting about breaches of the law and 
widespread corruption or inaction from the ministry/
local administration in harvesting timber or any other 
forest illegality, creates uneasy and sometimes even 
hostile relationships between national CSOs and the 
government, which is not the case for INGOs, who 
normally sign memorandum of understanding or 
agreements with the government before they begin 
their intervention. See textbox 28 for both national and 
international NGOs. 
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TEXTBOX 27 
As expressed by the representative of one of 
the largest NGOs in the field, WWF- Congo 
“We work a lot with the ACFAP, which is a 
governmental agency attached to the MEF. 
Things are working well. […] They are always 
available to work with us […]. We don’t always 
have contacts with the MEF, but when we 
want to meet with someone at the Ministry, 
we can see them straight away”.  
 
The representative of the JG foundation in 
Congo states “With the government, we have 
a headquarters agreement at the national 
level. We also have an agreement with the 
ministry of foreign affairs regarding taxes, 
which allows us to import materials. We also 
have a protocol with the Ministry of forests” 
 
The representative of WCS in Gabon 
complements “We remain in a logic of 
cooperation with the Gabonese government. 
So, everything related to ecological 
monitoring of endangered species is 
important to us […]. The approach that we use 
is to assist and support the government in 
the identification of tools, both for knowing 
their natural resources and managing their 
PAs. […] it is nevertheless a long-privileged 
partnership, and from our perspective, 
managing PAs is an important element. 
Therefore, we have good relationships with 
the ANPN and the Ministry of Water and 
Forests. […] There is a diplomatic dimension 
to our work, when our actions are in line with 
those of the administration, this allows to 
have good relationships; however sometimes 
this largely depends on the people in 
charge and the political and institutional 
environment. With the absence of any 
partnership agreement between the public 
and the private sectors, it makes our field of 
intervention more fragile ”. 

In Congo, a representative from a national NGO working 
in IFM believes that CSOs should take some of the 
blame for this rough start in the relationship with the 
government, as it was believed, at first, that CSOs are 
only criticising the government. With time and a change 
in approach on both sides, the government reacted 
differently, especially following their active and useful 
contribution to the drafting of the legislation on forests.  

13 Interview N. 9, with CJ
14 Interview N. 1, with CJJ

TEXTBOX 28 
About IFM, the representative of the WWF 
office in Congo says, “National NGOs cannot 
have a good relationship with the government 
because the nature of work they are doing, 
such as IFM. The administration may think 
that they are trying to open fire on them, that 
they are here only to highlight their mistakes. 
This is what makes the government more 
reluctant. Unlike us [the INGOs], we have their 
support to better do our job”.  
 
A Representative from a national civil 
society in Gabon summarises the 
complicated position the government 
takes vis-à-vis civil society in general, but 
mostly those working in the IFM “in the 
field, the administration collaborates when 
there is nothing restrictive for it, but when 
it's this clear that the actions might have 
repercussions on the country and on the 
people, they don't collaborate. The biggest 
challenge is with the forestry administration. 
There are all these problems that pop out 
because of the people in charge. In other 
words, everything depends on a few people 
who are in the administration. We often have 
good relationship with them, but when they go 
everything goes. Everything depends on one 
person, which is the Minister”. 

In both fields, fauna and flora, it is clear that the 
government is trying to have the upper hand over civil 
society activity. This increasing intervention from 
governments, especially in wildlife protection and 
law enforcement in that field, seem to restrict the CS 
initiative or willingness to intervene in that sector. As 
expressed by CJ, “There are not many CSOs [in Gabon] 
working in that field [wildlife protection]. For them, the 
State is already working a lot in that field, and this is 
deterring CS from participating”13. Other respondents 
believe that there is limited room for CSOs to engage 
in that field, “There aren’t many CSOs in the field of 
wildlife protection, because all criminality and illegality 
are directly transferred to justice. This is not the case for 
forestry crimes”14. See textbox 29 for more details. In 
this context, even a large international NGOs have their 
concerns and fears about signing agreements with the 
government, fearing that they will be signing off or giving 
their blessings to wrongdoings, widespread corrupt 
practices and other forms of mismanagement, or what 
some respondents have described as “greenwashing”. 
See textbox 30 for details. 
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However, there seems to be an increasing need and/
or demand for more involvement of local CSOs in the 
field of conservation and wildlife protection, but local 
organisations are yet to map out where their niches 
lie in a sector dominated or monopolised by large 
international NGOs. See textbox 30 for examples. 

TEXTBOX 29 
A respondent from Muyissi, a national NGO 
in Gabon active in wildlife conservation 
explains, “With the administration, they 
recognise us as partners, but they always 
like to have the upper hand over NGOs. They 
establish hierarchal relationship, and clearly, 
it is often a bit intimidating. There is a law 
that governs us all, but it does not state that 
the relationship [should be this way]. In the 
field, before we go anywhere [on missions] 
we should inform the administration. We 
should establish a good relationship based 
on respect with the administration and avoid 
conflicts; because once in the field, when 
there are any conflicts, the administration 
could help us”.  
 
Similarly, the secretary general of FLAG, 
a national NGO in Cameroon, focusing on 
IFM also states “Until 2017, we had good 
relationships with the government. we could 
share our reports and our opinions, we could 
invite them to our workshops or trainings. 
However, following an internal regulation at 
the ministry of forests and fauna (MINFOF), 
it became required of all NGOs to negotiate 
a memorandum of understanding with the 
ministry before implementing any kind of 
activity in which [ministry] agents could 
participate. […] the reason for this, they 
say is that much funding is arriving to the 
subsector, and the ministry was having a 
hard time controlling this, because many 
organisations worked without any kind of 
governmental coordination, which lead to 
chaos. […] Sadly, this has become something 
of the sort of a settlement of accounts. 
Apparently, many people got a funding, 
without being active in the field. We did not 
necessarily know them”. 

TEXTBOX 30 
The WWF-Congo office gave us some 
insights about the complex relationship 
between governments and NGOs in 
the environmental sector, “I think many 
international NGOs are now afraid of signing 
agreements with the government here, 
especially those who work in the field of 
transparency and good forest governance. 
Some of them have the impression 
that if they associate themselves to the 
government, they would be ‘greenwashing’”.  
 
About encouraging national NGOs to work 
in conservation, he explained “This is the 
topic of the programme ‘Paysage Forestier 
Nord Congo’ (PPFNC), funded by the AFD. 
The objective of it is to find local NGOs which 
could work in conservation instead of it being 
supported by the already existing INGOs. It is 
something that has been specifically asked 
for by the ministry, which did not want to 
have only international NGOs working [in the 
field]. There should be also enough support 
for local NGOs to be able to do this kind of 
work. However, they [local NGOs] almost 
never work in wildlife monitoring, or they 
only do a little community surveillance work. 
Now, [the government] is pushing donors to 
provide more assistance for this subsector”. 

4.1.3 Practical difficulties 
Respondents from civil society believe that there are 
several practical difficulties in their relationship with 
the government, especially in communication and 
funding and financial support. On a similar note, some 
respondents mention the difficulty in obtaining data 
from governmental agencies, which can negatively 
impact their work. See the textbox 31 for examples and 
insights.
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TEXTBOX 31 
As expressed by FODER, a national 
NGO based in Cameroon “There is a 
communication problem […] even when 
national platforms recognise problems [in 
the field], usually they don't know how to 
conceptualise it sufficiently in order to trigger 
the interest of donors. For example, there 
are many problems facing the FLEGT-VPA 
process for several years. We are aware of 
these problems, but no NGO working in the 
field would have the courage to really identify 
it, because there is no clear communication 
allowing a better understanding of the 
problems and better positioning for NGOs 
vis-a-vis donors as well as governments. It 
is the same problem for the REDD+ process. 
REDD+ in Cameroon is stagnant since 2018 
because there is no clear communication 
neither with the World Bank, funding this 
process, nor with the ministry implementing 
it”.  
 
For an organisation like TRAFFIC, dealing 
mainly with information about trade in 
protected species, this is particularly 
challenging. The exchange of data is 
difficult. For example, data related to 
trade are generally compiled by economic 
operators, and by the ministry in charge of 
forests itself because they should control 
the [relevant] database. “When an NGO asks 
for this data, the ministries are not always 
responsive; they sometimes don't even have 
them”. TRAFFIC had an interesting way of 
overcoming this obstacle, totally depending 
on interpersonal relationships “We tried to 
establish links with people inside [ministries] 
who trust us and can share with us this data 
we are asking for”. 

Many of our respondents strongly believe that change 
of personnel or officials at the level of the ministry 
is the main cause of their patchy relationship with 
the government. Most international organisations 
have interesting tactics to overcome this patchy 
communication with the governmental agencies. See 
textbox 32 for examples.

TEXTBOX 32 
TRAFFIC, an international NGO, which has 
its Central African office in Yaoundé, and 
works frequently with governmental agents 
(including customs and police officers), 
summarised their experience by saying 
“Working with governmental actors is not 
always easy, because quite often it is not 
always the institution that has a problem, 
but it is the people who cause problems. 
When there is a change in personnel, there 
is always another dynamic at play. We 
understand that the problem is not the 
institution but the people”. 
 
The organisation’s way of overcoming these 
obstacles is to increase communication 
with governmental agencies “What we 
do is that we try to weave links insides 
different governmental agencies with which 
we work; we tried to renew the contact on 
daily basis. Therefore, we usually ask the 
minister to inform us when there is a change 
[in personnel], and to put us in contact with 
whoever will continue working”.  
 
For WRI - Cameroon, the way to overcome 
the difficulty of the constant change in 
personnel within the ministry is through this, 
“When we speak about political personalities, 
we also speak about people arriving [at the 
ministry] who don't understand the technical 
aspect. […] The only difficulty is that the 
teams that we support in the administration 
are not stable […]. Therefore, [we find 
ourselves in a situation where] we should 
train people over and over”. 

4.1.4 Relationship with local authorities 
The relationship with local authorities is another 
important point to highlight in the framework of 
our study. The cooperation with local authorities is 
crucial for the implementation of activities in both 
forest governance and Wildlife Conservation, not to 
mention other fields like environmental education, 
anti-poaching and so on. Many CSOs, especially in 
the field of wildlife protection and conservation, in the 
Congo Basin countries consider positive relationships 
with the local authorities as one of their strongest 
assets, not to mention a necessity for a good and 
effective achievement of their goals, especially with 
the lack of logistical and financial resources from the 
government to support staff in PAs and national parks.  
See textbox 33. 
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TEXTBOX 33 
According to the Aspinall foundation- 
Gabon “We cannot do conservation without 
protection. Therefore, for us, seeing an 
effective protection [for wildlife] has to do 
with a well-managed and well-protected 
park. So, the animals would be reinstructed 
in a sane environment. For this, we try to 
support the agents of the national parcs, 
and the eco-guards they employ, because 
not all of them can conduct anti-poaching 
missions effectively. […] We give them some 
logistical support, a little financial for the per 
diems their missions, but it is still a challenge 
because the park is large”.

It is noteworthy that sometimes, cooperation with 
the local authorities goes well on the ground, to the 
point that smaller CSOs don’t trouble themselves with 
reaching out to the national governments if their project 
implementation is working well. See textbox 34 and 35. 

Again, some CSOs raise their concerns about 
collaborating with local authorities, fearing the 
widespread corruption in both sectors.

TEXTBOX 34 
A respondent from the Ndima Kali, an NGO 
based in Gabon, declared “Our relationship 
is working well with local authorities 
reaching up to the governorate's level. They 
are present at our general assemblies; they 
are always informed of our activities. […] 
At the national level, we don't yet have any 
links”.

15 Interview N. 25, with FLAG

TEXTBOX 35 
The organisation COMAID, a national NGO 
based in Cameroun, describes “It is a very 
difficult situation because most MINFOF 
officials at the local level, and even at the 
administrative level, are any billers of wildlife 
trafficking at times. When we entered these 
communities, we try to create good working 
conditions. We invite them for meetings at 
the community level, to build relationships 
between them and the communities 
concerned. It has not worked well in all 
situations, because it depends on the person 
in charge at the time”.  
 
COMAID’s way of dealing with this challenge 
is interesting, as they keep focusing on 
local communities, their empowerment 
and capacity building to enable them 
to stand and fight for the right. Their 
representative explains, “We saw situations 
where the traditional rulers have accused 
administrators during meetings. We take it as 
an opportunity to rally more support between 
different stakeholders. So, when issues like 
that come up we put it up for discussion, and 
we try to find a solution”. 

4.2 Relationships with donors
Generally, all interviewees from both national and 
international NGOs are particularly keen on establishing 
and maintaining excellent working relationships with 
their donors. This is particularly true for national 
CSOs, whose survival largely depend on external 
sources of funding. The most important donors are 
the EU, FCDO and other American agencies (USAID, 
US Forest Services …). See textbox 36 for an example. 
As explained by one of the interviewees, it cannot be 
described as close relationship per say, but it goes well 
in terms of applying for calls of proposals, asking for 
their intervention whenever the programme in question 
requires it, sharing some outputs with them, etc15. 
Through these statements from various national CSOs, 
it is important to note that most of them perceive 
INGOs as donors rather than partners or peers, as will 
be discussed in detail in the following section. 
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TEXTBOX 36  
CIEDD, a national NGO based in CAR, states 
“The relationships with the international 
donors are excellent, especially with the EU 
[delegation] in CAR, the international NGOs 
through which we benefit from funding from 
UKAID, DFID and others. We work with other 
international donors like USAID also, but most 
of our funding comes from the EU”. 

Donors’ interest in the environmental sector, both fauna 
and flora, got divergent answers from the participants 
to our study. The general impression we have is that 
the grass seems to be greener on the other side. So, 
IFM organisations believe that those working on 
wildlife protection and/or conservation receive much 
more funding than they do, and vice versa. While some 
believe that donors and other international agencies 
are increasing their interest in both sectors, “I think this 
is starting to change. I think that in the past international 
community was only interested in elephants and other 
charismatic animals. But now there is climate change, 
forests especially in the Amazon, which face the risk 
of disappearance and all. I think people are really just 
starting to care about forest protection, since when 
you protect the forest, you also protect the animals”16. 
Other respondents seem to disagree about the level 
of interest and/or presence of donors and ingos on 
the ground; or about the way in which donors deliver 
funding to work on these issues. To explain better, these 
respondents believe that the presence of ingos in the 
field of conservation seems to be reducing or dwindling 
recently because of the change in funding policies. 

Despite these divergent opinions on donors’ interest in 
the environmental sector, many of the CSOs interviewed 
agree that the funding addressed to them has noticeably 
declined in the recent years (between the end of 2019 
and now); which they all relate to the economic and 
financial crisis induced by the global pandemic.

In addition to the budget cuts to the environmental 
sector, some of our interviewees detected other 
changes in the global trends and policies from donors. 
Many of the national CSOs believe that donors have 
‘preferred’ partners, with whom they keep working for 
long periods of time, regardless of the actual impact. 
See textboxes 37 and 38. 

16 Interview N. 20, with OLEO

TEXTBOX 37  
The Director of CJ, an NGO working in 
Gabon says “Many NGOs are no longer 
present in Gabon, because the ANPN 
(Agence Nationale des Parcs Nationaux) is 
now receiving funds directly from donors, and 
this doesn’t suit the INGOs at all. Large INGOs 
such as WWF have invested a lot of money 
in projects with limited results, while WCS 
have reduced their regional activities and the 
number of their offices. Other organisations 
such as JG Foundation and ZSL have either 
left Gabon or in the process of doing so, 
because they had problems with the ANPN. 
They (the INGOs) are receiving much less 
funding, and the ANPN has now more control 
over the funds and is only asking for their 
support in specific fields. The dynamics of 
the sector are slowly changing, and the space 
for NGOs is slowly shrinking”.   
 
He added “funding coming from private 
foundations is a little bit stable, which is 
good considering that funding has been 
reduced. There is also the US Wildlife 
Service, which is an important donor for both 
national and international NGOs, but with 
the Trump administration, their funding have 
significantly decreased. We wish that it will 
pick up again soon”. 
 
The representative of the JG Foundation in 
Congo also agrees “We have many different 
donors, and it is sometimes hard to predict 
[…]. There are years were we face some 
difficulties, for example, this year (2020), we 
have reduced our budget three times because 
of Covid. We try to adjust according to the 
situation, but there is no way of knowing 
whether we will have all the funding for the 
next years”. 

TEXTBOX 38 
As noted by SAILD, a national NGO from 
Cameroon “For 10 years, we haven't had any 
direct funding from donors like the EU […]. We 
are under the impression that donors have a 
certain number of NGOs with which they are 
wedged. Because when we try to observe 
where the funding normally lands, it seems 
that it always lands with these NGOs”. 
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SPOTLIGHT 3
Conservation and Diversity in funding

It is important to note that CSOs working in the field of Wildlife Conservation can enjoy a bit more 
diversity in their sources of funding in comparison with the CSOs working on IFM or forest governance. 
These conservation CSOs are not reliant on aid agencies, be it bilateral or multilateral. Some of them 
seek private donations from different philanthropists or private individuals. The International NGO 
PANTHERA-Gabon offers a good example, shared with us in an interview “We don't have local donors, 
but often we have donors at the regional and international levels. It is me who contacts them directly. I 
hold meetings with some of them at least once a month. I try to involve project staff and put them in direct 
contact so they can update them on their projects”. 

Panthera is an international NGO working mainly on the conservation and protection of big cats. 
According to their website, they are the only organisation devoted exclusively to the conservation of the 
world’s 40 wild cat species and their ecosystems.

SPOTLIGHT 4
Financial management systems: how it affects national NGOs

As expressed by CAGDF, a Congolese NGO, “Our main donor is the EU, and it is difficult in terms of 
procedures. It is not easy for us, and the EU is so strict and rigorous, unlike how the EU treats the 
government. It is much easier [dealing with] the Americans and even with the funds from DFID. […] We 
understand that this is taxpayers’ money, and we are aware of this, but it is [spent] for good causes like 
ending climate change and preserving the environment. That’s all!”. 

In some cases, national NGOs find it particularly difficult to pay their national employees their salaries 
as part of their funded projects. As explained by one respondent “We have very good relationships 
with the donors who have previously funded us. But we are trying to receive more training in managing 
relationships with the donors and in fundraising.  Donors tend to give funding to NGOs they have previously 
funded or know about their financial management. It is the problem we have when we are looking for new 
donors. We are trying to build our capacities in this field”. Previously mentioned in other parts of this 
study, national NGOs seem to be in desperate need for more capacity building on key skills like financial 
management and, with the recent budget cuts, more development of their fundraising and proposal 
writing skills. 

However, those large INGOs have a general impression 
that the funding opportunities in both sectors, fauna 
and flora, are reducing mostly because donors have 
decided to empower national ownership of the 
forest governance and wildlife protection processes, 
by directing the funding directly to governmental 
institutions rather that Civil Society17. 

17 Interview N. 17, with WCS

In addition to donors’ policies and trends, the financial 
management systems for both donors and NGOs have 
an impact. It has been clear in some of the interviews 
that most of them are struggling to navigate the 
complex administrative and bureaucratic financial 
procedures of some donors, especially the main donor 
for most of them, the EU. This comes on top of their 
need for capacity building on financial management, 
as illustrated in the previous sections. See examples in 
textboxes 39 and 40.
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TEXTBOX 39  
Financial Management systems: how it 
affects INGOs:  
Changing financial management systems 
affects both NNGOs and INGOs. As 
explained by the representative for WWF-
Congo, their financial management system 
has changed recently to become more 
centralised. “Everything [all the American 
funding] now goes through WWF- US, it is 
what we call ‘the gatekeeper’. Funding does 
not go directly from donors to WWF-Congo, 
but it has to go through WWF-US first. they 
will manage the relationship between us and 
the donor. they will do the daily follow up, and 
if we need to speak to the donor, we need to 
pass by our US office first, who will organise a 
three-way meeting for all of us”.  

TEXTBOX 40  
Financial management systems: Donors:  
The financial management systems of 
the donor organisation can often have a 
direct impact on the implementation of the 
development projects on the ground. the 
environmental sector is no exception. The 
representative of WWF- Congo summarises 
this as follows “we have a good relationship 
with the EU delegation here, and within all 
the Congo basin countries. We have a lot 
of common interests, and the EU remains 
one of our key partners. They have recently 
decentralised their funding systems, and it is 
now managed by the delegations nationally. 
This is much easier for us, because we 
see them much more often. If there is an 
emergency, a simple phone call would 
suffice. It is the same thing with the World 
Bank, which has a representative here who 
manages all the relevant aspects for the 
country, and with whom we can meet and talk 
quickly”.

4.3 Relationships with the private 
sector
Through our data, collaboration between civil society 
organisations and the private sector on environmental 
issues seems to be at its early stages, but it's not 
completely unusual. The relationship seems to 
fluctuate based on the size of the CSO in question, and 
the type of activities it performs. This fluctuation seems 
understandable, given that there is no official framework 
organising the relationship between the three most 
important stakeholders: the government, the private 
sector and civil society, besides forestry and wildlife 
laws. Larger and well organised international NGOs have 
a longer history of collaboration with the private sector, 
especially the forestry companies, assisting them in 
improving their environmental footprint, according to 
their field of expertise.

Some of the national CSOs are starting to weave more 
links with the private sector, within the same capacity, 
offering their services to the private sector companies, 
or simply only exchanging information with them. Other 
national CSOs receive funding from private banks 
and other private sector companies, not necessarily 
in the forestry or petroleum industries.  Other IFM 
organisations have established more developed 
frameworks of cooperation with the forestry economic 
operators, as they act as intermediaries between these 
private companies and the local communities in which 
they operate. Paradoxically, other CSOs do not work 
at all with the private sector, either because they have 
never been solicited to do so, or because of a reluctance 
for political or ethical reasons. See the textbox 41 to 43 
for examples. 
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TEXTBOX 41 
INGOs and the private sector:  
The representative of WWF explains “We 
collaborate with the forestry companies 
since the beginning. […] we support [them] 
in the development of their management 
plan for fauna, like with SEFYD. It is similar 
punctual actions that we develop. But there is 
no formal framework of collaboration. We go 
and support them by training or by document 
writing such as the management plan for 
fauna. […] We don't work on anything except 
for the fauna, so we don't work on landscape 
management, timber control or traceability”.  
 
Other INGOs are doing completentary work, 
such as the WCS, which focuses more on 
the forestry and petroleum sectors, “With 
the private sector, especially forestry and 
petroleum oil, we interact mainly on issues 
related to our priority landscapes. For the 
petroleum oil sector, we work a little bit 
with them since we work on marine life, to 
put in place plans for everything related to 
beach conservation and protection of marine 
species. For the forestry companies, we work 
with their own plans for protection of the 
fauna”. 

TEXTBOX 42 
No funding from the private sector: 
Organisations like PANTHERA- Gabon and 
MANGA declare that they haven’t had any 
dealings with private companies.  While 
Muyissi another NGO based in Gabon, 
refuses to do so, fearing the widespread 
level of corruption “In a country where the 
level of corruption is high, it is felt that it 
becomes intuitive at the level of economic 
operators […]. Their first reflex is to bribe us, 
because they think we are governmental 
forestry agents. Therefore, we are cautious 
about this type of relationships”. 
 
Brainforest in Gabon clarifies “The private 
sector, it works well […]. We sometimes 
exchange documents, and sometimes we 
invite them to attend workshops […]. They do 
not fund us, they can ask for our expertise, 
but they don't offer funding as is”. 

Paradoxically, other CSOs do not work at all with the 
private sector, either because they have never been 
solicited to do so, or because of a reluctance for 
political or ethical reasons. See the textbox 41 to 43 
for examples.

TEXTBOX 43 
Other NGOs working with the private sector: 
The CAGDF in Congo declares “We have 
earned their respect, and they have ours. 
Now the relationship is working well. Some 
companies even contact us to help them in 
the interpretation of the law”. 
 
RENATURA, another Congolese NGO, 
declares that they have been contacted 
by different private companies for 
consultancies “We participated in 
environmental impact studies, but the 
companies who come asking for our 
expertise are not the norm. We have less and 
less of this type of cooperation in the past 
five years”.  
 
The ASF, a Gabonese NGO, declares “We 
have received [funding] through CITIBank. 
There is quite a few actors in the private 
sector who want to help us. […] We work 
a lot with private partners who support 
our activities, and ask for our expertise, 
especially in the field of tourism”.  
 
CJJ, a Congolese NGO, explains this type 
of advanced cooperation “CJJ collaborates 
with these actors [economic operators], 
especially with external IFM. We are actively 
working with forestry companies, especially 
CIB, and CONGO. […] we have a protocol 
of cooperation with CIB. When CIB faces 
problems with local communities, they 
often come to us for help. We have good 
relationships”. 
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4.4 Relationships with local 
communities 
An important yet challenging relationship for all CSOs 
in the environmental sector is the relationship with 
the Local Communities (LC). The relationship with 
communities often starts with awareness raising on 
the issue of interest and then evolves as community 
buy in is secured on the subject of interest. In the 
case of independent monitoring organisations, 
communities play the role of whisle blowers reporting 
cases of illegality to NGOs who in turn carry out 
further investigations. They also focus on supporting 
communities monitor the respect of social agreements 
by private sector companies (cahiers des charges 
contractuelles). As described by an interviewee “If we 
give local communities great importance it is because 
they are the main actor in the development process, 
and in the change we want to see. We work with them 
because we want to see them developed while having a 
good an harmonious relationship with their cultures”18. 

4.4.1 A challenging yet important 
relationship 
The relationship between CSOs and communities 
is highly variable with some maintaining very close 
relationships while others engage on an issue bases. 
National CSOs doing nonmandated IFM type of work 
have to carve strong ties with the local communities 
in which they work, and to establish a network of key 

18 Interview N. 26, with SAILD
19 Ibid.

informants among the local population, so it is highly 
dependent on the acceptance and approval of local 
communities; while mandated IFM work is mostly 
dependent on the government agents from the ministry 
of water and forests, as well as the local authorities. 
Their relationsips with communities are therefore, 
more limited and restricted. 

Some CSOs, like SALID in Cameroon add an interesting 
point describing how the relationship with local 
communities change over time “The relationship with 
the villagers is never simple. We managed to achieve 
results by adopting a methodology of empowerment. 
We arrive at a community, and we try to slowly ask them 
to integrate our activities in what they do, we help give 
them the necessary support while they implement them. 
But it is a challenging relationship because when you 
have an already empowered community, they no longer 
need you and the relationship becomes conflictual. The 
villagers then think that they already know everything”19. 

4.4.2 From awareness raising to positive 
reinforcement 
For the CSOs interested in wildlife protection and 
conservation, they often must resort not only 
to awareness raising, but also to include local 
communities in conservation activities more actively. 
this includes giving jobs to members of the community, 
buying local products, and sometimes even delivering 
humanitarian assistance (medical care for example) to 
the community as positive reinforcement to encourage 
their involvement in conservation, and to stop poaching. 
They can also engage in improving the general 
conditions and infrastructure of the villages they work 
with. The Textboxes 44 and 45 offer examples. 

In most cases, positive reinforcement activities work 
effectively because local communities see a direct 
benefit for them in those activities. According to some 
of our interviewees, this has contributed to the rapid 
change in some cases.  

SPOTLIGHT 5
Community dynamics and 
organisation 

OLEO is a national NGO working in Gabon.  

Their Director, Heather Arrowood, shared 
her insights with us about how the efforts of 
CSOs in organising and raising awareness of 
the Local Communities can be compromised 
with the negative impact of a small minority 
with interests, “The community is complex, and 
there are motivated people, thanks to whom we 
have launched the programme for sustainable 
fishing. The majority wants to organise, and 
they were proud of their first management plan. 
However, there is a minority of actors who just 
want to destabilise and who don’t want people 
to organise. They want to manipulate the 
population to their advantage. They are people 
who normally control others, the wealthier ones, 
those who own most of the boats. If the others 
are organized, they see clear competition”. 
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TEXTBOX 44 
Positive reinforcement for Local 
communities: 
 
Panthera, an international NGO working 
on conservation of big cats, shares their 
experience working with local communities 
near a national park in Gabon. “Our work has 
been traditionally focused on the National 
Park, the nearest local communities are 
about 20 to 30 kilometres away, and we 
thought that they are not really affected by 
what is going on there. However, we realised 
that these villages are almost empty, and 
this was not good. There were already two 
empty villages, because the conditions were 
appalling, the roads were not maintained. 
Even if they planted some crops, they were 
not able to go to town to sell it”.

They added, “There was also the fact that a group of 
young poachers used these villages as base to hunt 
and kill protected species, like elephants. So, we really 
wanted to get back those villages. We have applied 
several times for funds to rebuild roads, to install 
electricity, we had a project to construct 2 dams with the 
ministry. For that purpose, we conducted a sociological 
and economic study in 2018, and we have spent a long 
time with the villagers. They now know that we listen 
to them. As the projects are ongoing, we are starting to 
see the positive impact. Villagers are calling us or the 
authorities if they spot strangers in the area and suspect 
they are poaching. we have also tried to resolve conflict 
between villagers and elephants”. 

According to respondents, focusing only on awareness 
raising without concrete support to livelihoods is 
less likely to change community attitudes towards 
forest and wildlife protection. Awareness raising has 
positive effects in that it enhances understanding by 
reinforcement through other complementary actions is 
crucial.

The representative from Brainforest adds “Local 
communities now understand better the link between 
their rights and development. The communities are 
involved in our work, in a way that they work to collect 
data. For example, if there is a case of illegal logging, it 
is them who collect the data and inform us. There are 
also cases in which we came to assist and reinforce 
them facing industries like cocoa plantations. The 
communities are always leading, and we are only there 
to strengthen their capacities”20. 

20 Interview N. 13, with Brainforest
21 Interview N. 14, with PROGRAM. 

TEXTBOX 45 
Positive reinforcement for local 
communities: 
 
The representative of the JG foundation- 
Congo explained “Our relationship with the 
local communities is good, but they're always 
demanding more. We managed to go from 
having relationships with two villages to 
12, it is a big change. We always hire local 
people, so we give them job opportunities. 
Since we have to feed the chimpanzees, we 
buy around 800 kg of fruit on daily basis, we 
tried to buy them all locally. This gives an 
enormous support to local populations. It is a 
lot of money for them, which goes directly to 
them. We tried to also support them in terms 
of their medical expenses […]. It is a huge 
support, and it is reflected in the way they 
work with us”.  
 
The representative of Brainforest, a 
Gabonese NGO, also indicates “Since we 
are in a field where we use the rights-based 
approach to achieve positive change, it 
takes a long time to work. For their poverty 
reduction, there should be more respect for 
their rights. But sometimes the results are 
not immediately visible, it takes time, and 
the communities are tired of the length and 
the heavyweight of this action”. 

4.4.3 Alternative livelihoods as a means for 
positive reinforcement 
Another important tool used in positive reinforcement 
for local communities is the development of alternative 
livelihoods, such as eco-tourism and other micro 
income generating projects. It is a tool used by 
some CSOs to improve the economic situation of the 
local communities, help alleviate their poverty and 
turn them away from poaching and other types of 
forest illegalities. As explained by one of the CSOs 
working with this tool “We take care of the logistics, 
we accompany them, but it is them who manage the 
activities with the tourists. When we receive tourists, the 
local communities take care of the catering and organise 
other activities. We have a project for honey production 
which we are developing with the communities, and 
we have created a private company to take care of the 
marketing and sales of the production of local honey. 
The problem is these regions are landlocked, and their 
crops are often ravaged by elephants. It is not easy 
for them and directing them towards other income 
generating activities remains limited”21.
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TEXTBOX 46 
Positive reinforcement for Local 
Communities: 
 
Renatura is an NGO based in Congo. In 
the interview with their representative, 
they shared their experience working on 
awareness raising and environmental 
education in fishermen’s community, “It is 
true that we are targeting artisanal fishermen 
in our activities. But poaching marine 
turtles can be done by anyone. Therefore, 
we have activities for both children and 
adults. We organised video projections in 
the evenings during summer camps, which 
we organise for the children of the villages. 
We have micro activities of tourism, and a 
certain percentage of their revenue goes to 
a common village fund for the projects of 
community interest, benefiting everyone. We 
also recruit local people from  the villages 
directly”.  
 
“When it comes to our relationship with 
them as members of the local community, 
our local informants told us that the local 
populations are satisfied with our work. 
Historically, we have worked with these 
communities for a long time, and I believe we 
are considered a credible actor. We defend 
the rights of these communities, and I believe 
they have a positive image of us!”

4.4.4 The role of INGOs 
For INGOs, the relationship with local communities 
is highly dependent on their mandate, their mission, 
and the type of activities they implement. Some of 
them keep close proximity and strong ties with the 
local communities, while others prefer not to engage 
with them personally, but work through intermediaries, 
mostly national NGOs.  Larger NGOs, especially those 
working on conservation, try to include the local 
population in other activities, following the same 
principle of ‘inclusive conservation’. WWF offers a 
classic example of this, as explained by one of their 
representatives in Congo “we thought of creating 
platforms, since the platforms of governance seemed 
like a good idea to give to people. Members of the 
community are there, and they have representatives, 
who have a certain legitimacy, also, the idea had the 
merit of regrouping people who live in the same region 
but rarely has a chance to speak to each other. There are 
also the local authorities, the economic operators and 
manageress of natural resources, like us. 

22 Interview N. 5, with WWF, Gabon
23 Ibid.
24 Interview N. 29, with WRI

All of them intervene in the same region, but they have 
different interests. They never engage or speak to each 
other about the difficulties they face. Platforms have  this 
advantage of gathering around the table these people 
who use the resources but have divergent interests, to 
speak about questions of interest to them all. Now, we 
aren't developing these aspects. We are trying to add a 
governing structure, and a complaints’ system”22.  

These platforms have contributed to improve 
relationships significantly over the last few years. It 
managed to solve many problems arising within the 
local communities, like human wildlife conflict caused 
by elephants. Through discussions within the platform, 
WWF engaged in finding a solution for the problem 
through establishing a system of complaints and a 
reimbursement plan, especially given the fact the state 
does not have a programme for such reimbursements 
in place23. TRAFFIC also assists local communities in a 
similar set-up, as indicated in the Spotlight 4.  

Some of the INGOs have a different story to tell. 
Recently, some of them have changed their mandate, 
which had a great impact on their relationship with the 
local communities. Textbox 47 includes an example 
from the WCS. 

Finally, other INGOs like WRI prefer not to engage with 
the local communities and would rather work through 
intermediaries. the representative of their office in 
Cameroon explains “for issues related to mapping, 
we work directly with the administration. for all other 
aspects, it is mostly national NGOs who do fieldwork 
to find out if the rights of local communities have been 
respected”24.

TEXTBOX 47 
INGOs and the change in mandate: WCS 
 
In our interviewee with the representative 
of the WCS, he admitted the change in their 
mandate in the recent years affected their 
relationship with the local communities: 
“With the local populations we have one off 
relationships, depending on the activities 
we implement. A decade earlier, when we 
were in charge of supporting national parks 
management, we were much more present 
on the ground, and we had regular and close 
relationship with the local populations. We 
have lost contact because we no longer have 
the mandate to manage national parks”. 
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4.5 Networking and collaboration
In the following paragraphs we will try to cover 
networking and collaboration between civil society 
actors in the environmental sector, whether wildlife or 
forestry or other. Networking refers to the commitment 
to interact through a multi-organisation space (formally 
or informally established networks or platforms) 
whereas collaboration/synergy has to do with the fact 
that NGOs could join efforts on a specific issue for a 
set period. 

While all of the NGOs in question have previously 
collaborated with other civil society actors in various 
efforts, these collaborations are always time-bound with 
the lifetime of certain projects/activities. They almost 
always take place only within the same subsector; we 
see rather limited examples of collaborations between 
actors from different subsectors. On the same note, 
less than 50% of the CSOs interviewed were members 
of a network. Those who were members of a platform 
or a network were only focusing on a very specific area, 
often technical, aspect of their work. For example, the 
ASF and other organisations in Gabon are members 
of the platform Partenariat Tortues Marines (Marine 
Turtle Partnership), gathering CSOs active in the 
field of conservation of this particular species. For 
NNGOs working in IFM, some of them joined the PAOI 
as a subregional network. Nevertheless, Initiatives 
and active organisations in both subsectors, forest 
governance and wildlife, seem to work in silos; with 
limited or no interaction across the two subsectors. 
Existing networks seem to gather only those who work 
on one type of natural resource (i.e. timber, mineral 
resources…). For the wildlife sector, networking 
activities seem to be weak or almost non-existent.  
See the Spotlight textbox 7 for examples.

TEXTBOX 48 
Not enough networking in the sector:  
 
The Marine Turtles Partnership explains, 
“since we are in the conservation field, while 
other NGOs are almost all in the field of 
socio-economic activities and doing other 
work with the communities […], our activities 
are a bit different, we do not coordinate”.  
 
“In the field of conservation, we all know 
each other, that's true! But we don't have the 
same objectives and we don't always have 
regular meetings. In fact, it is rare that we 
meet. It would be good if we could meet 
at least once a year, all the actors in the 
field of conservation, to better evaluate and 
coordinate our actions, to better act for the 
conservation”.  
 
Some respondents from both national and 
international NGOs stated that they are not 
part of any platforms or networks, “at the 
level of WRI, we are not a part of any platform 
for information sharing at all”. 

SPOTLIGHT 6
The grass is always greener on the other side: An indicator of lack of communications

While there are networks and platforms active in both subsectors, wildlife and IFM, there are not cross-
cutting platforms across the environmental sector. Therefore, for organisations working in the two 
subsectors there are inaccurate impressions about the the funding and type of work in the other sector. 
For example, a national NGO from Gabon working in the wildlife sector, believes that the forestry sector 
receives for more funding, and both governmental and donor interest “the forest is more financed than 
fauna, I believe so! Even in the ministries, it is the same thing. In the ministry of water and forest here 
in Gabon, there are many more people working in the forestry sector than in the wildlife sector. It is this 
sector that brings in more money!”, she added, “what brings in more money is timber. This is how it is!” 
Such statement reflects to a great extent the lack of networking or coordination between the different 
components of the civil society. It also reflects the general atmosphere of mistrust prevailing within the 
working culture of the civil society in the Congo basin. 
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TEXTBOX 49 
The need for more networking in the sector 
 
As one respondent from SAILD, an NGO 
in Cameroon expressed “For advocacy, 
all what is done takes the form of the 
publication of small reports here and there. 
Maybe this is fruitful when we do limited 
advocacy. But there hasn't been a common 
forestry issues for IFM, coming from the 
whole of civil society”. As expressed by 
another national NGO, Manga, “If we could 
put in place a platform that manages to 
meet regularly, even two times per month, 
we would be able to better exchange ideas 
and establish good collaboration, even think 
about a unified strategy and, definitely, do a 
much better job in advocacy”.  
 
As expressed by the Traffic representative 
in Cameroon, “There are many platforms for 
these subsectors, for example on forestry 
and climate change. They are well-organised 
and they offer a chance for all service CSOs 
working in these subsectors to meet and 
connect, even for local communities and 
indigenous populations. In Cameroon and 
generally in central Africa, civil society is 
quite well organised and it has a strong 
voice when it comes to decision-making on 
laws and regulations”.  

Networks and platforms for collaboration and 
information sharing seem to attract national NGOs 
more than the international ones. As explained by the 
representative of WRI in Cameroon “At the national 
level, I know that there are existing platforms, for 
indigenous populations for example, others gather 
national NGOs for information sharing. But us at WRI, 
we do not really take part in these platforms”25.

Collaboration and working in synergy seem to be an Collaboration and working in synergy seem to be an 
important priority for most of our respondents, if not important priority for most of our respondents, if not 
all, especially when it comes to advocacy. For timber all, especially when it comes to advocacy. For timber 
and natural resources sub-sectors, networking efforts and natural resources sub-sectors, networking efforts 
seem to be functioning better than the wildlife sector. seem to be functioning better than the wildlife sector. 
See textboxes 48 and 49 for examples.  See textboxes 48 and 49 for examples.  

25 Ibid

SPOTLIGHT 7
How leadership affects networking?

Poor leadership and weak organisational 
structures of most of the NGOs in question 
seem to have a negative impact on their 
networking capabilities. A respondent from 
Gabon explains this lack of networking by the 
competitive spirit in the Gabonese civil society, 
“Even in terms of collaboration, there is a 
certain competition and hypocrisy among many 
NGOs. We need a degree of synergy among 
NGOs working in this sector […]. It is necessary 
to work better to protect the environment. There 
should even be a platform where all these 
different structures can meet and discuss the 
complexities of the problems they work on”. 
Another respondent from Cameroon confirms “I 
think there are many initiatives [in the field], but I 
think they are isolated. In terms of coordination, 
many NGOs do not really coordinate their work, 
because people are [consumed by] leadership 
wars”.

As mentioned by the head of one of the few 
networks in the field, “what we really regret is 
that [for these organisations] every time there 
is a change in leadership, everything changes, 
and we restart from scratch. due to this, we 
find ourselves forced to work in an environment 
where we are a bit lost, and this causes many 
delays to our activities related to fighting 
the degradation of the environment”. These 
structural problems seem to be exacerbated 
by both INGOs and the government. 

While INGOs are increasingly sub-contracting 
smaller, national NGOs to do their fieldwork, 
they show minimal interest in providing them 
with capacity building. “Therefore, the state 
is never interested in forging a link with these 
NGOs and respond to their advocacy; and these 
NGOs suffered from poor structuring and lack 
funding to act independently, nationally and 
internationally”.  

There seemed to be divergent views is the 
root cause of this poor coordination and 
communication. A respondent from Cameroon 
believes that, it is not in fact the usual problem 
of lack of financial resources, but the root 
cause is, however, different “I don't think that the 
biggest problem is this of resources, because 
we have already had those. I think it is rather an 
organisational problem. Maybe it is the funding 
that causes this problem, because people are 
programmed to capture funding while failing  
the others”.
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TEXTBOX 50 
Poor working culture  
 
Some respondents believe that civil society 
in some region is not doing well in terms of 
communication, networking and building 
partnerships. The Director of a small national 
NGO from Gabon, OLEO,  explains this by the 
dominant working culture “It has to do a little 
with culture. It is a cycle: people don't want 
to work together because they don't have a 
positive experience or a good example of 
NGOs or associations working well together”. 
She explains that, with the prevailing 
corruption, people always assume the worst. 
“It is the model they are used to seeing: rich 
men can control and manipulate the others 
as they see fit. With this in mind, it is difficult 
for civil society to organise […]. It is difficult, 
reality is difficult. People do not communicate 
well, between us (civil society workers) we 
do not communicate well. Partnerships are 
difficult and I wish that this would change”. 
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5. State of civil society: 
why are national NGOs 
focusing on forest 
governance while INGOs 
focus on conservation 
and wildlife protection?
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The following part of our study report will focus on the 
state of the environmental civil society in the four countries 
in question, in an attempt to deepen our understanding 
of the dynamics and relationships between the national 
and the international CSOs, the internal and external 
challenges facing them, and how they determine their 
field of intervention and specialisation whether in IFM, 
conservation or IWM. 

5.1 Environmental sector in the CS 
in the Congo Basin: structural and 
organisational challenges
Despite the apparent dynamism of civil society in the 
Congo basin, many respondents pointed out that it is 
still facing many challenges like professionalisation and 
specialisation, which is mainly caused by the high staff 
turnover. This quick turnover of civil society organisations 
in a country like Gabon is perceived as a real killer for the 
sector. Many of the interviewees for this study indicate 
the need for capacity building for this sector for it to 
specialise and professionalise. This affects the overall 
sector negatively. See textbox 51 for examples. 

TEXTBOX 51 
Professionalism and specialisation of national 
NGOs: Gabon as a case 
 
An interviewee from a national NGO in Gabon 
declares, “Every day, new NGOs are created 
[…]. apart from a few major NGOs which have 
established a specific field of activity, these 
new NGOs are all over the place: they work in 
research, conservation, awareness raising…
etc. This makes them inefficient. They should 
choose a specific area, in which they can 
evolve”.  
 
Another interviewee also adds, “NGOs are 
born then disappear every day. For a NGO to 
survive, it should be well structured, and it 
should have a passion for Environment and 
wildlife protection […]. But if they are only 
created for the buzz, chances are they won't 
last long. It is really what kills the majority of 
NGOs in Gabon”. 
 
Another respondent from a prominent 
INGO believes that civil society in Gabon is 
in desperate need for capacity building. “It 
should specialise, and by that, I mean having 
a specific and recognised field of intervention 
and strong personnel, also to distinguish 
themselves between those who are good at 
doing lobbying and activism, and those who 
are more capable of going to the field and 
doing technical work.  

Sadly, the technical field at this level is not 
well consolidated as there are many opinions 
that the technical knowledge among national 
NGOs is not high. They should be able to 
conduct missions, collect data using specific 
methodologies, ensuring the application and 
the respect of the laws and regulations; to 
be able to do all of this, they required strong 
financial and Technical Support. If they don't 
get it, they wouldn't be able to use the data and 
information collected for lobbying”.   
 
An interviewee from Gabon elaborated on 
how the civil society is facing structural and 
organisational challenges “Many [civil society] 
organisations continue to rely on volunteerism, 
many people working in the civil society have 
other jobs whether in the government or in 
the private sector. This gives the whole civil 
society action a subsidiary character […]. 
There are a few examples that I know of who 
make a professional activity out of this work. 
For me, the first challenge here is how to 
professionalise the civil society sector?”. The 
answer to this question, he believes, raises 
a bunch of other related challenges: first 
the availability of the necessary funding, the 
question of capacity building on the available 
competencies, not to mention the big 
problem of leadership. In his words, “with pure 
opportunism, there are certain organisations, 
headed by certain people, who have 
unfortunately developed relationships with the 
private sector and even with the government, 
but they don't have the capacities to implement 
actions”.  
 
A respondent from a national NGO believes 
that it is also a question of education and 
specialisation, “I support the fact that there 
are more people working on Flora rather than 
on Fauna. Many people were educated in 
botany, there are excellent botanists in Gabon. 
But there are not really experts in wildlife in 
Gabon”. Another respondent from an INGO 
believes that there is a problem in the working 
culture within the CS itself, as it becomes more 
of a routine job without creativity “With the 
CS in Gabon, one should be critical, it is true 
that there are many NGOs and associations, 
but many people working in the CS become 
‘clerks’. From their perspective, wildlife issues 
are not a priority, and this is why there are not 
many people working in this sector”.
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5.2 Presence on the ground 
On the same note, civil society in the Congo Basin 
suffers from a geographical challenge, almost all 
NGOs are located in the capital cities, while most of 
their work requires being present in the field with local 
communities. For most respondents, this is problematic 
because it creates barriers between NGO workers and 
the local communities. 

However, being concentrated in the capital cities, in 
Bangui, Brazzaville, Yaoundé or Libreville, has been 
identified by respondents working for INGOs as an 
obstacle to collaboration between INGOs and national 
NGOs. While they want to rely on national NGOs to do 
fieldwork, they often don’t want to pay the expenses for 
transportation and so on, thinking they would rather 
national NGOs were based where they work. Still, it is 
difficult for national NGOs to change their location, as 
they require being in the capital cities to benefit from 
the infrastructure and to be closer to all other relevant 
stakeholders (i.e. donors, government officials, etc.). 
See textbox 52 for examples.

TEXTBOX 52 
An interviewee from the CAR declares, 
“Many NGOs are in Bangui. Very few of them 
have antennas or branches in the field. The 
government also does not have the means 
to support local associations. Someone who 
comes from Bangui to sensitise [and create 
awareness] in the villages does not know the 
context. NGOs should depend on more local 
people to speak to the local communities 
about these questions. As a start, they should 
speak the [local] language”.  
 
Similarly, another respondent from a 
national NGO in Gabon highlighted the same 
problem, “if we look at the INGOs interested 
in biodiversity and conservation, they are not 
many. Many of them are based in Libreville, 
away from the reality on the ground”.  
 
For a respondent from an INGO in Congo, 
national NGOs should rather be more present 
in the field rather than in the Capital cities, 
“There is also the fact that all NGOs are based 
here in Brazzaville, they don't have any action 
in the field. If we have a need to work with 
them, it is not in Brazzaville, but rather in the 
field. This makes them not included in the 
action. We are limited in Brazzaville, while we 
wish that they were present in the field for us 
to work with them. [Usually] they do limited 
number of missions in the field,while there is 
a need for continuous work in the field. Also, 
there is the issue of the costs of per diems 
and transportations that should be paid on 
top of this. It is in fact our wish to work with 
local NGOs, but we wish that they were based 
in the field rather than in Brazzaville”. 
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TEXTBOX 53 
The availability of funding 
 
FLAG, a national NGO from Cameroon, 
explains “The general impression here 
in Cameroon is that INGOs are more 
focused on conservation questions, like 
WWF and WCS. The way they perceive law 
enforcement in their activities is different. 
[…]. INGOs intervene in conservation through 
agreements with the government to create 
and manage Protected Areas, and when 
they do law enforcement for wildlife crimes 
outside of the PAs, they have the legal 
and financial means to pursue criminals, 
along with the governmental support. The 
difference is here. Local NGOs are not 
involved in conservation activities. The only 
national NGO I know who does that kind of 
work is LAGA in Cameroon , and they do 
have an agreement with the government […]. 
National NGOs lack the technical expertise 
and the financial resources to be involved in 
that”.  
 
Similarly, CJJ, another national NGO from 
Congo, adds “It is still the large INGOs like 
WWF who dominate [the wildlife sector] 
and getting funding to work in that sector is 
not easy! National NGOs don’t have neither 
the technical nor the financial capacity to 
participate. Even when they do get funding, 
it is restrictive. Many NGOs are now 
considering working on issues of wildlife 
conservation, maybe our organisation, CJJ, 
would start considering adding this to our 
strategic axes of intervention”. 
 
Similarly, the representative of Brainforest, 
a Gabonese NGO, also believes that funding 
and financial resources play an important 
role in this "division of labour" between 
national and international NGOs, and 
that donors’ politics and priorities have a 
great influence in shaping how the sector 
works. “There is always the question of the 
availability of funding. People [working in civil 
society] always tend to go where the funding 
is. If a donor offers a funding opportunity for 
a project in forest governance, everybody 
will develop forest government project 
proposals”.

26 In the interview with FLAG, the NGO The Last Great Ape Organisation in Cameroon (LAGA) was mentioned and identified as a national 
NGO, it is an international NGO as it is registered in Israel in 2002, all while working in Cameroon. For more information about LAGA, visit: 
https://www.laga-enforcement.org/en
27 Interview N. 10, with Aspinall Foundation, Gabon

5.3 How funding and financial 
management affects engagement of 
national NGOs in wildlife protection?
Many respondents provided different explanations 
for this weak participation of the national NGOs in 
the field of wildlife protection and/or conservation. 
Many national NGOs in the four countries of focus are 
concentrating their efforts only on forest governance 
and/or other management of other natural resources, 
while being dissuaded from working on wildlife 
protection and/or conservation.  There seems to be 
diverging opinions about the level of involvement of 
national/local NGOs in wildlife protection. However, 
most of the respondents agree that the INGOs are 
more focused on wildlife conservation, while national 
NGOs are directed towards forest governance, IFM 
and law enforcement in the forestry sector. Most of 
our respondents believe that wildlife protection and 
conservation require large budgets and sophisticated 
equipment, which is why most of the national/local 
NGOs tend to stay away from that field, as they lack the 
necessary financial support. See textbox 53 26. 

This also means that the organisations working in this 
field and benefiting from such funding needs to have 
excellent financial policies to guarantee the best use for 
funds and to fight corruption. With the national NGOs 
suffering from weak institutional capacities, especially 
with financial management, it can be difficult for 
donors to trust their abilities to manage large budgets 
and purchase valuable equipment. See textbox 54 for 
examples. 

An important factor contributing to this weak 
participation from local and national NGOs in wildlife 
protection is the policies from the international donors. 
There is an impression among some of the respondents 
that donors prefer some sort of “division of labour” 
when it comes to managing natural resources. They 
prefer to fund bigger, better equipped INGOs to work in 
conservation and wildlife protection, since they have a 
competitive advantage in that field; while they allocate 
funds for national NGOs in forest governance, since 
following timber traceability and tracking other forest 
illegalities seems to be a job for national lawyers and 
legal experts. In other words, it requires a different 
set of skills and training more accessible to national 
NGOs27. The textbox 55 offers examples. 
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TEXTBOX 54 
Concerning financial management policies 
for NGOs 
 
The JG Foundation-Congo shared their 
insight with us,  “Corruption can be a reason. 
For us INGOs, we have stricter bank control, 
we produce monthly reports, we are well 
controlled [..]. But do national NGOs have the 
same level of financial control?” 
 
If corruption is widespread in the forestry 
sector, it is also true for wildlife; with vast 
networks of organised crime involved in 
trafficking. For many respondents from 
national civil society, the reason why they 
do not engage in wildlife protection is due 
to the lack of support and resources. As 
explained by Brainforest, a national Gabonese 
NGO “The kind of support needed is both 
technical, financial and legal. You also need 
to build up a network to have people on the 
ground to provide you with information on 
what is happening, in order to work effectively 
in this area. You also need resources on how 
to put together this network and ask yourself 
questions like how it is going to function? How 
do you back up someone if they are arrested 
or if they have any other emergency? Wildlife 
sector needs all of these [issues sorted out] to 
be brought together to be effective. There are 
government officials involved in this traffic”.  

An important factor contributing to this weak 
participation from local and national NGOs in wildlife 
protection is the policies from the international donors. 
There is an impression among some of the respondents 
that donors prefer some sort of “division of labour” 
when it comes to managing natural resources. They 
prefer to fund bigger, better equipped INGOs to work in 
conservation and wildlife protection, since they have a 
competitive advantage in that field; while they allocate 
funds for national NGOs in forest governance, since 
following timber traceability and tracking other forest 
illegalities seems to be a job for national lawyers and 
legal experts. In other words, it requires a different set of 
skills and training more accessible to national NGOs28. 
The textbox 55 offers examples. 

28 Interview N. 10, with Aspinall Foundation, Gabon
29 Interview N. 30, with FODER

TEXTBOX 55 
When it comes to funding in the 
environmental sector and how it shapes 
this “division of labour” between INGOs and 
national NGOs, a respondent from WWF- 
Congo, explains “I think it is funding that 
structures them [National NGOs]. Historically, 
[programmes like] FLEGT has oriented these 
NGOs to work in this field”. 
 
The Secretary General for FLAG, one of 
the most prominent national NGOs in 
Cameroon, explains “[In FLAG], we haven’t 
really considered at the beginning [of our 
work], it was a strategic [decision] and what 
has pushed us to start was the Independent 
Monitoring in Forestry resources. We know 
that wildlife management or monitoring the 
wildlife regulations is the job for the INGOs 
who have a larger share of the market. 
Therefore, it wasn’t very encouraging for us to 
throw ourselves in that field”. 
 
SAILD, a national NGO from Cameroon, also 
adds “the first reason that comes to mind is 
that funding for wildlife preservation is more 
accessible, and the activities are more easily 
implemented by international NGOs. It is their 
field of interest. I don't think national NGOs 
have access to the same funding. They work 
on wildlife, but they haven't yet adopted this 
vision of wildlife monitoring”. 

An insightful contribution from a respondent from a 
national NGO in Cameroon sees that those donors, in 
both their programming and funding schemes, tend to 
tackle natural resources and environmental issues as a 
part of the much larger ‘Human Rights’ package. Tying 
Human rights funding with forest governance seems 
to have a harmful impact on national NGOs, because it 
puts them in the same basket as the ‘trouble-making’ 
NGOs working on Human Rights. The representative of 
FODER, a national NGO from Cameroon working on IFM, 
explains “if you know the political situation in Cameroon 
now, we are facing the same situation as NGOs working 
in human rights. They are the victims of a lot of pressure 
and threats […] they are perceived as politicised, which 
can sometimes be a barrier for their funding. It should 
be noted, however, that the dynamism of donors working 
in this sector, within frameworks like FLEGT-VPA is what 
allows us some freedom of action”29.
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TEXTBOX 56 
As expressed by the representative of WWF 
in Congo, “they [national NGOs] are dispersed, 
because there are few local NGOs in our 
field of forest governance and conservation, 
which are actually working. All the donors 
and international partners give them funding 
for field missions. The result is that they are 
stretched doing missions left and right, as 
the missions are outside Brazzaville. They 
have hard time focusing, and they have a 
hard time growing. One day they receive large 
funding, and after it ends, they have nothing. 
They don’t have a strategy or a structure for 
growth, this affects their sustainability. […] 
It's the lack of sustainable funding that is 
missing for them. […] They don't have a vision 
for the future, and they work just like that. 
They will take anything that comes their way, 
sometimes accepting to do things that falls 
out of there field of qualification. This way, 
they water down their work and finally end up 
losing the confidence of their donors”. 

5.4 Is it really a “wildlife vs. IFM” 
division of labour?
While there is a general impression, as was previously 
highlighted, that funding for wildlife protection and 
conservation is more accessible to the large INGOs, 
while the funding in IFM and forest governance mainly 
goes to national NGOs, hence creating a kind of a 
“division of labour” within the environmental sector; it 
is still important for us to nuance this a bit further. The 
emerging evidence is that INGOs rarely work on their own, 
and they often act like donors for smaller national CSOs, 
and collaborate with them, especially when it comes to 
working with local communities. The issue of division of 
labour seems therefore to be artificial. However, in the 
areas of specialisation, results show that INGOs tend 
to focus on anti-poaching operations, while local CSOs 
work on awareness raising, environmental education, 
animal rescue and re-habilitation, and all other activities 
involving work with the local communities. As already 
shown, this additional actions undertaken by the local 
NGOs are made possible with the funding of the INGOs, 
to the point of being perceived as “satellites” or “local 
branches” for their much larger, and better-equipped 
international partners. The following textbox 57 provide 
examples. 

TEXTBOX 57 
The Aspinall Foundation in Congo argues 
that it is not true that only INGOs work 
in wildlife protection and conservation. 
Mostly, small local NGOs and CBOs play an 
important role in the process; while large, 
well-trained and better equipped INGOs 
work in anti-poaching, investigations and 
so on, the activities that require technical 
knowledge and sophisticated equipment 
and training; they often coordinate activities 
with these small local organisations to work 
with them as a sanctuary for the animals 
rescued from poachers, and also to work on 
community awareness raising. These small 
organisations are in an excellent position 
to carry out these activities, since they have 
the local knowledge an understanding of the 
culture, while also being closer to the field. 
“It is because the INGOs, particularly those 
who work on protecting great apes [do not 
do] conservation by themselves. Rather, the 
sanctuary projects for the animals rescued 
from poachers, and the other activities of 
great Apes’ conservation for example, are 
mostly conducted by a local NGO here  
in Congo”. 
 
Similarly, Brainforest, a national NGO 
working in Gabon, believes that there is no 
longer any national NGOs working in the 
field of biodiversity conservation in Gabon at 
the moment. Most of these so-called “local” 
organisations are in fact, spin-offs of the 
large INGOs, “when you trace [these local 
NGOs] you find that one person from an INGO 
who created this smaller local NGO. There are 
always links with that big INGO, and it is a sort 
of branching out. This happened, for example 
with WWF who always has links with IBONGA, 
CJ and TAF having links with MUYISSI, and  
so on”. 
 
According to ASF, a national NGO from 
Gabon “mostly it is national NGOs who are in 
charge of the operational aspects, and INGOs 
only provide support on the financial, and 
sometimes technical, levels”. 
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5.5 The cultural factor 
The cultural factor has been identified by many 
respondents as crucial in shaping this sector of the 
CS in the Congo Basin. Some respondents offered 
a simplistic, culturalist approach on the matter, 
explaining the lack of presence from the national 
NGOs in the field of wildlife conservation simply 
by a lack of interest for cultural reasons. However, 
other respondents have helped us unpack the 
cultural aspect a bit further. An important factor 
to consider in this regard is the difference in entry 
points between the approach of national NGOs 
and INGOs, or their core focus. For national NGOs, 
their entry point or core focus is placed on forestry 
communities’ rights; while for INGOs, record focus 
is conservation of biodiversity. Textbox 58 offers 
various examples. 

5.6 Thinking strategically: 
prioritising forestry resources 
over wildlife
There are mixed views between INGOs and NNGOs 
on the reasons for engagement or not in the 
monitoring of wildlife issues. For some international 
NGOs, local NGOs are more concerned with where 
they can easily access funding which unfortunately 
limits their ability to think strategically. For instance, 
a respondent from WWF-Congo believes that this 
lack of interest in wildlife issues from national NGOs 
can be negative. The revisions of the legislation on 
wildlife and PAs (law n. 38), went almost unnoticed 
by civil society. “[This issue] does not interest them, 
even though it tackles issues related to access to 
resources, and customary law. It was important! 
They could have approached us and asked us for 
funding on this issue. But it is only INGOs who 
are specialised in this field. [national NGOs] are 
specialising where the money is, I'm afraid! No one 
is interested in fauna”. 

National NGOs have different views on the matter. 
For them, it is not lack of interest, but it is rather a 
matter of thinking strategically about which issues 
to engage with and prioritizing them according to 
the available capacities and funding. Some of the 
respondents from the national NGOs believe that 
when it comes to independent monitoring of fauna, 
there wasn’t any transfer of knowledge or expertise 
from the INGOs to the national NGOs. See textbox 
59 for more details. 

TEXTBOX 58 
One of the representatives of an international NGO 
in Gabon strongly believes that citizens in the Congo 
Basin generally do not care that much about wildlife 
for cultural reasons, unlike other cultures in Asia, 
for example, where animals are considered sacred. 
“Wildlife here is viewed as meat. It’s the culture […]. 
I don’t think that funding is the issue in the field of 
wildlife conservation, from what I observe in Gabon, 
you have more funding [opportunities] compared 
to [other countries] like Burkina or Congo. If the 
national NGOs are not present in the field, it is simply 
a problem of interest”. This opinion is confirmed 
by the representative of Muyissi, a national NGO 
in Gabon, “we can look for an explanation in the 
cultural reasons, game meat is a part of our culture. 
It is often difficult for me, as someone who works in 
the conservation sector, to pass on this message. 
[…]. Maybe the reason is cultural, as it is difficult for 
people to convince local communities to stick to 
environmental regulations, like hunting only during 
specific periods”.  
 
On the contrary, Brainforest, a national NGO in 
Gabon, explains “everything that has to do with 
Fauna is directly related to the rights of forestry 
communities. The majority of CSOs are afraid 
that if they intervene or work on the questions of 
wildlife, this will negatively impact the rights of local 
communities”.  
 
The ASF, a national NGO from Gabon believes 
that national CSOs are created to assist local 
communities in solving their problems. Their 
representative clarifies,  “In Gamba, so I can speak 
about my own context, all NGOs are working in 
natural resources management and conservation, but 
local NGOs are born more often to solve problems of 
local communities, for instance when they are denied 
the rights to fishing and agriculture, they get angry. 
Therefore, local NGOs are created to assist them in 
adapting for the new context and raise the awareness 
about conservation of forests and fauna”. 
 
 The representative of WCS- Congo agrees with 
the same opinion, “For me come up personally, I 
don't think it's a question of preference. There are 
the [national] NGOs who choose to work with local 
communities. When these local communities are 
affected with the national parks, illegal logging or 
illegal mining practises, they engage with these 
sectors. Their entry point is local communities. As for 
INGOs, the main entry point is the environment and 
endangered species. This is what is essential”. 
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TEXTBOX 59 
 
However, FLAG, a national NGO in 
Cameroon explains that when they first 
started creating their NGO, they were 
thinking strategically about achieving 
impact in the field they know well and have 
more experience with, which is forestry 
resources. “At first, we started with forestry 
resources because this is the field we 
have most experience with, but our vision 
remains global talking generally about 
natural resources. As our actions evolved, 
we were thinking about natural resources, 
but we haven't really considered wildlife. 
This was an action we couldn't intervene in 
in the beginning of our organisation. With 
time, especially today, we try to experiment 
in the field of wildlife, which has to do with 
management of communities and wildlife. I 
am certain that with time, we will be able to 
enlarge our scope of activities”. 
 
The representative of FODER, a national 
NGO in Cameroon, agrees “We do not do 
independent monitoring of wildlife because 
we don't have the technical capacity or the 
financial means, logistical or otherwise, 
to be able to do it efficiently, even if the 
interest is always here. We decided to work 
more on forests because the capacity to do 
it was available; this means methodology 
and funding were available. We have been 
in the field of IFM for a long time, and we 
have spent a lot of time knowing the tools, 
approaches and methods to be able to do 
it”. She adds, “Now the hypothesis that 
needs testing when we talk about the limited 
involvement of national NGOs in independent 
monitoring of wildlife is whether the weak 
transfer of capacities from international 
NGOs to national NGOs is behind it all”. 

5.7 The widespread corruption and 
fear 
In addition to strategic thinking, the weak transfer of 
capacities from international to national NGOs, the 
cultural factors and the donors’ policies, there is also 
the fact that the environmental sector faces widespread 
corruption in all the countries in question. Here, 
especially in the field of wildlife, corruption is often tied 
to vast networks of organised crime, including highly 
influential people. This usually deters national NGOs 
from involving themselves in the field, fearing serious 
pressure or threats. See textbox 60. 

TEXTBOX 60 
COMAID, a national NGO based in 
Cameroon, explains “if you need to be 
effective in tackling wildlife issues, you 
need somebody who knows the intricacies 
of the law. […] We also know that it is a very 
corrupt and dangerous sector. Most of the 
perpetrators are not common citizens, it is 
a whole organised network with very big 
people, well placed, in wildlife trafficking. So, 
venturing in this sector, you should have the 
capacity to face these ‘big guns’. For me, this 
is the main reason why smaller organisations 
do not get into this”. 
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6. Summary of 
key findings and 
recommendations
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The following final section of the study report will 
include a rapid summary of the key findings, along with 
a suggested set of recommendations. 

6.1 Summary of key findings: 
This report has reviewed the most recent evidence on 
the key features of environment NGOs conducting IFM 
and IWM in four Central Africa countries. In order to delve 
into the sector, the study has upacked various types from 
local to international NGOs and has assessed the trends 
in terms of connection, synergies and collaboration 
across levels, and between NGOs and other key actors 
in respective countries. In doing so, the aim is to inform 
organisation leaders, donors, and governments as 
they seek to ensure the sustainability of a vibrant civil 
society that helps address the plight of illegal timber 
and wildlife trade on the people, biodiversity, economies 
and climate.

1. 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 
organisations utilised a combination of strategies 
with awareness raising identified as a crosss 
cutting issue. The focus on community awareness 
emphasised the role of community understanding 
and engagement with issues as a critical component 
in the fight against forest and wildlife illegality.

2. Local NGOs were more likely to be involved in 
environmental education and ILL/IWM monitoring 
and awareness raising compared to INGOs who 
were strongly engaged in conservation, protected 
area management, support to alternative livelihoods 
and market monitoring. This was in part related to 
the level of expertise and financial viability of the 
individual organisations.

3. Local NGOs were more likely to report internal 
governance challenges and problems with financial 
self sufficiency.  Local NGOs were marred by 
problems of poor funding, high dependence on 
volunteers and weak technical capacities, especially 
in the nouvelle area of wildlife monitoring and law 
enforcement. On the contrary, INGOs appeared 
to be more resourced but however, identified 
challenges linked to organisational cultures, lack of 
reliable data, and embeddedness in 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 raisigng 
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.

4. INGOs were additionally concerned about managing 
their image and relationships with government 
officials. Corruption and poor work ethic emerged 
as their key challenges.

5. Despite increasing interest in gender amongst all 
stakeholders, their was little evidence of internal 
capacities to mainstream gender. Very limited 
number of local NGOs had a gender strategy of 
focus while internal NGOs for the most part had 
gender and inclusion strategies. Respondents 
revealed that weak knowledge and capabilities as 
well as cultural issues where key impediments to 
mainstreaming gender.

6. 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, ToTs and anti-poaching measures. 
Approaches for community sensitisation and 
engagement with legal frameworks were identified. 

7. All respondents acknowledge the key role of state 
in their areas of intervention. There was reportedly 
increased acceptance and recognition of the role of 
civil society in fighting forest and wildlife illegality. 
There was, however, issues raised with limited 
responsivessness to reports from government 
and lack of sanctions. 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 their might and 
resources. Local NGOs on the contrary were less 
likely to report favourable relationships with state.

8. The hegemonic role of the state in the area of IWM 
was identified as one of the key limitations for 
local NGOs to engage in IWM area. The fact that 
the legislative framework provides pathways for 
judicial involvement in IWM compared to forestry, 
meant that local CSOs struggled to identify a niche 
and how they could be involved. 

9. All actors also recognised the role of private sector 
in the fight against both ills. However, there was 
limited interaction between private sector actors 
and local CSOs. Relationships tended to be more 
antagonistic while INGOs reported different levels 
of collaboration around the management of wildlife 
in concessions.

10. Compared to forestry, only recently has local 
networks begun to emerge in the area of wildlife 
and often instigated by INGOs. The networks reveal 
similar international challenges as those of individual 
organisations but with the additional complexity 
of leadership and financial sustainability. So far, 
no evidence of cross learning between networks 
involved in ILL and IWT.
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11. On the critical question on the limited engagement 
of local actors in the area of IWM, the evidence 
shows that limited presence on the ground and in 
communities of local NGOs was a key constraint. 
Respondents thought that contrary to forestry, 
the local NGOs must be on the ground to address 
wildlife trafficking issues and investigations, 
and be more 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. Additionally, fear 
of criminal networks and reprisals was also 
identified. Local NGOs thought they were more 
exposed and vulnerable to threats compared 
to international NGOs. Finally, the cultural 
role of wildlife in community livelihoods was 
also observed whereby in the Congo basin, 
communities see wildlife more 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 their access to fishing grounds 
and other traditional hunting/cultural sites in 
forests. Whether payments for biodiversity 
swaps/protection and ecoutourism development 
could modify these attitudes towards wildlife 
are unknown considering the very poor tourism 
infrastructure in the whole region. While 
alternative livelihoods projects, combined with 
awareness raising activities, to improve the 
economic situation of the IPLCs and positively 
change their attitudes towards conservation, 
not enough research has been developed in this 
area to assess the impact of such projects on the 
ground, despire being much needed. 

6.2 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 
ambiton 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 operandis; 

• Enhance taught networking with similar and dissimilar 
organisations;

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; 

• Strengthen their in-country capacities through locally 
adapted organisational development processes. 
Design an 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 guarantees that major decisions are grounded 
on IFM and IWM results, among others; 

• Increase technical and financial support for gender 
mainstreaming within and across NGOs;

• Identify and invest on toppling down the main barriers to 
a thriving environmental NGO sector. Such investment 
should foster collaborations between NGOs and fellow 
NGOs, governments, and the private sector. 

Governments should: 
• When inexistent, take and implement legal frameworks 

granting a role to IFM and IWM in decision-making 
processes;

• Ensure the protection and security of IFM and IWM 
NGOs;



56

REFERENCES
Booker, F., Dilys, R. (2017). First line of defence? A review of evidence on the effectiveness of engaging communitiesto 
tackle illegal wildlife trade. International Institute for Environment and Development. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep02668

Geoff Hosey, Vicky Melfi, Samantha J Ward (May 2020) Problematic Animals in the Zoo: The Issue of Charismatic 
Megafauna.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341253334_Problematic_Animals_in_the_Zoo_The_Issue_of_
Charismatic_Megafauna

Global Witness (2015). Blood Timber. How Europe helped fund war in the Central African Republic. 

Mbzibain, A and Nkuintchua (2021). NGO-state relations in the monitoring of illegal forest logging and wildlife 
trafficking in Central Africa. World Development 148 (2021) 105670. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105670 

National Geographic Resource Library, ENCYCLOPEDIC ENTRY
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/wildlife-conservation/

Ondoua Ondoua, G., Beodo Moundjim, E., Mambo Marindo, J.C., Jiagho, R., Usongo, L. and Williamson, L. (2017). 
An assessment of poaching and wildlife trafficking in the Garamba-Bili-Chinko transboundary landscape. TRAFFIC. 
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/1591/garamba-bili-chinko-xxs.pdf 

Roe, D., Booker, F., Day, M. et al. (2015). Are alternative livelihood projects effective at reducing local threats to 
specified elements of biodiversity and/or improving or maintaining the conservation status of those elements?. 
Environ Evid 4, 22. 
https://environmentalevidencejournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13750-015-0048-1

Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (2011) Livelihood alternatives for the unsustainable use of 
bushmeat. Report prepared for the CBD Bushmeat Liaison Group. Technical Serices No. 60, Montreal, SCBD. 
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-60-en.pdf

Tegtmeyer, R., Johnson, A., Rasarely, E., Burren, C., Robinson, D., Bauert, M., et al. (2010). Independent FOREST 
MONITORING MADAGASCAR. Madagascar Conservation and Development, 5(1), 64–71.
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep02668
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341253334_Problematic_Animals_in_the_Zoo_The_Issue_of_Charismatic_Megafauna
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341253334_Problematic_Animals_in_the_Zoo_The_Issue_of_Charismatic_Megafauna
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105670 
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/wildlife-conservation/
https://www.traffic.org/site/assets/files/1591/garamba-bili-chinko-xxs.pdf
https://environmentalevidencejournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13750-015-0048-1
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-60-en.pdf


57

ANNEX: LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

No. Date Name Role within the 
organisation Organisation Country

1 09/11/2020
Lilian Barros Permanent Secretary 

CJJ Congo
Inès Mvoukani Legal Assistant and Program 

Coordinator

2 10/11/2020
Rebecca Atencia Director

Jane Godall Foundation Congo
Enrique Villamarín Head of research and 

institutional relations

3 11/11/2020 Berthin Mbangui Administrator TAF Congo The Aspinal Foundation 
(Congo) Congo

4 11/11/2020 Alfred Nkodia
Vice president of the 
Commission and the 
coordinator of IFM 

CAGDF Congo

5 12/11/2020
Sam Nziengui-Kassa ETIC Program Manager WWF Congo
Cédric Sépulcre Programme Officer for Congo   

6 13/11/2020
Nathalie MIANSEKO Director Renatura Congo
Laurène Poli Assistant Director 

7 08/12/2020 Richard Malonga Director WCS Congo

8 09/12/2020 Guillaume Tati Director ESI Congo Congo

9 12/10/2020 Luc Mathot Director Conservation Justice Gabon

10 14/10/2020 Matthieu Bonnet TAF Representant The Aspinall Foundation Gabon

11 15/10/2020 Bienvenue Ondo Ndong Technical Director IBONGA Gabon

12 15/10/2020 Carmen Kouerey Research Assistant Partenariat tortue Marin Gabon

13 16/10/2020 Martial Djinang Programme Coordinator Brainforest Gabon

14 16/10/2020
Dikenane Kombila
ZANG OBAME Sidonie 
Evralde

Secrétaire général 
Chargée des projets et de la 
recherche des financements

l’association Protrectrice 
des grands singes de la 
Moukalaba

Gabon

15 19/10/2020 François Boussamba Director Aventures Sans Frontières 
(ASF) Gabon

16 19/10/2020 Philipp Henschel Regional Director for West 
and Central Africa Panthera Gabon

17 20/10/2020 Gaspard Abitsi Director WCS Gabon

18 21/10/2020 Innocent IKOUBOU President Manga Gabon

19 23/10/2020 Ladislas Ndembet President Muyissi Environnement Gabon

20 27/10/2020 Heather Arrowood Director OELO Gabon

21 15/06/2021 Martial Yvon  Amolet Legal expert MEFP RCA

22 15/06/2021 José Martial Betoulet Coordinator Ndima-Kali RCA

23 24/06/2021 Jean Jacques U. 
MATHAMALE Coordinator CIEDD RCA

24 03/12/2020 Raphael Ayuk President African Alliance for 
Developmental Action (AADA) Cameroon

25 10/11/2020 Horline Njike Bilogue Secretary General FLAG Cameroon 

26 09/11/2020 Ghislain Fomou Project Manager SAILD Cameroon

27 24/11/2020 Denis Mahonghol Office Director – Central 
Africa TRAFFIC Cameroon

28 02/12/2020 Kenneth Tah Conservation Officer COMAID Cameroon

29 24/11/2020 Duclaire Mbouna National Coordinator WRI Cameroon

30 16/11/2020 Laurence Wete Soh Senior Project Officer FODER Cameroon
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