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Situated on the coast of the West-African Gabon, the Gamba Protected Area Complex
offers the stuff nature documentaries are made of: elephants, crocodiles, gorillas,
hippopotami and turtles abound and share the area with just a handful of people. Even
by African standards its natural wealth is exceptional. But ‘nature protection’is an
elastic concept in Gabon. Oil fields in the heart of the area are being exploited and
poaching around the oil town Gamba has soared as a consequence. A conservation
project is attempting to save agem in the face of powerful interests.
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Introduction

Who Is going to enforce the regulations?

Around oil
town Gamba

t theWorld Environment Summitin

Johannesburg in 2002, Gabon'’s president Omar
Bongo made a surprise announcement. Hetold the
world that Gabon would create 13 national parks,
covering three million hectares - amost 11 per cent
of the country’stotal surface area. Until that moment,
Gabon had no national parkswhatsoever, and only a
handful of protected areas. WWF welcomed the
decision and named it ‘arare occurrencein the
history of conservation of Africa’.

Infact, WWF itself had played aninstrumental role
in the processthat initiated the Johannesburg
announcement. Together with afellow international
conservation organization, the Wildlife Conservation
Society (WCS), it had led atwo-year field research
program, in partnership with thelocal Water and
Forests Services. Thisresulted in ajoint proposal for
the creation of anational parks systemin Gabon,
which was than accepted by the government. On the
initiative of president Bongo, aNational Council for
the National Parkswas created afterwards. Currently,
discussions are ongoing on the future role and
mandate of this council. Conservation organizations
would liketo seeit evolve towards a parastatel,
comparableto the KenyaWildlife Service.

For the Gamba Protected Areas Complex —a
collection of eight areas enjoying varying degrees of
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protection —the announcement led to amuch clearer
situation. Henceforth the Complex will consist of
two national parks, Loango National Park and

M oukal aba-Doudou, with protected intermediate
zones. ‘ Themajor challenge for the next period’,
saysWWF's Gamba project |eader Bas Huijbregts,
‘will beto reach agreement with the government, the
local population and the private sector on interior
regulationsfor both parks and an appropriate
protection status and zoning for the intermediate
zones!

In other words: the announcement of the creation of
national parksin Gabon iswelcome, but isreally just
the beginning of the process. Even when agreement
has been reached on what will and will not be
tolerated in the parks, it remainsto be decided who
will enforcetheregulations. Presently, the few
existing brigades are understaffed and lack funds,
knowledge and motivation. Strategiesto counter
these problems have yet to be announced.

Inthe past years, the WWF project has provided
assistance to the creation of community-based local
associationsin thefields of fisheries, ecotourism and
environmental education. Local farmersare pleased
with the construction of fencing systemsto better
protect the smallholder plantations against el ephants.
Some nice results have been achieved, but many
questionsremain. Will the government support
the establishment of effectivewildlife
brigades, with sufficient meansand skillsto
perform their appointed task?What will
happen to the national parks and the ecological
corridor between them the moment Shell
Gabon endsits operationsin the heart of the
Complex? Can people who need dternative
sources of income be kept from poaching in the
protected areas? Can multinational Shell be
convinced that it hasto take responsibility for
thefuture of the areaand for the people who
came therefollowing oil activities? How
successful will effortsbeto develop a
sustainable form of community-based
ecotourismin the Complex?Andisit wiseto
stimulate these activities, considering the
fragility of the area? With so many unanswered
questions, WWF and its partnersin the Gamba
Complex faceachallenging futurein the
coming years. A
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Ecotourism

A matter of the right
contacts in the capital

“ Do you want to see the hippostoday, or
shall wefirst concentrate on the
elephants?” enquires Jean-Pierre Baye,
veteran WWF-empl oyee in the Gamba area.
It soundslike a question you might be asked
when planning a visit to the zoo rather than
atripintothewild, but for the Loango
National Park, Gabon’soldest protected
area, thisisnot an unrealistic question.

NATIONAL PARKS AND POWERFUL INTERESTS

ayé, who grew up in the nearby village of Sette

Cama, knowswhat heistalking about. Asaboy,
hisfather took him for regular tripsinto the wilds,
teaching him everything there wasto know about the
exuberant nature and wildlifein theregion. This
proved invaluablefor hislater career asaWWF-
ecoguard, tourist guide and environmental education
officer. Apart from his exceptional knowledge, he
impressestourists by catching crocodilesat night
with hisbare hands. Bayé has also worked for the
Gamba project as aresearcher, helping take stock of
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the wealth of faunain the protected area. The most
striking feature of the Loango NP isthe enormous
amounts of large mammals, especially primates,
elephantsand buffaloes. Also there arethe plentiful
and extremely diverse fish populations, aswell as
humpback whales and seaturtlesthat cometo lay
their eggs on the pristine beaches. The main reason
for the abundant sealifeistheinterface between
freshwater lagoons and the ocean currents. The
lagoon is both the breeding ground for multiple
speciesand asafe haven for fingerlingsbornin the
Atlantic Ocean. Some 70 species of fish have been
identified, and it is suspected that there are many
more awaiting identification.

However, when preparing for our trip to the nature
reserve, aproblem arises. We can't leaveimmediately:
‘If wego now, wewill seenoanimasat al, Bayé
grumbles. The problem lieswithatourist tripinto the
sameareathat isorganized by aFrench tour operator.
Thisoperator has stationed a pick-up truck in the Petit
L oango areato drivetouristisover thebeach at low tide.
Thesight of thetruck and thetouristsdrivesanimals
away from theareafor several hours(and alsoleaves
permanent ‘ scars inthefragile coastal savannas). Bayé
and hiscolleague, Eaux et Forétsagent, Manacé Mba,
arefurious. ‘Merde', they rage. The subject of their
anger isthistourist operationinthearea, set up some
two yearsago. WWF, WCSand many other
stakeholdersin the areahave criticized hiscompany’s
exploitation of thenatural richnessof theareaat severa
occasions. A lodge has been built near the estuary,
where sport-fishing possibilitiesare grestest. No
congtruction isallowed within the protected area, but
the Frenchman seemsto havetheright contactsin
Gamba (where hea so has substantial business
interests) and, at ministerial level in Libreville, ensuring
that he getsall the permitshe needs.

Several hours later, when we'vefinally taken off and
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have arrived at the beach of Petit Loango, the open
pick-up trucks approach at high speed, returning to
the camp. The car ispacked with tourists. Their
waves are answered by Bay€'sand Mba'sangry
glances. Returning by boat - after several encounters
with elephants and hippopotami (agroup of five,
floating lazily inthe water of thelagoon) - we pass
the lagoon mouth again and seefive or six speedboats
lying at anchor with several non-African sport fishers
aboard. For them, thisis one of the best spotson
earth. Here, world record catchesin tarpon, shark,
barracudaand red snapper have or can be set. Since
no interior regulationsfor the parks exist until now,
regulationsfor sport fishing are absent. This
currently leads to competition between tour
operatorsfor the best fishing spots at the outlet of the
lagoon, and between the sport fishermen and local
subsistence fishermen. Also, best practicesin sport
fishing, such ascatch and release, are still to be
implemented. ‘ Especially during the weekend, you
can see dozens of boatshere,’ saysBayé. ‘ Shell-
employeesalso comehereto fish!

Sport fishersin Petit Loango
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Thenext day we visit another tour operator in this
area, Christian Omanda-Otando of Sette Cama Safari.
An elegant, well-dressed Gabonese, hestudied in
Paris but returned to the region where he wasraised to
start atourist agency. Wetalk with him on the terrace
of hisbeautifully located new resort, at thelagoon
near thelimit of thereserve. ‘I liveinLibreville, he
says, staring out over the tranquil water, ‘but | spend
asmuch time as possible herein the Gamba Compl ex.
Herel find my rest, everything is peaceful here. Not
everything though: thisentrepreneur isa so
disappointed about the Frenchmen’s activities, but
even more so with hisown government, ‘which seems
to prefer foreignersto the Gabonese!

‘TheMinistry of Eaux et Forétsdoesn’t play by its
ownrules, hecomplains. ‘We asked for apermit to
build atemporary camp intheregion, but they said it
was not allowed. Ok, we can accept that. Instead of the
camp we've built thisplace. But afew months|ater
this Frenchmen, who doesn’'t have alicensefrom the
Ministry of Tourism, starts building thislodgein the
middle of thereserve. One bungal ow after another.

Gamba Vacances doesn'’t care about ecotourism at
all, says Omanda-Otando. ‘ They are only interested
in pleasing the tourists. With their speedboats they
circle close around the hippos, five or six times days.
These animals get so scared that they flee’

Of coursethereal problemisnot the Frenchman
and his company, but the fact that someone with the
right contacts and enough money isallowed to ignore
therules of the protected area, he says. Thelocal
Eaux et Forét service seems unableto change that
situation.

Christian Omanda-Otando of Sette Cama Safari

Confronted with this criticism, Madame Koumba,
Chef de brigadein Sette Cama, saysthat she'saware
of thesituation, and that it's not the way that it should
be. We meet the chef at her house, near the
government office wherevisitorsto Loango NP have
to apply for aentrance permit. The present situation
was created before she arrived here ayear ago,
Koumba says, and she cannot be held responsiblefor

Therichest tropical forest ecoregion of the continent

The Gamba Protected Areas Complex is located in the richest tropical forest ecoregion in Africa.
Actually the Complex is located in three ecoregions: the Atlantic Equatorial coastal forest, the

Guinean-Congolese coastal mangroves and the Western Congolese forest-savannah mosaic. The
ecoregions corresponding to the coastal forests of Gamba are Africa’s richest wet land forests.

The Gamba Complex borders the Atlantic Ocean with a 200 km long sandy littoral zone, comprising
vegetated dunes and shifting coast line. Around the lagoons of Ngové (Iguela) and Ndogo the
landscape is essentially flat, with many lakes as well as permanent and temporary open floodplains
depending on the season. The variation in geological formations in the area has resulted in several
habitats and the presence of a wide array of associated species.

In the northern and eastern sections of the Gamba Complex humid evergreen tropical forest confirm
the biological richness of the area. Wooded and grass savannahs add to the habitat diversity. The
Doudou Mountains, rising to approximately 700m are a centre of endemism. Biological research has
uncovered an exceptionally rich flora and fauna. The presence of these different habitats, as well as
their interconnections, serves to increase the biological diversity of the Gamba Complex and
reinforces the uniqueness of this landscape.
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it. Theillegal practicesare not her most pressing
problem, however. ‘| have worked for the Ministry
for 17 yearsnow, and | have never seen asituation as
bad asthis. | have no staff, just adriver and a
secretary. We have two ecoguards, al of whosetime
is spent accompanying tourists. That’ sall. For
scaring off the poachers you need security personnel.
But | have none. | have no money, no petrol, no boats,
only two pirogues, and no electricity. I'verung the
alarm bell, and I've been to my superiorsinthe
capital and demanded more staff. They have
promised alot of things, but nothing has happened.
It'sahopeless situation here!

If the government isnot willing to pay for thethings
she needsto do her job, then WWF should help.
‘But’, shesighs, ‘our relationship with WWFisnot
alwaysas| wouldlike! That isconfirmed by several
WWF-employees, who are unhappy with what they
seeastheforest service'slack of initiative. ‘ The
brigade sees us principally asadonor to who you go
for money. But we cannot substitute for the
government. It isunfortunately true that our

government doesn’t support thewildlife brigades as
it should, but in an arealike Sette Cama, you don’t
need that many personnel to be able to efficiently
control the whole southern part of the park. The only
accessto the park isby water. The brigadeisbuilt on
the lagoon, so everybody passesliterally under its
eyes,’ saysone WWHF-worker. ‘ The brigade doesn’t
even usethefloating control barrier that we helped to
build in the Ndogo lagoon, in front of the Eaux et
Forét post in Sette Cama. It is so sad, poaching and
hunting in the reserve and in the protected areas are
increasing again, thereisno control at al.’ But, adds
oneof hiscolleagues, ‘the brigadeisnot thereal
problem. That lieshigher up, right at the top of the
ministry, where there are people who really do not
seem to have any interest in the work their brigades
andwearedoingintheareahere’

L ater, when we are back in the city of Gamba, we
have adrink with Joseph Ngouwou, the newly
appointed Eaux et Forets counterpart of the WWF
project in Gamba, who isalso responsible for the
situationin Loango National Park. For six yearshe

The Gamba Protected Area Complex

The decision to classify 10 per cent of Gabon’s surface area as national park has resulted in the
accelerated development of both national parks foreseen in the Gamba Complex: Loango NP and
Moukalaba-Doudou NP. The intermediate zones of some 30-50 km wide, also have a protected
status. The total area of the Gamba Complex is 1,132,000 ha, which makes it the largest protected
area in the country. Most of the Gamba Complex is uninhabited. There are 35 settlements in the total
area, comprising in total no more than circa 2,000 people. Plantations cover only small areas in the
direct neighbourhood of the settlements. The Moukalaba/Doudou Mountains area is completely
uninhabited. The town of Gamba, with a population of some 7,000, is the only urban complex. Apart
from the Gamba residents, most human pressure on the protected areas comes from the settlements

bordering the area.

NP Loango
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was himself chef de brigadein Sette Camaand he uncontrolled tourists operationsin the middle of the
agreesthat things have deteriorated since then. protected area. Local people are angry with that, and
‘There has alwaysbeen a problem of alack of rightly so. They feel that they have been left in the
resources. You just can’t do the job they expect you to [urch by the ministry and by WWF. | hope we can

do. But the situation is growing worse and we do reversethat situation soon, although at the moment |
have acredibility problem caused by these can't tell you how wewill approach thisproblem.” A

One of Africa’s largest tracts of protected land

The Gamba Complex hosts a mosaic of ecological
habitat types, including sandy seashores,
freshwater lagoons, mangrove swamps, tropical
forests (some undisturbed), gallery forests,
secondary grasslands, and grassy savannahs.
Most forest areas have been selectively logged.
Logging is no longer permitted anywhere in the
area. There is some agriculture around the
settlements, but its effects on the area are minor.

NATIONAL PARKS AND POWERFUL INTERESTS . 7 . PREPARING GABON'S GAMBA COMPLEX FOR AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE



‘Happily we fight against all
environmental problems’

onjour, lesenfants!’ Asthe WWF-delegation

entersthe classroom of the Billinge primary
school in Gamba, some 30 children riseand return
the greeting: ‘ Bonjour messieurs!” WWF-employee
Jean-Pierre Bayé, Eaux et Forét agent Manacé Mba
and Peace Corpsvolunteer Jason Gray are hereto
give an environmental lesson, asthey dotwicea
week inall primary schoolsinthecity. To start with,
everybody singsthe so-called Ibonga-song,
composed by Bayé himself.

NATIONAL PARKS AND POWERFUL INTERESTS

...S0 ladiesand gentlemen, please help Ibonga for
thefuture

of the Complex of Protected Areasin the Southwest
of Gabon.

So on we go marching happily, thisiswhy wewalk
proudly

For we' ve decided to fight against all environmental
problems...
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Today'slessonison natural resources. What arethey,
what can you do with them? Soon the talk is about
the Gamba area, where the children are growing up.
With the help of acomic strip, Jason Gray givesa
short introduction to theinsectsthat livein the area
while Eaux et Forét agent Manacé talks about the
dangersof poaching. ‘ Touristsfrom al over the
world come hereto see the large mammals. Where
they live, al of these animals have been killed, they
have to come hereto seereal elephantsand gorillas.
But when we do the same, hunt and kill our
mammals, the touristswon’'t come anymore. We have
to preserve nature, not for the white people, but for
ourselvesand our children, and al so because we can
earn money when tourists come here!

Afterwards, we ask some of the childrenif they like
theselessons. ‘I like them very much,’ Victor says,
‘because welearn alot and thelessons are more
interesting than regular lessons.’ Tatianaeven
mentionsthe occasion they all went out into the

Loango National Park on the yearly-organized
expedition by the ecology club Ibongaand saysit
was her best experience ever. All the children repeat
the message that no one should kill the elephantsand
other large animals.

Theenvironmental message has been spread
successfully throughout Gambatown and not only in
primary schools. Everywherein oil-city Gambaone
can seemurals, showing endangered speciesor scenes
from the protected areas. Around half of the Gamba
restaurants show signson their wallsfromthe
campaign: Resto sans Gibier - identifying them as
restaurantsthat do not havewildlife onthemenu. Itis
clear that over theten yearsit has been activein the
Gambaarea, WWF hasfirmly established its
credibility with thelocal population asa
consciousness-raiser and fighter against poaching. The
local radio Mandji also spreadsthe message, by airing
interviews each week on the protection of the
Complex and the struggle against poachers. WWF

Maroline Moutoula lives in Sette Cama. We meet her one late-afternoon, while she is working together with her
mother at the village’s cultivated ground, which is across the water of the lagoon, opposite the village. Here she
grows manioc and bananas. The women watch the two WWF-employees who have come to repair the solar energy
driven electric fence around the communal plantation with an air of satisfaction. ‘Until this breakdown, the system has
worked perfectly’, she explains. ‘We had many problems with the elephants and hippos in the past, one day they
completely raided our crops. That’s over now. The only problem is that our men are too lazy to maintain the system,
and than we have to wait for WWF to come.’
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Ulrich Mboumba is a fisherman based in Gamba. He is
also vice-chairman of the Association of Traditional
Fishermen of the Ndougou Department which was created in
2002. With the support of the WWF and the Gamba Fisheries
Brigade, the association aims to promote sustainable
revenues for local fishermen within the fresh water systems
of the Gamba Complex. 25 fisherman have joined so far. ‘We
hope to create co-operative facilities’, says Mboumba, ‘like
the storage of ice, repair of outboard motors, but also defend
our common interests. These interests are threatened, the
fishermen feel, by the commercial fishing in the lagoon,
which is mostly carried out by foreigners from neighbouring
countries like Togo and Senegal. ‘These fishermen come
here for two weeks or so, they work very hard, constantly
fishing, with very large nets, and then they leave again,
selling the fish in Port Gentil, or somewhere, complains
Mboumba. ‘That’s not how we work here. We don’t want to
see this illegal fishing in our lagoon, says the vice-chairman
of the association. ‘The chiefs in the region support us, but
there are other, more powerful people who hand over the
permits to those fishermen. It's hard for us to compete with
these powerful interests.
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also keepsits‘ eyesand ears on the bush market in
Gamba, and with an extensive network of informants
succeedsin effectively containing the bushmest trade.

One of the most outspoken local fightersfor nature
conservation isthe youth club Ibonga, which was
initiated by the WWF's Jean-Pierre Bayéin 1999.
The club organises education in schools, excursions,
seminarsand events. A yearly key eventisthe
Expedition Ibonga, where agroup of 25t0 30
students spend 14 days camping in Loango NP, with
the assistance of Bayé and two ecoguards. The most
active members of the ecology club are selected for
thishighly popular event. At present some 150
children are members of Ibonga.

In aconversation with agroup of 6 boysand 2 girls
fromtheclub, all the familiar argumentsfor
preserving the preciouslocal nature cometo the
table. The evidence of generation gaps, of conflicting
viewswith their parentsor family, isparticularly
remarkable. ‘ My father was an active poacher, one
of them says, ‘and | had to fight hard to make him
change hismind. And of course, elephants and other
large animals cause alot of trouble, and peoplefeel
they havearight to kill them. But we have succeeded
in convincing them that we should find other waysto
tacklethat problem.” Isn’'t it abit strange, we ask, that
children are educating their parents on thisissue?
‘Maybe,” Ibonga-member Joe Allogo says, ‘but we
have the opportunity to learn alot at school, and here
at Ibonga, and it’sonly normal that we passthis
knowledge on to them. They have no problem
listening to us’
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Later whenwetalk witha
few school directors,
members of the executive
committee of the youth
club, they comment on the
important role Ilbongacan
play inthe period of
transition whichiswidely
regarded asimminent. ‘ Oil
has determined life herefor
several decades. Now thisis
going to change and people
are scared about what will
happen. The mentality is
changing. The messageis
spreading that we have to
take our futureinto our own
hands. Tourism can become
theaternativefor oil. The
Ibonga-members, with their
passion and their
knowledge of nature here,
can play animportant rolein thischange of mentality
and of attitude. It’'sthekind of organisation we need
in anew Gabon, where people take responsibility for 2 .
themselves! A Meeting with Ibonga club members

Jean Mbouity is chef de canton of Pitonga. We first met him
four years ago. Now he is 81 years old, but that's all that seems to
have changed in his tiny, sleepy village near the border of the
lagoon. ‘Indeed’, says Mbouity, ‘not much has changed. We live
an easy life here, which is good for human beings. A quiet life, not
like in the city!
Nevertheless there is a new school building. And these days
tourists also occasionally stop by and visit the village for an hour
or so, bringing in a little bit of cash. The problems with the
elephants eating the villagers’ manioc has not changed, the chief
says. ‘We respect the wild animals, like you people want us to do,
but they do not respect us, he tells the WWF delegation. ‘My wife
is crying about the damage they cause, but what can we do? |
would like to shoot those animals, but that’s not allowed. Also, the
fields are close to the school, and if we shoot the animals, the
elephants or the buffaloes, all the children will protest.
‘We've told you several times that you have to concentrate your
plantations, you can’t defend so many different fields’, says
agent Manacé Mba in response. ‘You have to cooperate, not
every man for himself. Shooting elephants is no solution, there
are over 10,000 of them here, so you have to find another
solution. But we are offering you our help.
Later, back in the boat again, the agent says: 'Often, the
people in the lagoon are partially to blame themselves. They do
not take responsibility and blame us for the problem of the elephants. We offered to help them build fences, but we
often had to do everything ourselves. And when in a storm, a tree falls and damages the closures, they come to us,
claiming the damage. But that’s not how it works, they have to organise themselves.
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heeggsfall like ping-pong balls. Shiny white, it’snot

hard to seethemfall in the dark of the night. It'stwo
o' clock inthe morning and we're sitting on our kneeson
the beach by the Atlantic Ocean, watching abig
leatherback drop her eggs. After half an hour or so, egg
laying has been completed, somethirty eggsrestinthe
hole that the huge animal of some 1.5 m. length had dug
earlier. After resting, the mighty arms start swinging and
cover the eggswith sand. Then the turtleback lowly lifts
itself up and shuffles back to the sea.
Thetwo local research assistantsand aFrench
student, Julie, start making notes and mark the nest.
All of them camp on this beach, some 10 km from
Gamba, throughout the nesting season which startsin
October and endsin April. Every night they count
nests, tag the animals and observe hatching success
and predation (by crabs, monkeys, mongooses and
monitor lizards). On averagethey count 8-10 turtles

NATIONAL PARKS AND POWERFUL INTERESTS

dropping their eggsanight, whichisalot. The
beaches of the Complex serve asanimportant
breeding areafor marineturtlesin Central Africa,
most notably the leatherback, but three other species
arealso found here. For leatherbacks, these beaches
down to the border with neighboring Congo, may be
the most important nesting areain theworld.

The presence of the two teams helpsto stop the
plundering of the nests by the turtles’ biggest natural
enemy, humans. ‘Besidesafew professional egg
collectors, many villagers used to drive hereto the
beach latein the evening, wait for the animalsto
comeand immediately after theturtleshad laid the
eggs, they would collect them and go home. That
happens|essand lessthanksto the surveillance and
the education which is being done by the project in
Gamba’ A
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of * habituation’. We asked two of the ' - "

peopleinvolved in this process, i ; u n e S
Gabonese Christian Nzeingui and o, v

American ex-Peace Corps volunteer " ! F |

JulieVelichinsky why thiswas

necessary. ‘ People herein Gabon don’t

know anything about gorillas, explains

Christian, ‘it'snot likein Rwandaor

Uganda. And if you don’'t know these

animals, you don’ respect them. You

might even hunt and kill them. We hope

to show local peoplein thefuture more

about these animals. And of coursethere
might be ecotourism benefitstoo.

But at present that’sonly aremote
possibility, habituation of gorillasisa
long and difficult process. Every day,
Christian and Julie - together with two
other colleagues- patrol transects
defining assigned research zones,
looking for fresh signs such astracks,
faeces, food remnants, nests, etc. All
tracesare recorded. During adirect
encounter, when the trackersuse
grunting soundsto calm the gorillas,
data on behaviour and diet are recorded.
In six months, 99 encounterswith the
gorillas have been recorded. In the
beginning every encounter with the
gorillasended with the animalsfleeing
rapidly but now half of the encounters
end withthe gorillasretreating at aslow
pace, without any vocalizations, relate
Julieand Christian during awalk inthe
forest.

They are now awaiting avisit from

world renowned primatologist,

Magdal enaBermejo, who successfully

habituated three gorillagroupsin

Northern Congo, who will provide one

month’straining to thetrackersand

identify and train potential future

trackers. E

A Christian Nzeingui pointsat gorillatraces
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In the neighborhood of Shell’s Camp Vendo

After Shell:

cowboys, tourists or a ghost town?

Gamba’smayor isalso thecity' slargest
business man. He earnsa good income from
renovating the old houses of Shell-employees
who have |left Gamba because of the decline
inactivitiesinthe area. Most of the houses
are snapped up by local people, showing
their confidencein the area’ sfuture.

hemaire central isalso dreaming of a prosperous

futurefor the areaonce oil exploitation hasended
in the Gamba Complex. ‘ Oil might stop, but we will
always havetourism, Jean-L ouis Guissigaargues.
‘Our top priority istherefore to decrease theisolation
of thisarea. Then we can exploit itslargetourist
potential. Themayor isright to describe Gambaas an

isolated enclave. Thecity can only bereached - at
prohibitive cost - by air and by an off-the-road sand
track that ispartially inundated during the rainy
season. No other roads run through the Complex and
there are no boat connectionsto placesoutsidethe
area. Consequently Guissigaiscalling for the
immediate re-establishment of the old sea-connection
with Port Gentil, and possibly, sometimein the future,
for the construction of aroad. ‘ Thenit will be
worthwhile building alarge hotel herein Gamba,’ he
says. Theintroduction of trophy hunting for rich
locals, expats, and foreignersisagood option for
Gamba, hefeels, following the example of the famous
Zimbabwean Campfire project, which hevisited

some yearsago withaWWF mission. ‘Wereally need
the money that comes from those kind of activities,
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thiswill offer an alternativeto local people. Because
of the enclave-character of thiscity, lifeisvery
expensive. Probably threetimes asexpensive as
elsewherein Gabon. Because of that, peopleare
tempted intoillegal hunting activities. With awell-
devel oped management system for the protected
areas, we might develop legal hunting activitiesthat
could bring in much-needed income.

Themayor isaprominent member of the Comitéde
Reflexion, composed of local stakeholderswho are
trying to envision afuturefor the areapost-oil.
Considering Gamba's enormous dependency on Shell,
thisisno easy task. It'snot only thedirect and indirect
employment that spring from the ail activities, thecity
also depends on the British/Dutch oil multinational for
itsroads, el ectricity, petrol and transport infrastructure
(without Shell therewould be no regular flightsto the
capital Libreville). Relative good publicinfrastructure
inthe area, such asschools, werebuild with local
incometax from Shell employeesand related
contractors.

Clearly, it will not be easy to end this dependency and
replaceit by locally inspired activities. It could even
be argued that it woul d be better for the conservation
areaif (part of) theinhabitants of oil town Gamba,
oncetheir raison d' étre had left, would leavetoo. But
thiswould be ahard messageto get across. Still,
WWEF-official BasHuijbregtswould like to seethe
Comité also debate the possibilities outside the
protected area. Not only from aconservation point of
view, but also because he seesonly alimited rolefor
tourismin the area. 'Ecotourism does have an impact
at the moment, and asWWF we have stimul ated these
activities. Other organizations, such as Conservation
International and WCS, aswell asaEU-funded
project, also try to stimulatetourism inthis
exceptionally beautiful area. But the expectationsof a
futurerolefor ecotourism herein theregion arefar
too high. Tourism activitiesareonly possibleina
handful of areasin the Complex. Like some sport
fishing in Sette Cama, walks on the beaches, river

tours, etc. Activitiesthat are being practiced aready,
but which could attract moretourists. But that'sit.
The areas of Moukal abaand the Monts Doudou are
hardly accessible, it'svery difficult to build some
infrastructure over there.'

Inhisview, the future departure of Shell-Gabon
requires collaborative planning on their 'exit-strategy'
and the future of Gambatown. Pro-actively helping
the ‘imported’ people of Gambato build anew life
outside the Complex could be part of that strategy.

Although Shell’s production has declined steadily
over thelast years, it has started to stabilize thanksto
constant efforts and new technologiesand
discoveries. To demonstrateits continued
commitment to the area, Shell Gabon pointsto the
recent extension of the Rabi-field concession by a
further 20 years, and the company'sinvestments of
over ahundred million dollarsin 2003 in the area.
‘Theseinvestments strongly augment our window of
opportunity to jointly work with Shell, other
operators and the government on the devel opment of
asustainablefuture of thearea', saysHuijbregts.

However most peoplein Gambaare unconvinced of
this commitment with the majority believing that
Shell will be gonewithin five years, and that it will
sell its concessionsto smaller oil companieslike
Perenco or Ameranda Hess (which aready have
some activitiesinthe area). These so-called

‘ cowhoy-companies’ specializeinthe exploitation of
remaining oil in nearly exhausted concession areas
and have a poor reputation when it comesto
respecting environmental regulations. * These
companies can only do aworse job herethan Shell
has done,’ saysthe WWF's Bas Huijbregts, who'd
rather see Shell stay in the conservation area.

‘Itisour intention to stay inthisareaaslong as
possible,’ says Shell-Gamba's public relations officer
Roger Ratanga (requestsfor an interview with the
management of the company are turned down, only

Oil city Gamba concentrates 75 % of the population

The population within the borders of the Gamba Complex is concentrated in the city of Gamba (some
7,000 inhabitants). The city developed from zero as a result of the start of oil exploitation in the area,
some 40 years ago. One out of four wage-earners is directly involved in the oil business, most others

are indirectly involved.

The rural village population (presently 2,300 inhabitants, density: 0.2 inhab./km2), has steadily
diminished, due to the national trend of rural exodus. The villages have regrouped in 3 areas, without
real communication between them: the section of Iguela in the west, around Mourindi in the east and
in the centre, around the Ndogo lagune, Gamba and Mayonami.
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Shell supports research of the Smithsonian Institution in Gamba

‘Out of our first research results, you cannot but conclude that oil exploration in the heart of the Gamba Complex
leaves the ecosystems remarkably undisturbed. Not more than 100 m. away from the actual exploitation activities,
you find pristine nature. And you have to realize that at some moment in the history of the exploitation of these Rabi-
Toucan oilfields, 400 people were involved there.” Michelle Lee, director of the Gamba Complex Biodiversity Project,
admits that she herself is surprised by these results. ‘It seems to show that oil exploitation in a national park, if treated
as an offshore activity, prohibiting any lasting effects, is possible without ruining biodiversity.” But, beware, she says,
these are only preliminary results, research is continuing, for instance on the impact of roads. And of course, oll
exploitation has had large environmental effects on the surroundings of the city of Gamba.

A few low buildings in Shell's Camp Vembo near Gamba house a remarkable partner of the oil giant: the Smithsonian
Institution. At the time of our visit, some 10 Gabonese are busy in the research centre processing large numbers of
insects, amphibians and reptiles - collected in the Gamba Complex - preparatory to classifying and storing them. In
2000, through a grant of US$ 2.8 million, the Shell Foundation facilitated the Smithsonian to study the impact of oil
and gas operations on several areas of high biodiversity value around the world for a five-year period. Gamba was
selected as the first site to be studied.

However, the Institution has so far undertaken only a monitoring and assessment of biodiversity study. WWF project
leader Bas Huijbregts comments that ‘although these extensive taxonomic studies will provide a wealth of new
information on the status of biodiversity of the Gamba Complex, it is not really clear how it will contribute to long term
protection and management of the area, or how it will help Shell and the government in addressing all the issues
linked to declining oil production and the future management of these biologically rich oil concessions. One could
guestion why these large funds were targeted at scientific research, while much more pressing needs are identified.
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written questions are possibl€). ‘We've been active
herefor 40 years now, and we do realize the
dependency of thiscity on Shell. Consequently we
feel that it isamajor achievement that people here
now want to think about afuture without Shell.
Previously they have always declined to do that. The
creation of the national parks hereisalso asign that
things are changing. Everybody now acknowledges
that in the future other meanswill be necessary to
promotethisarea’

The changein mentality that Shell’s Ratanga sees
with people now starting to think for themselves
rather than expecting ‘that Shell will solveall their
problems, allowsthe oil-multinational to join efforts
for asustainable devel opment of the area. ‘We've
been doing alot for the environment here, now it's
time to start thinking about the socio-economic
future of thisarea. But wewon't takethelead here,
instead we will be supporting thework of the Comité
de Reflexion.

Inthe meantime, talks are taking place about the
establishment of a Gamba Partnership for
Conservation between Shell, the Smithsonian
Institute, the Wildlife Conservation Society (an
American NGO that worksin the northern part of the
Complex) and WWF. BasHuijbregts aimisto secure
aform of long-term financing for the conservation
and sustainable management of the area, by means of
atrust fund or other financing mechanisms. ‘ Today,
morethan ever, oil companies haveto look at what
they leave behind, and to accept amore holistic
participation in development and profit-sharing. |
Anew open-air theater in Gamba will be usedin the think Shell isrealizing that now.

environmental education A

The potential of ecotourism

In April 2001, the WWF's Gamba project helped to create a local-community based ecotourism
association, Cecotour PML. The objective of this non-profit association was to create sustainable
employment for local people and to generate revenue for park management and local communities.
Its philosophy is based on a ‘rule of three’: one third of the revenues generated go to the nearest
Wildlife Brigade, one third to the village where the tourists spend the night and one third goes back to
the association. In fiscal year 2002, Cecotour received about 30 groups of visitors. Cecotour has two
paid staff and works with village collaborators and agents of the Sette Cama Wildlife Brigade.
Presently the main target group is the expat community in the country. For most foreign tourists,
Gabon, and certainly Gamba, is too expensive a destination. Air France does fly to the country four
times a week, but fares are high. They are even higher for a return trip to Libreville-Gamba, the only
way to visit the Complex. Regular eco-tourists are not amused when they are quoted prices of 330
dollar for a 40 minutes flight.

Christian Omanda-Otando of Sette Cama Safari says that Gamba as an ecotourism destination is
almost impossible to sell.“The costs of flying are outrageous. Thanks to the corrupting influence of oil.
Oil companies pay whatever is necessary, it's not a problem for them if there are only a few people on
the plane. To change that situation, | feel we could best start a ferry connection.
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outputs were expected.

/WWF’S Gamba project: main goals, obstacles and results

The long-term development objective of the project is to safeguard Gamba’s original and
representative ecosystems, and maintain biodiversity in harmony with sustainable utilisation.
The project’s purpose is to establish efficient and equitable natural resource management
systems for the Gamba Protected Areas Complex. During the first five years the following

defined and strengthened in
accordance with the
proposed zoning

Goals Obstacles Results

Clearly defined Slow process to get all Two draft management plans

management zones within | stakeholders to agree proposed to the Gabonese

the complex to be government. Need for revision

established following the creation of the national
parks and the establishment of the
National Council for National Parks.

Internal regulations to be idem Internal regulations strengthened

Effective management and
protection systems to be

No effective surveillance and
law enforcement because of

Steps taken on the route to an
innovative public-private sector

oriented research to be
defined and initiated

inventories, low level of long
term ecological monitoring
research due to inadequate
funding levels

established the weak structure of the partnership for the long-term
Wildlife and Hunting management of the Complex
Department

Applied management- After extensive first Two national parks created as a

result of extensive socio-economic
and biological studies

Formal and informal
education concerning the
need to manage natural
resources to be improved

The wide range of
stakeholders, from local
villagers to the central
government and private sector,
each demand a targeted
communication strategy tailed
to their needs

Long-term local environmental
education programme up and
running, with involvement of local
associations, radio and schools.
Understanding and acceptance by
oil companies of the protected status
of their areas of operations and their
consequent responsibilities

Rural development by
means of alternatives that
contribute to the
conservation of the area to
be identified and tested with
communities

Lack of local experience in
small business development
and private initiative.

‘Easy’ dependency on oil
sector

Creation of community-based
local associations in the fields
of fisheries, ecotourism and
environmental education.
Better acceptance of
elephants through the
installation of fences around
plantations. Economic
activities that contribute to the
conservation of the Complex
identified and tested

N
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hefuturerole of several of the main stakeholders

in the Gamba Complex is still surrounded by
uncertainty. The WWF's Gamba project is—
successfully, it seems— seeking new funds now that
the 5-year period of Dutch finance hasrun its course.
Further uncertainty surroundsthe government's
intentions. After declaring the national parks, it has
subsequently donelittleto put itsresolveinto
practice. Also Shell Gabon addsto the uncertainty.
The company hasin many ways acted asa
responsible enterprise, but refusesto discussits

future plansin the area (although Shell now seemsto

be ready to support a* sustai nable communities
program’ in the area).

The continuous uncertainty isasource of irritation to

thelocal population, who feelsinsecure and
abandoned. The WWF project has done asplendid

jobin sensitizing peopleto the need for conservation.

However, this positive mood could soon evaporate
should people begin to feel that they are getting
nothing in return.

At present, poaching ismore or lessrestricted to areas
on the eastern periphery and around Gambatown. It
couldincrease significantly with the forecasted
decreasein oil activity and the subsequent growthin
the numbers of unemployed and inactive people
among the general population. The same could aso

happen with timber exploitation, which at the moment

Funding

The Dutch government financed the WWF Gamba project for
five years from 1997. Two separate smaller projects (a study
of bushmeat and one on future possibilities of the protected
areas) were financed by USAID. The Dutch financing ended
in June 2002 and the project has subsequently experienced
serious financial problems. Finding new funds to continue the
activities has been a main focus of the project in 2002. The
project staff was reduced by half. A bridging fund from WWF
Netherlands brought some relief. The gorilla project is
financed by WWF Denmark and WWF Switzerland.
Significant new funding is in the pipeline: from the US
government under the Congo Basin Forest Partnership
initiative, from Unesco under their Central Africa World
Heritage Forest Initiative, the Dutch Government, WWF
Netherlands, US Fish and Wildlife Service, as well as from
grants from the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, the
MacArthur foundation and others.

To conclude

occursonly around the Complex and occasionally
withinitslimits, but on arelatively small scale.

AsWWEF seesit, oil companies, in particular Shell
Gabon, have brought about significant social changes
in the Complex, which have resulted in anegative -
direct and indirect - impacts on the environment.
Consequently it feelsthat Shell and other ail

companies should participatein future financial
mechanismsfor thelong-term protection and
sustainable development of the Complex. Also, Shell
should adopt responsibility for whenit will sell out its
assetsto smaller, environmentally less sensitive
operators. Understandably, the oil company is
reluctant to be held solely responsible for the future of
thearea. And athough it'sasensitiveissue, ther€'s
also the question of the Gabonese government’s
responsibility. It has collected taxesfrom the oil
exploitation in theareafor 40 years, but hasinvested a
negligible amount of that money inthe area

Theonly way of achieving the goals and objectives
of the Gamba project isto collaborate with, and get
support from, all major stakeholdersin thisvery
complex socio-economic environment. At the
moment, such collaborationisjust starting to happen.
The Gamba project’sfailureto createthis
cooperation right from the start in 1997 is partly due
towhat seemsto be astrategic error intheinitial
phase, where much emphasis was put on conducting
awide variety of socio-economic and environmental
surveys, and little attention was given to the ‘ bigger
picture’. On the other hand, the creation of thetwo
national parksalong the linesthe WWF project has
proposed, should be considered abig success; which
seemsto provethat, against all odds, nature
conservation agencies can play an important rolein
redirecting unsustainable social, economic and
environmental processes.

Without effective surveillance and |aw enforcement
however, management of the Complex'snatural
resource base will beimpossible. Capacity building
of theWildlifeand Hunting Department isthusthe
key to success. The Gamba project iscurrently
instrumental in devel oping along-term management
plan for the Complex in consultation with public and
private stakehol ders. Progressis slow but continuous.
What is needed isamulti-actor partnership, including a
significant contribution from the private sector, aclear
commitment from the government aswell asfrom
internationa actors. Including WWF. A
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