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Equator Initiative Case Studies
Local sustainable development solutions for people, nature, and resilient communities

UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions
that work for people and for nature. Few publications
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories
with community practitioners themselves guiding the
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.
The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding
from the Government of Norway, awarded the Equator
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the
protection, restoration, and sustainable management
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal
lands, territories, and natural resources; communitybased adaptation to climate change; and activism for
environmental justice. The following case study is one in
a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed
best practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue
needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global
knowledge base on local environment and development
solutions, and to serve as models for replication.

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Started in 2005 to improve recognition of indigenous
Pygmies’ rights in Congolese legislation, La Dynamique
des Groupes des Peuples Autochtones (DGPA, or in
English, The Dynamics of Indigenous Peoples Groups)
is a network of 43 indigenous peoples’ organizations
from across the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(DRC). The group has lobbied for a legal framework
in the DRC that promotes and protects the rights of
indigenous peoples. In an ambitious 2014 campaign,
the initiative also drafted legislation protecting and
promoting the rights of indigenous Pygmy peoples
and organizing a historic, and successful, march of
thousands of Pygmies through the streets of Kinshasa
to demand the law’s adoption. The group aims to
reduce poverty in indigenous Pygmy communities
through the conservation and sustainable use of
forests and applied traditional knowledge. Its advocacy
work has stopped concessions for over 600,000
square kilometres of forest and has helped maintain
a moratorium on the allocation of extractive timber
industry concessions in the rainforest.
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The designations employed and the presentation of material on this
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP concerning the
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is the largest
country in sub-Saharan Africa and covers more than
2.345 million square kilometres. Although the equatorial
nation borders nine countries, it has only 37 kilometres of
coastline. The DRC is rich in natural resources, including
diamonds, copper, coltan, cobalt, and timber. Despite its
vast natural wealth, the DRC is one of the poorest countries
in the world, with an estimated GDP per capita of US$800.

Two civil wars were fought in the DRC in the years 1996
and 2001, leaving nearly 4 million dead and millions
more displaced. Although the DRC’s internal security has
improved in recent years, violence persists in the country’s
restive eastern provinces. In 2016, a rebellion in Kasai
Province in the centre of the country left thousands dead
and displaced nearly one million people. Unrest persists in
Kasai and the eastern provinces of the country and poses
an ongoing security threat.

The DRC’s forests
Nearly two thirds of the DRC is forested. There are four
dominant forest ecosystems in the country: tropical
rainforest, montane forest, savannah forest, and dry
tropical forest. The DRC’s tropical rainforests are the most
widespread forest ecosystem in the country and account
for more than half of all the forest cover in the Congo Basin,
which is the second largest rainforest on the planet. These
forests are exceptionally diverse, with more than 10,000
species of plants, a third of which are endemic. The Congo
Basin rainforests are also home to 1,000 species of birds,
700 species of fish, and over 400 species of mammals.
Notable mammals of conservation concern in the DRC
include the critically endangered mountain gorilla (Gorilla
beringei), the critically endangered western lowland
gorilla (Gorilla gorilla), the endangered bonobo (Pan
paniscus), the endangered chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes),
the endangered okapi (Okapia johnstoni), and the forest
elephant (Loxodonta cyclotis).

Scientists recently discovered a vast 14.5 million-hectare
peatland complex in the Congo Basin. These peatlands are
estimated to store 30 billion tons of carbon underground,
equal to the sum of all carbon stored above ground by
the Congo Basin’s standing rainforests. In light of this
discovery, it is now estimated that the DRC’s peatlands
and standing forests represent the greatest storehouse
of carbon in Africa. The DRC’s forests also greatly
influence local and sub-continental weather patterns
and precipitation. Current threats to DRC forests include
logging, agricultural expansion, mining, hydroelectric
projects, fuelwood collection, and poaching. If left
unchecked, destruction of DRC’s globally-significant
forests and underlying peatlands complex will greatly alter
local and sub-continental weather patterns, endanger
indigenous peoples’ livelihoods, imperil numerous species
of plants and animals, and release billions of tons of
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere with implications for
planetary warming.

The DRC’s demography
The DRC’s population is approximately 80 million people.
There are more than 200 ethnic groups in the DRC, but
Bantu ethnic groups comprise much of the country’s
population. The DRC is the most populous Francophone
country in the world. In addition to French, more than
700 local languages and dialects are spoken, with Lingala,
4

Swahili, Kikongo, and Tshiluba being most widespread.
The DRC has a fertility rate of 4.5 children born per woman,
but also has very high maternal (700 deaths/100,000
live births) and infant (70 deaths/1,000 live births)
mortality rates. The population’s median age is 18 and life
expectancy is 57 years.

The DRC’s Pygmies
There are between 600,000 and 700,000 indigenous people
living in the DRC. Members of the Batoa, Balumbe, Bilangi,
Bafonto Samalia, Bone Bayeki, Batsa, Bamone, Bakengele,
Bambuti, Baka, Efe, Bambeleketi, Bashimbi (Bashimbe),
Bamboté, Bakalanga, Batwa (Batswa), Bayanda, Babuluku,
Banwa, Aka et Bambenga, Mbuti, Twa and Cwa ethnic
groups, collectively known as Pygmies, are descendants
of hunter-gatherers who lived in the forests of the Congo

Basin for thousands of years prior to the arrival of Bantu
agriculturalists. Pygmies originally lived in small, mobile
groups with little social hierarchy. Over the centuries they
developed a sophisticated knowledge of the Congo Basin
and its natural resources. Today, some of DRC’s Pygmies
live as partial hunter-gatherers and engage in trade with
Bantu farmers. Other Pygmies have been expelled from
forests and eke out livings at the margins of DRC society.

Origin and structure
La Dynamique des Groupes des Peuples Autochtones
(DGPA, or in English, The Dynamics of Indigenous Peoples
Groups) was established in 2005 as a national network
representing 43 Pygmy groups, five of which are headed
by women. DGPA has 13 branch offices across the country

that facilitate the organization’s ability to work at both the
local and national level. Its mission is to secure recognition
of Pygmy territories and resources as well as to improve
Pygmy livelihoods. DGPA’s primary activities include
advocacy, lobbying, and participatory research.

5

LOCAL CHALLENGES
A history of discrimination
Pygmies are one of the most disadvantaged ethnic groups in
the world. They have endured racism, discrimination, and a
host of injustices from both colonial authorities and current
authorities, as well as from Bantu agriculturalists. Pygmies
are not recognized as DRC citizens and are not included in
government affairs. The Pygmies’ customary rights to land
are also not recognized; instead, the government views
Pygmy territories as vacant lands which can be granted to
forestry and mining companies. Many Pygmies lack identity
cards and do not have access to basic social services such as
health care, education, and public administration.

Forest loss and forest evictions
Many Pygmy communities have been displaced from their
forest homes by logging concessions, mining concessions,
warfare, the creation of protected areas, and expansion of
the agricultural sector. In the late 1960s, between 3,000
and 6,000 Pygmies were expelled from their lands as part
of the expansion of the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, which
became a World Heritage Site. Logging and mining often
set the stage for immigration of new groups of settlers to
lands traditionally held by Pygmies. These settlers often
take Pygmy lands without compensation and further
degrade, or in some cases, clear, the forests. Displacement
from forests precipitates a loss of cultural identity among
Pygmies, with a multitude of consequences. Living without
access to traditional foods and medicines harvested
from the forest, displaced Pygmies often fall ill. Likewise,
deprived of forest lands that were the source of their
traditional livelihoods, many Pygmies become sedentary
squatters on cleared lands and slip into poverty. Lacking
any recognition of customary title to lands, the Pygmies’
presence outside of the forest often leads to recurring land
disputes with Bantu neighbours.

6

Bantu agriculturalists view Pygmies as their private
property and subject to their customs, making them
inferior. They often dispossess Pygmies of their lands,
enslave Pygmies, or place them is positions of debt
peonage. Pygmy women have reported being raped or
sold into sexual slavery by the Bantu majority and armed
militias. Pygmy community have suffered many causalities
in DRC’s ongoing conflicts. Between 2014 and 2015, more
than 500 Pygmies were slaughtered in the Province of
Tanganyika as well as in North and South Kivu.

LOCAL RESPONSES
Lobbying for Pygmy rights and ending discrimination
DGPA works at the local and national levels to press for
recognition of Pygmy rights and to end discrimination.
Between 2012 and 2014, DGPA initiated an international
consultative process to create a draft piece of legislation
to recognize Pygmy rights in the DRC. DGPA began the
consultative process among Pygmy communities across
the country. The organization additionally consulted
indigenous groups from the Central African Republic and
the Republic of the Congo, as well as legal professionals,
international human rights organizations, and
conservation NGOs. The organization lobbied legislators
from the presidential majority and the opposition
to work on the draft legislation; they also mobilized
key representatives to submit and defend the bill in
parliament. The Parliamentary Group for the Defense and
Promotion of Indigenous Peoples finalized and submitted
the bill to the DRC Parliament on 31 July 2014. On 9
August 2014, the United Nation’s International Day of the
World’s Indigenous Peoples, DGPA mobilized thousands of
Pygmies to march in the streets of the capital, Kinshasa,
and to demand the adoption of the law. Despite DGPA’s
advocacy campaign and bipartisan support in parliament,
the bill has not yet been put to a vote.
In a further attempt to win recognition of indigenous Pygmy
peoples’ rights, DGPA has campaigned for the adoption of
key international and national policies. The association
lobbied the DRC Parliament to ratify Convention 169 of
the International Labour Organization on Indigenous
and Tribal Peoples. Convention 169 is an internationallybinding legal instrument and its ratification would require
the government to legally recognize indigenous peoples’
rights in the DRC. DGPA has also successfully lobbied

government representatives to commit to applying
and respecting free, prior, informed consent (FPIC) of
indigenous peoples in the national framework strategy
for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest
Degradation (REDD+). DGPA has also submitted four
recommendations to DRC’s government on the rights
of indigenous peoples as part of the Universal Periodic
Review of Human Rights. Finally, the organization holds
ongoing dialogues with local and national government
authorities over issues of critical importance to Pygmy
communities such as forest zoning, land reform, and the
creation of protected areas.
At the local level, DGPA runs workshops and creates
participatory videos to counteract stereotypes of Pygmies
and to increase dialogue between Pygmies and Bantus.
Workshops bring the two communities together to
discuss sensitive issues, create Venn diagrams, draw
problem and solution trees, and role play. These activities
serve to break the ice and begin a dialogue between the
two communities. Participants are then asked to discuss
issues on video. The interviewees discuss stereotypes
about each group and speak about taboos between the
two groups, such as intermarriage or dining together.
Interviewees also offer ideas about how to improve
relations between the two groups and to achieve peaceful
coexistence. In the Lake Tanganyika area, DGPA has put
together a Risk Analysis Committee composed of local
politicians, customary authorities, national police, and
local civil society organizations. The group is tasked with
finding mitigating measures to end the ongoing violence
between Bantus and Pygmies.

7

KEY IMPACTS
Lobbying for Pygmy rights and ending discrimination
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■
■■

Drafted legislation to recognize and protect Pygmy rights and submitted the bill to the DRC’s parliament.
Mobilized a peaceful march of thousands of Pygmies in Kinshasa to demand adoption of legislation
guaranteeing their rights.
Urged DRC’s parliament to ratify Convention 169 of the International Labour Organization regarding
recognition of indigenous and tribal peoples.
Submitted four recommendations on the rights of indigenous peoples as part of the DRC’s Universal
Periodic Review of Human Rights.
Created participatory videos and ran workshops leading to increase dialogue between Pygmy and
Bantu communities.
Established Risk Analysis Committee to advance local relations in the Lake Tanganyika area.

Protecting forests and Pygmy access to forest resources
Forests are central to the maintenance of Pygmy material,
cultural, and spiritual well-being. Therefore, forest protection
and maintaining Pygmy access to forest resources are top
priorities for DGPA. The primary focus of DGPA’s forestry
work includes lobbying for forest protection, ensuring
access to forest resources, mapping of forest resources, and
promoting traditional Pygmy forest management practices.
Lobbying for forest protection. In 2005, DGPA submitted
a petition to the World Bank Inspection Panel, asking the
body to review the World Bank’s plans to finance two
forestry projects in the DRC. DGPA claimed that the World
Bank projects would cause Pygmy communities great harm
and would violate the Bank’s Operational Directive 4.20,
which calls for the preparation of an Indigenous Peoples
Development Plan in investment projects that affect
indigenous peoples. After review of the case, the Inspection
Panel concluded that, “Pygmies in DRC should be considered
as indigenous peoples under Operational Directive 4.20”. This
decision served as a powerful victory for DGPA and provided
recognition and legitimacy from an important international
institution for the issue of Pygmy rights. As a result of the
Inspection Panel’s decision, the World Bank to withdraw plans
to finance logging concessions on 600,000 square kilometres
of forests in the DRC. Using this victory as a springboard,
DGPA, in partnership with other civil society organizations
in the DRC, successfully lobbied for a moratorium on the
allocation of new forestry concessions in the country.
Participatory forest mapping. DGPA works with communities
across the Democratic Republic of the Congo to produce
forest maps demarcating areas of traditional and customary
8

use, sacred sites, and other anthropogenic activities. The
maps are created by communities and include an inventory
of resources in the area. These locally-produced maps
have been collected in an atlas which also includes maps
indicating areas used for forestry, mining, protected areas,
and agricultural areas. The map overlays show drastically
competing rights and uses of the landscape and graphically
illustrate the Pygmies’ plight. The creation of indigenous
cartographies challenges the property regimes imposed
by dominant powers, such as the state and industry.
This use of counter-mapping has several aims, including
the recognition of customary land rights for indigenous
people, the demarcation of traditional territories, and the
legitimization of traditional land management practices.
Forest mapping is also a powerful tool in DGPA’s lobbying
efforts to contest forest zoning and land allocation policies.
Promoting traditional Pygmy forest management
practices. Once the forest maps are created, communities
begin work on a seasonal calendar to list forest
uses throughout the year. The seasonal calendar in
turn becomes the basis for the creation of a simple
management plan for local forest sites and resources,
based on traditional knowledge and traditional
management practices. DGPA has encouraged Pygmy
communities to reforest degraded areas with native
trees, caterpillar trees, fruit trees, and medicinal plants.
These pilot projects demonstrate sustainable forest
management practices based on traditional knowledge
and are used by DGPA’s advocacy teams to urge
greater respect for, and adoption of, indigenous forest

management. DGPA plans to help communities access
remote sensing data to keep track of changing forest
cover conditions on traditionally-managed lands. They
have also created a video entitled, ‘Valuing DRC Pygmies

Endogenous Culture and Knowledge,’ to illustrate the
value of indigenous peoples to preserving forests and
environmental services.

KEY IMPACTS
Protecting forests and Pygmy access to forest resources
■■
■■
■■

Protected 600,000 square kilometres of forests from logging.
Successfully lobbied for a moratorium on all future logging concessions.
Produced a country-wide monograph mapping customary Pygmy land use.

Improving Pygmy incomes and access to basic services
Pygmies possess a profound knowledge of forest resources
and their uses. To preserve and celebrate Pygmy traditional
knowledge, arts, and culture, DGPA has trained more than
10,000 households in the production and marketing of nontimber forest products, including wild fruits, vegetables, nuts,
medicines, honey, mushrooms, caterpillars, and handicrafts.
In March 2015, Pygmy art, basket weaving, dances, and folk
songs were prominently displayed at the second International
Festival of Indigenous Peoples, held in Kinshasa. This event
created several entrepreneurial enterprises in Pygmy
communities, providing youths with jobs and opportunities
to preserve Pygmy culture and traditional knowledge.
DGPA has introduced duck breeding to select Pygmy
communities to provide Pygmies with a supplemental,
sustainable source of food and income. The program features
a new, hearty variety of duck, and agricultural experts have

been brought in to train local people in duck breeding and
care. Pygmy duck breeders are using the money earned from
the sale of duck meat and eggs to pay for school fees, school
supplies, medical care, and other necessities. The DGPA
also hopes that duck breeding will lessen hunting pressure
on wild forest species, thereby allowing diminished local
populations of popular bushmeat species to rebound.
Many Pygmy families do not have access to health care
or primary education. To address these critical gaps in
governmental services, DGPA has begun four pilot projects
in four different provinces in the country (Mai-Ndombe/Loile,
Equateur/Lokuku, Kasaï Central/Dimbelenge, Sud-Ubangi/
Dongo), with the aim of improving Pygmy access to health
care, increasing enrollment of Pygmy children in educational
programs, and strengthening the economy of Pygmy
households.

KEY IMPACTS
Improving Pygmy incomes and access to basic services
Promoted the production and marketing of non-timber forest products to more than 10,000 Pygmy
households.
■■ Introduced duck breeding as a supplemental source of food and income, and as a strategy to curb
over-hunting of wild species.
■■ Initiated four pilot programs to increase Pygmy access to education and medical care.
■■
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
DGPA has lobbied extensively to change national policies
and laws, with demonstrable impacts on indigenous
Pygmy rights and forest protection. The organization
has drafted legislation to recognize and protect Pygmy
rights and submitted the bill to the DRC’s parliament.
They have also urged DRC’s parliament to ratify
Convention 169 of the International Labour Organization
regarding recognition of indigenous and tribal peoples
and submitted four recommendations on the rights of
indigenous peoples as part of the DRC’s Universal Periodic

Contributions to the global agenda
DGPA’s work to advocate for the rights of indigenous
Pygmies and to campaign for sustainable management of
the second largest rainforest on the planet represent key
contributions towards the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD). By promoting an end to Pygmy discrimination,
mobilizing for land rights for Pygmies and other indigenous
groups, supporting the development of sustainable
livelihoods, and documenting extensive traditional
knowledge around forest management, DGPA supports
local and national action to deliver across the Sustainable
Development Goals. The organization’s advocacy for
traditional knowledge and sustainable use of nature
likewise contribute directly to the mission of the CBD and
its Nagoya Protocol on Access and Benefit-sharing.
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Review of Human Rights. These recommendations are still
under consideration by the national government.
DGPA’s action additionally caused the World Bank to withdraw
plans to finance logging concessions on 600,000 square
kilometres of forests in the DRC. Using this victory to catalyse
nation-wide action in partnership with other civil society
organizations, DGPA successfully lobbied for a moratorium
on the allocation of new forestry concessions in the country.
This represents a key victory contributing to conservation of
biodiversity and mitigation of climate change.

REPLICABILITY, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replicability
DGPA actively participates in regional dialogues,
workshops, and field visits with other indigenous groups
in Sub-Saharan Africa. Indigenous organizations from the
Republic of the Congo, Cameroon, and the Central African
Republic have been particularly impressed by DGPA’s
ability to mobilize national deputies and parliamentarians
to support the Defense of Indigenous Pygmies legislation
and are adopting some of the organization’s methods
and tactics to push for greater recognition of indigenous
peoples in their respective countries. In 2015, DGPA

hosted the second International Festival of Indigenous
Peoples in Kinshasa. The gathering attracted indigenous
representatives from Southeast Asia, the Amazon,
Scandinavia, and Africa, and provided a forum for
indigenous peoples to exchange experiences and tactics.
This new network will facilitate the replication of DGPA’s
successful initiatives by other indigenous groups. It will
also expose DGPA’s leadership to new ideas and methods
which they in turn can replicate in the DRC.

Scalability
DGPA’s participatory research methods are relatively
inexpensive to implement and are scalable to other
regions of the globe. Likewise, the organization’s methods
of mobilizing a societally-disenfranchised group are
replicable across many cultures and political contexts.

Perhaps DGPA’s greatest asset to promote scalability lies
in its political astuteness, particularly its ability to work
with local and international actors, such as the World Bank
Inspection Panel and local parliamentarians, to advance its
member’s interests.

Sustainability
DGPA is a large network covering a vast country. The
organization’s breadth is both a strength and a potential
liability. It remains to be seen how the organization can
continue to be representative of so many different ethnic
groups, each with distinct and differing problems, in a
poor and often chaotic country. Many of the organization’s
initiatives are likely to be sustainable. The group’s political
victories – e.g., saving 600,000 square kilometres of forests
from logging and presenting DRC’s Parliament with a bill to
defend indigenous peoples’ rights in DRC – have mobilized
Pygmies and given indigenous communities hope for the
future. DGPA’s duck breeding program and its non-timber
forest products trainings are likely to become self-financing
over the long term, depending upon market conditions.
Absent any additional in-country economic initiatives to
fund DGPA, implementation of future large-scale projects
may still be contingent upon international donors.
11

FUTURE PLANS
DGPA has set a goal to secure customary land rights to 14,000 hectares of forestland for indigenous
Pygmies by the year 2022. In pursuit of this goal, they will continue to lobby for legislation changes and to
support development of sustainable livelihoods for Pygmies across the country.

PARTNERS
■■
■■

■■

■■

■■
■■

Natural Resource Network: Provides support for
DGPA’s advocacy programs.
National League of Indigenous Pygmies in the Congo
(LINAPYCO) and the Network of Indigenous and Local
Population on the Management of Forest Ecosystems
in the DRC (REPALEF): Offers assistance to DGPA’s land
rights initiatives.
Communications Network on Environment and
Natural Resources (RCEN): A network of journalists
who provide media exposure for DGPA’s activities.
Parliamentary Group for the Promotion and Defense
of Indigenous Pygmies’ Rights in the DRC: Gives
political support to DGPA.
Rainforest Foundation Norway: Provides DGPA with
financial and technical support.
World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility and
UN-REDD: Provided support for DGPA’s involvement

■■

■■

■■

■■
■■

in the development and implementation of REDD+ in
the DRC.
Forest Peoples Programme (FPP): Supports DGPA’s
initiatives to improve Pygmy rights, food security, and
good governance.
European Union: Funds implementation of the FPP/
DGPA project ‘Promoting the rights and food security
of forest peoples and good governance in forest and
climate policy: from principles to practice’.
United Nations Fund for Democracy: Assists DGPA’s
efforts to improve indigenous Pygmy participation in
DRC’s political and electoral processes.
Well-Grounded: Gives technical support to DGPA’s
organizational development.
Synchronicity Earth: Supports DGPA’s participatory
video project.
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