
ENVIRONMENTAL PEACEBUILDING
WITH COMMUNITIES AROUND THE 

EAST NIMBA NATURE RESERVE IN LIBERIA

INTRODUCTION
Covering 13,565 biodiverse hectares in northern Liberia, 
the East Nimba Nature Reserve (ENNR) is home to 
hundreds of species and surrounding communities whose 
livelihoods depend directly upon continued forest produc-
tivity and ecosystem services. Despite this, when the 
reserve was established in 2003 community forest users 
weren’t consulted or engaged in the process. As a result, 
conflict emerged between community members and 
ENNR management authorities, the Forest Development 
Authority (FDA), over rights to resources in the reserve. 

The presence of a large iron ore mining site, the Arcelor-
Mittal (AML) concession which partially overlaps both 
the ENNR and community areas, further fueled the 
conflict over resource rights and compensation claims.

An important step that eventually helped manage the 
conflict was the formation of a Co-Management Commit-
tee (CMC) in 2010 with representation from the FDA 
and communities around the reserve. However, the CMC 
eventually reached an impasse as the FDA felt that the 
reserve should be protected with strict limits on communi-
ty access, while community representatives were adamant 
that their people were entitled to the land and resources in 
the reserve. The situation resulted in a long period in which 
there was a conservation management vacuum, result-
ing in ENNR boundaries that weren’t clear or respected. 
Harmful practices, such as illegal bush meat hunting and 
forest clearing for shifting cultivation, continued.

THE PROCESS
To reconcile conservation objectives with human 
development needs within ENNR, Conservation Interna-
tional (CI) Liberia partnered with mining company AML 
and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to 
develop a strategy revolving around the Conservation 
Agreement (CA) model developed by CI’s Conservation 
Stewards Program. CAs are a form of direct incentives 
for conservation in which conservation investors provide 
a negotiated benefit package in return for conservation 
activities undertaken by communities. Underpinning 
these agreements is the proposition that incentives to 
compensate for reduced resource access can motivate a 
community to voluntarily participate in conservation. In 
this context, CAs provide a model for developing collab-
orative frameworks and resolving disputes. 

Following CA feasibility assessments with nine communi-
ties around the ENNR and extensive community engage-
ment activities, the conflict resolution process culminat-
ed in a large multi-stakeholder meeting in April 2013. A 
highly skilled facilitator was hired to guide discussion 
principally among the CMC members with participation 
by local NGOs, CI, AML, Nimba County government, 
the United States Agency for International Development 
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(USAID), and the Environmental Protection Agency. For 
two-and-a-half days, attendees shared their views and 
affirmed their conviction that East Nimba is important 
for conservation and that successful conservation 
requires strong community involvement and attention to 
the pressing needs of the local population. 

By the conclusion of the third day an agreement was 
reached. Community representatives proposed a five-year 
trial period for the ENNR as a strict reserve in return for 
compensation in the form of investments in improved 
health, education, infrastructure and livelihoods. Thus, 
open dialogue and creating a platform for stakeholders 
to voice their concerns and priorities led all parties to the 
same conclusion regarding the way forward.

LESSONS LEARNED
◊ COMMUNITY RIGHTS HAVE TO BE 

RESPECTED FOR CONSERVATION TO BE 
SUCCESSFUL. Understanding and recognizing 
these rights is critical to understanding stakeholder 
perspectives and identifying options for addressing 
conflicts. In contrast to the process used to establish 
the ENNR, the design and negotiation around CAs 
incorporated Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
principles consistent with a rights-based approach 
through extensive consultations with communities. 

◊ INCENTIVES WORK WHEN ALIGNED WITH 
DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDER INTERESTS. 
In many settings, environmental peacebuilding 
involves resource-use decisions that unavoidably 
imply sacrifices for one or more parties. In these 
situations a clear understanding of the different 
needs, priorities and perspectives of each stakehold-
er group is a necessary condition for peacebuild-
ing and can contribute to shaping incentives that 
ensure the interests of all parties are sufficiently 
addressed. 

◊ FULL PARTICIPATION IS ESSENTIAL FOR 
BRINGING ABOUT MEANINGFUL CHANGE. 
The ENNR context shows how disputes over 
resource rights can prevent sustainable resource 
management regimes. Community involvement is 
essential to ensuring the sustainability of a conser-
vation decision, thus it was only by leading an 
inclusive process with multi-stakeholder dialogue 
and participation from all stakeholder groups that 
a strong conservation result was achieved. 

CONCLUSION
As a leading partner in efforts to foster sustainable 
utilization of natural capital in Liberia, CI-Liberia 
continues to play a role in fostering peace as the 
country deals with the challenges of implementing 
sound governance practices in the natural resource 
and forestry sectors. Building off of this case study 
CI-Liberia will continue to explore solutions 
including the development and application of tools 
to solve critical problems in forest management in 
Liberia. CI-Liberia will strengthen local partners’ 
capacity to mainstream peacebuilding initiatives in 
natural resource management and build upon the 
CA model to facilitate conservation and communi-
ty development around Liberia’s protected areas.

FOR MORE INFORMATION,  please contact 
Janet Edmond, Senior Director for Peace and Develop-
ment Partnerships in the Policy Center for Environment 
and Peace at jedmond@conservation.org.
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