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Introduction 
Forest Peoples Programme staff have recently returned from two weeks in the Central 
African Republic where we were working with the Bayaka Community Union and the World 
Wildlife Fund in the context of the EU-funded, Government of Central Africa Republic-
implemented, and WWF-supported Dzanga Sangha project in which FPP is a partner.i  The 
objective of the EU project is to promote and improve local and especially indigenous 
livelihoods and sustainable development in the Dzanga Special Reserve in the context of 
increased protection for community rights, along with improved access to health and 
education services. The project is especially targeting the indigenous population of Bayaka 
forest huntergatherer communities, and the Sangha Sangha people, now a minority group 
traditionally based predominately along the rivers of the region. This EU project is one of a 
number of donor-funded projects implemented by the government, with technical and 
financial support from WWF, which together enable the Dzanga- Sangha Special Reserve to 
operate. 
 
This EU-funded project has gone through various challenges over the past 2+ years, 
primarily due to the fact the international project coordinator originally hired to oversee this 
work failed to target Bayaka specifically at the outset of the project, focused the bulk of 
project activities on the health sector, and then left after 1 year of a 3 year contract. There 
was then a long delay during the search for a qualified replacement. This left the project 
without adequate technical support personnel for almost a year, and heading in the wrong 
direction, in a context in which indigenous communities were already marginalised. This 
meant the project community communicators, who were 50% Bayaka (one of the project’s 



  

significant achievements thus far) and national staff were not able to address all of the 
different areas set out in the original funding proposal. 
 
In the context of the EU-funded project, FPP visited the project last year and carried out a 
complete review of the activities and outcomes. FPP then made a series of recommendations 
about changes that needed to be made to bring the project back in line with the original plan, 
and which WWF and national project staff subsequently implemented. Later in 2010 WWF 
finally found the necessary international technical support for the project, and the current 
CTDD (Conseil Technique de Developpement Durable) has done a superb job in redirecting 
the project back towards the original plan, including providing logistical support to the 
Bayaka Community Union (UCB), which is now an official CAR association. While this 
support to the UCB is clearly in line with the overall objectives of this project, it was not 
specifically written into the original project proposal, because the UCB has only just become 
an official organization. 
 
The Bayaka Community Union (UCB) 
The UCB was established by the Bayaka a few years ago as one outcome of the community 
consultations and trainings that were carried out with indigenous communities in the 
Dzanga Reserve by FPP.ii The UCB has created statutes, and became an official association 
with government recognition in 2010. The UCB is now a young, but highly representative 
indigenous community-based organisation that is taking its first tentative steps towards 
implementing its own projects. WWF has provided support to the UCB since its 
establishment last year, notably in helping its representatives to meet, and in providing 
resources for the construction of the UCB office in Yondo. Several UCB staff are also 
employed by the EU project as community communicators. 
 
At the planning meeting between FPP and the UCB representatives from in and around the 
Dzanga Reserve in Yondo on February 26, 2011, FPP agreed to fund the UCB's first formal 
project. The broad lines of this work were agreed by all of the male and female (50% each) 
community representatives. FPP has now developed and circulated the Draft Terms of 
Reference between FPP and the UCB. These will be finalized soon, with facilitation and 
support from WWF staff, who with the agreement of UCB coordinators, have also agreed to 
help facilitate the necessary financial administration during this preliminary phase, using 
funds left behind by FPP. 
 
A little history 
When FPP first visited the Dzanga project about 5 years ago, at the invitation of WWF, we 
found that indigenous peoples had been institutionally neglected during the first 20 years of 
the project and that they had never been formally consulted about the establishment of the 
reserve, or the two park sectors that now overlap indigenous communities' customary lands, 
and that their rights were seriously threatened. We found that indigenous peoples' access to 
their customary lands had been restricted or lost across the Reserve, without their Free, 
Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), and that they faced continuing marginalization from the 
management of the Dzanga Reserve, as well as the benefits derived from its operation on 
their lands. There is no doubt about this. 
 
FPP's involvement in this process in Dzanga was one of the outcomes of high-level dialogues 
that we were engaged in with WWF over its previous failure to implement their indigenous 
peoples policy in and around parks they were helping the government to establish and 
manage over the border in Cameroon. These protected areas include Campo Ma'an, Lobeke, 
Boumba Bek and Nki National Parks. FPP findings based upon extensive consultationsiii and 
mappingiv with indigenous communities in all those places helped encourage a new dialogue 
between WWF and indigenous communities throughout the country, which has helped to re-
orient discussions over how to protect indigenous peoples’ rights in protected areas all over 
Cameroon. These discussions are still ongoing.v 



  

 
In this context we were initially invited to CAR by WWF to examine the Dzanga-Sangha 
situation, and to provide recommendations, starting with a joint WWF-FPP mission. This 
was followed by extensive consultations by FPP with local and indigenous communities in 
the Dzanga Reserve, along with national project staff and WWF international technical 
advisors. After much discussion and debate it was agreed that significant steps needed to be 
taken to move the project in line with the WWF policy protecting indigenous community 
rights. The EU project was developed jointly by WWF and FPP to enable this major change 
in the project's direction from one that mostly ignored local and indigenous communities, to 
one that was working actively to inform and engage communities, helping them build their 
capacities and representative institutions, protecting their rights, and also enabling 
indigenous peoples to secure improved access to health and education services. 
 
In February 2011 the EU project suffered an internal mid-term evaluation thatindependently 
identified a number of problems, including FPP findings from last year. FPP met with the 
evaluator upon arrival in Bangui to discuss those findings and his recommendations. We also 
reviewed and commented on his draft report, and discussed his findings and 
recommendations in detail with WWF technical staff in Bayanga. 
 
An important part of our visit to Bayanga was to agree recommendations with WWF staff 
about the areas of work that should be prioritized during the 8 months remaining of this 
project, a period that includes an extension of 6 months that has already been agreed with 
the EU delegation in Bangui. In collaboration with the new government conservateur and the 
WWF conservation advisor, we also engaged in two days of training for 20+ ecoguards in the 
area of human rights and especially the WWF policy protecting indigenous peoples' rights in 
the areas where WWF is working. 
 
Positive results 
A review of the WWF statement of principles concerning indigenous peoples and 
conservation, compared and contrasted with our original findings from 2005/6, helps to 
frame the changes that have occurred over the past few years. 
 
With the support of WWF, the Dzanga-Sangha conservation project is now making special 
efforts to understand and recognize indigenous peoples and their rights. These indigenous 
peoples now have special status in the project and their protection and participation in 
project activities is specifically targeted by WWF and project staff. There is a clear desire to 
convert individual commitments to indigenous peoples, as demonstrated by numerous WWF 
staff over the years,vi into appropriate institutional structures, as evidenced by many of the 
activities established through the EU project. These new and concrete actions demonstrate 
the firm commitment by WWF to respect indigenous peoples and their rights, and to try to 
increase their participation in the management of the project. 
 
Through the EU funding this project is supporting strengthened communication and 
exchange with indigenous communities through a network of local and indigenous 
"communicators" employed by the project. The project is helping to build the capacities of 
indigenous peoples through the provision of adult literacy, legal advice and capacity 
building, investment in community-based mapping of traditional territories, and direct 
support for 2 indigenous peoples' organisations representing indigenous Bayaka and Sangha 
Sangha respectively. These measures constitute the project’s efforts to establish new 
consulting mechanisms to enable the project to reach indigenous peoples effectively so that 
their views can be taken into consideration. 
 
This focus is in line with the need to secure communities’ FPIC in the management of the 
Dzanga Reserve, as set out in WWF policy, as well as the African Charter for Human and 
Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 



  

(UNDRIP), and the UN International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(UN ICESCR). The community capacity building work of WWF is being enhanced by legal 
support specifically targeting indigenous peoples, a key component of the process by which 
this project can work to remedy the numerous issues being raised by communities with 
respect to their loss of forest access and their continued social and economic 
marginalization. 
 
These changes that the project has been promoting for the past 2 years or so have all been 
enhanced by the CAR government's recent ratification of ILO 169 (in 2010), a development 
that the project is now using to encourage national project administrators and the 
government towards formal recognition of indigenous peoples' rights in national laws. This 
means that indigenous peoples rights in the Central African Republic should be able to 
receive formal protection from the government, thus setting a clear frame in which the new 
WWF approach towards protecting community rights in Dzanga-Sangha can be nested and 
promoted with the government by WWF and its partners. 
 
The significant progress summarized above does not mean that the WWF policy is fully 
applied in the Dzanga Special Reserve, or that indigenous peoples' rights are being fully 
protected, nor that the project has secured communities’ FPIC in its management of the 
region’s forests. The impact of 20 years of repression and the loss of indigenous forest access, 
combined with the historic, systematic marginalization of indigenous peoples of the region, 
and low literacy and weak capacities of indigenous peoples compared with the other social 
groups, means that we are at the beginning of a very long road. Now is a critical time because 
the older people who first showed conservation researchers the forests of Dzanga-Sangha are 
slowly passing away, and their children who grew up with this project are wondering what 
they have lost. It is important to acknowledge that despite significant progress, indigenous 
peoples remain marginalized from the management of the Dzanga Reserve, and the Sangha 
Trinational (TNS) landscape generally. 
 
Despite the above caveats, in my view, compared to other protected area projects with which 
I am familiar, and thanks to the new initiatives funded by the EU grant, the Dzanga-Sangha 
project is the most advanced and constructive attempt to apply WWF’s policy protecting 
indigenous peoples and their rights in the Congo Basin. If these efforts by WWF are 
sustained over the long term it could lead to significant results for the protection of 
indigenous peoples rights along with the biodiverse forests of the Dzanga-Sangha Reserve, 
and become an example of what can be achieved, with indigenous peoples in CAR generally. 
If these measures are scaled up in the region’s other protected areas, the benefits to 
indigenous peoples and conservation outcomes across the Congo Basin could be enormous. 
 
If the changes to the Dzanga project's ethos, philosophy and approach as outlined above are 
sustained after the EU project funding is terminated later this year, then together all these 
measures could enable a process by which indigenous communities will start to regain 
control of their customary territories through direct participation in the management of the 
Reserve. In addition to their rights to their forests and their participation in management, 
indigenous peoples’ top priorities include increased and sustained access to health and 
education services, and a strong desire to share in the economic benefits generated by the 
Dzanga Reserve. The outcomes of our consultations are clear: indigenous peoples want to 
protect this forest for their livelihoods, and for the huge research and tourism potential for 
which the Dzanga-Sangha Reserve is re-known, but they also want to secure their rights, 
benefits and role in its management. 

 
 
 
 
 



  

Outcomes 
The main outcomes of this 2 week trip include: 
 

 Agreement with WWF technical staff over the continuation of project activities in line 
with recommendations of the recent evaluation, which are an enhancement of 
measures already implemented or targeted by the CTDD; 
 

 Agreement with the conservateur of Dzanga-Sangha to continue to collaborate over 
training conservation staff and especially ecoguards about human rights, and to 
develop appropriate and clear advice so that they can carry out their functions to 
guard protected species without violating the rights of indigenous peoples to 
maintain their traditional, customary use of their traditional forest resources; 
 

 Agreement to address outstanding land conflict issues via dialogue and community-
based mapping, including addressing issues concerning the boundaries of the 
agricultural band, for example in Bomanjokou, and also in the definition of 
community hunting areas. 

 

 Agreement with the UCB over the use of funding provided by FPP, notably: to 
purchase a motorcycle to improve their logistics and communication; to fund two 
UCB staff to become licensed to drive the motorcycle, so that they can be insured, 
and; to fund salaries and other costs (eg GPSs) of a community mapping exercise, as 
set out in the draft TDR; 

 

 Agreement with WWF technical staff to facilitate the allocation of funds to the UCB to 
fund their programme as defined in the UCB-FPP TDR, during an interim period, 
while other more independent methods to transfer funds are evaluated; 

 

 Agreement between FPP and WWF technical staff to improve coordination over 
longer-term plans to working with the UCB and also fundraising strategies, in order 
to ensure that the new elements of the Dzanga-Sangha programme that are helping to 
protect and enhance indigenous peoples rights will be maintained after the EU 
funding ends.vii 
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i For this project FPP has been contributing expertise, advice and matching funding. 
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v Despite securing the Cameroon government’s recognition for indigenous peoples’ rights to access and use 
resources inside Campo Ma’an National Park, there remain significant challenges. Recently the Government of 
Cameroon has subcontracted the statutory consultations over the management plans for Nki and Boumba Bek 
National Parks to a private company. These park management plans, which WWF helped the government to 
prepare, are set to be approved by the government ministry responsible, even through none of the indigenous 
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communities concerned have seen the plans or are aware of their content. These plans include significant 
restrictions against indigenous peoples concerning their access and use of their traditional customary territories, 
without their FPIC, contravening a series of international human rights conventions, as well as WWF policy. It 
was these restrictions that first brought the situation in Boumba Bek and Nki to the attention of FPP, most 
notably due to the huge number of complaints from communities, including allegations of serious human rights 
violations. The lack of progress by the government to take into account FPP and WWF supported community 
mapping that illustrates the massive overlap between park areas and communities’ customary lands has now 
attracted the attention of FPP’s Legal and Human Rights Programme. 
 
vi I am particularly impressed by the significant efforts of the gorilla habituation programme to innovate new 
ways of working with, contracting and paying the indigenous guides who are the backbone of this 
programme. 
 
vii I would like to thank all of the staff of WWF and the Dzanga-Sangha project for the logistical support they 
provided during our visit, as well as their enthusiasm, intellectual energy and good humour during our 
discussions. 
 


