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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

Union Soamitambatra is using a traditional
consensus-based Malagasy governance system,
known as Fokonolona, and community social
contracts, known as dina, to regenerate the Badika
Forest and its surrounding lakes. Working with
6,589 people across ten villages, the Union brings
together community groups, technical experts,
municipal government, and private sector partners
to protect and restore local ecosystems and ensure
sustainable jobs. Incomes have reached four times
the minimum salary for the country from the sale of
fish and other products. Primary school attendance
has increased from 30 to 90 percent. Farmers have
transitioned to a variety of short-cycle seeds such
as rice, beans, maize, and peanuts to diversify
their agricultural activities. Spawning areas for
fish are now protected, while compliance with
sustainability standards are helping to increase
fish abundance and catch size. Together, the Union
manages 14,910 hectares of forest and 65 hectares
of lakes, integrating management of natural
resources with economic and social sustainability.
The Union is a beacon of strength, serving as the
last barrier against an expanding tobacco industry
that is the primary driver of land conversion and
deforestation in the region.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Ten local communities in the territories of the commune
of Manambina of Madagascar, are working to protect
the natural ecosystem they rely on for subsistence. Since
2003, they have strived to halt the destruction of 14, 910
hectares of the Badika (Hyphaene shatan) forest, a native
species of palm tree, and to conserve fish spawning areas
in five lakes with a total area of 165 hectares.
Madagascar is known as a hot spot for endemic plants.
There are 204 species of palms in the country, and 98
percent are endemic to the island. But most palm species
(83 percent) are threatened with extinction. This is almost
four times the globally estimated proportion for plants
and exceeds estimates for all other comprehensively
surveyed plant groups on the island.
The trunks, stems and leaves of the Badika palms are
used for building materials and wickerwork. This precious
ecosystem has been heavily exploited, particularly by
Société de Culture de Tabac à Madagascar (SCOTAM, or in
English, the Madagascar Tobacco Cultivation Company),
which uses 500 square metres of roundwood from Badika
per year, and tons of stalks for its nurseries. In an effort to
maximize profits, SOCTAM has worked towards the further
expansion of exploitation zones, to the detriment of the
forests of Badika and all other native flora and fauna.
Thanks to the work of Union Soamitambatra, the Badika
forest has been regenerating and proliferating. By
protecting against conversion and degradation, the forest
area is naturally regenerating. Significant species found
in the area include bats, boars, guinea fowl, ravens, and
lemurs, and trees such as the Soaravy (Faurea forficuliflora),
the Bonara (Albizia lebbeck), and the Vondro (Typha
angustifolia). This zone is currently being managed under
a transfer contract jointly signed by the Ministry of Water
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and Forests, the Ministry of Marine Resources and Fisheries,
municipalities (decentralised territorial communities), and
local communities.
The lakes are populated with tilapia (Oreochromis
niloticus), carp (Cyprinus carpio), marine cat-fish (Ariidae
spp.), and eels (Anguilla mauritiana), among other species.
The communities maintain five lakes, including natural
drainages, which conserve six hectares of spawning
areas. This maintenance complies with the regulations
applicable to fishing net mesh measurements, ensuring
a two-month egg-laying period to encourage natural
restocking. Invasive plant species are eliminated through
community projects.
The social structure of the members of Union
Soamitambatra is comprised of neighbouring communities (Fokonolona) in the region which share means of
subsistence. The elders, who are widely respected, govern social organization and guarantee that social order
is maintained. This has led to the establishment of social
contracts and taboos, such as the prohibition of fishing
on Thursdays.
The traditional means of subsistence are agriculture (rice,
corn, peanuts, sweet potatoes, and cassava), fishing,
and animal rearing (poultry, zebu, pig, sheep), as well as
weaving, mostly by women (mats, sifters, baskets). Most
community members are farmers (60 percent), while the
rest are fishermen (40 percent).
Each of the ten communities has natural resources which
they monitor. When necessary, the head of the community
informs Union Soamitambatra if any issues arise. Thus,
the local communities actively protect the resources that
underpin their subsistence.

Origin and structure
In 2003, Union Soamitambatra was established as a result
of illegal exploitation of the forests and lakes by unknown
individuals, some related to the SOCTAM Company. This
exploitation negatively affected the Manambina rural
community members, and endangered their livelihoods.
In response to this situation, the indigenous people of the
Manambina and Marolefo districts united, and demanded
a transfer of land management rights from the Ministry
of the Environment, Forestry and Fisheries to the local
communities.
In 2005, reinforced by national recognition of the
community groups’ success in management, the eight
remaining districts of the Manambina commune joined the
Union. They then became members of this local alliance
and together they were called Union Soamitambatra.
Thereafter, the rules of natural resource management
were codified and reinforced. The names of the districts
(called fokotany) from north to south of the Manambina
commune are: Andreketa, Ampasifasy, Marolefo,
Soatanimbary, Manambina, Ankaboka, Ambohibary,
Ambalabe, Besakoa, and Ambararata.
Union Soamitambatra works through community social
contracts known as dina, governed by agreed upon rules of
management and governance created by the municipality

of Manambina, the local communities and resource users,
including the tobacco company. The main rules include:
prohibition of unlawful cutting of Badika’s feet, prohibition
of bushfires, prohibition of the use of chemicals for fishing,
respect for local taboos, respect of the rights of use, and
requirement to pay fines for violations.
Members of the Union Soamitambatra management
committee are elected by the General Assembly Meeting
of the Fokonolona, which meets bi-annually. All decisions
relating to the management of resources are the
responsibility of the entire community. In each community
there is a leading Bureau with the following structure:
President, Vice-president, Secretary, Treasurer and Adviser.
This Bureau of the Indigenous Peoples’ Group (Vondrona
Olona Ifotony) is in charge of executing decisions. All
positions are on a voluntary, unpaid basis. Compensation
only exists when someone must travel. The core objective
of the Union is the sustainable management of natural
resources, so that future generations can inherit them
in order to improve their quality of life. In 2012, Union
Soamitambatra joined TAFO MIHAAVO (Tambazotran’ny
Fokonolona Miaro ny Harena Voajanahary), a national
network created to share experiences amongst indigenous
peoples of Madagascar.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES
Deforestation
For years, the SOCTAM company exploited the Badika
trees, but thanks to the work of Union Soamitambatra,
they now only use the branches and some younger
trees. SOCTAM also began planting eucalyptus around
its tobacco plantation areas, but the Union halted this
practice as well. The population mobilized and influenced
SOCTAM to undertake reforestation measures after the
company started cutting other species of trees, including

protected trees, when there were no more trees to cut
around their land.
Since 2009, however, there was a surge of theft of zebus—
large humped cattle— with bushfires set by the thieves
to erase zebu’s traces and derail their trackers, which also
contribute to deforestation.

Lack of community action
Before the existence of Union Soamitambatra, there
was little unity among the people and each sold their
products and harvests at low prices, since the buyers set
market prices. Today, the situation is very different, with
communities organizing to ensure fair prices.
The difficulties faced at the beginning of community
unification were primarily related to the need to persuade

people to implement a social contract known as dina,
which had long been considered as a list of potential
sanctions not as a set of rules of life within the society.
To overcome these difficulties, it was necessary to raise
awareness among the population and explain the true
meaning of the social contract, as well as its application in
the community.

Climate change
The community has experienced the effects of climate
change through variabilities in planting and harvesting
seasons. Temperatures have risen to as high as 40° C, and
precipitation has dropped considerably. Rainfall has also
decreased while its intensity has increased, leading storms
to causes material damage, including damage to young
crops. Daily observation by fishermen has shown that the
egg laying period of fish has been brought forward a full
month to September instead of October.
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Therefore, farmers must grow crops that are adapted to
the climate, and must learn how to manage and preserve
genetic diversity of seed stocks.
There are two districts, Ambalabe and Ankaboka that
are well equipped for fish drying. However, bandits have
ravaged these drying facilities. These two districts are
located in a remote area, and are not easily accessible As a
result, the inhabitants cannot go to the market, and drying
allows them to preserve fish for longer periods of time.

LOCAL RESPONSES
Protection of the lakes and forest
The local communities clean nine dykes and five lakes,
and decide the opening and closing dates of the dykes.
During the rainy season, aquatic plants grow in the dykes
and make it difficult for the fry (juvenile fish) to reach the
lakes. Hence, the communities clean the dykes to allow the
fish to develop.
Natural drains, known locally as kinga, are meeting points
between the lakes and two rivers, Sakena and Loazy. These
drains continually provide environmental services such as
restocking the lakes. To that end, the community works
each year in October to eradicate the majority of invasive
aquatic plants.

Only one port has been set up for dugouts in order to
protect the lakesides and to dissuade intruders from
fishing in the lakes. In addition, it ensures easy monitoring
of lake use.
The locals ensure surveillance and monitoring of the
forest to reduce the abusive exploitation by the people
who live on forest products. Union Soamitambatra was
even bold enough to reject an offer of compensation
from a large tobacco company for utilization of the Badika
forest in exchange for eucalyptus plants for reforestation,
demanding instead compliance with local management
rules so as to avoid disturbing the ecosystem.

KEY IMPACTS
Protection of the lakes
and forest
■■
■■
■■
■■

■■
■■
■■
■■

Fishermen and rice farmers signed an agreement on the opening and closing dates of the dykes,
applicable at the district-level in order to avoid conflicts.
There has been an increase in juvenile fish.
There has been an increase in the available surface area for fishing in the lakes, from 50 percent to 90
percent.
The closing date of the fishing season was brought forward from October to September because
of climate change, and a regional decree has been obtained to this effect. It now runs between 25
September and 25 November.
The encouragement of fishing in compliance with technical standards and the preservation of a
6-hectare spawning area benefits the natural reproduction of fish.
The Union Soamitambatra has achieved the control of bushfires (the practice of slash-and-burn
farming and charcoal production) and the reduction of the forest fires.
The forest area has expanded.
The forest is co-managed with the forest engineer of the region. Authorizations for exploitation of the
Badika forest must be submitted to Union Soamitambatra before being granted by the forest engineer.
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Sustainable livelihoods and fair trade
The prices of foods are controlled (for fish, agricultural
and animal products) thanks to the common market that
has been established. In general, living standards have
improved. Union Soamitambatra can now implement
social development activities with the help of funds
obtained from natural resource management.
As climate change has negatively impacted water level
fluctuations and variations in the growing schedules,
Union Soamitambatra decided to diversify agricultural
activities. They now cultivate rice, maize and peanuts
according to technical standards adapted to a variety of
short-cycle seeds, with support from a rural development
programme financed by the Swiss Cooperation.
To protect against hazards of climate change and to
reduce their vulnerability to its effects, community
members are sensitized to the importance of stockpiling
products. For example, cars that transport fish must pay
Union Soamitambatra a small fee for every journey. The
money charged is used to cover the costs of activities to
protect the lakes and the forest.
In 2014, the UNDP-GEF Small Grants Programme funded a
project to improve the living conditions of the Fokonolona
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of the Manambina community through sustainable
resource management. The initiative involved the
restoration of fish habitat, the removal of alien invasive
plants, and the coordination of the governance and
management of the natural resources in the area.
Women now have greater rights, including not only the
right to fish, but also to sell their produce in the market.
Women are able to sell dried fish products and keep some
for their own consumption during the rainy season, when
produce from the villages are no available.
The ten Fokonolona members of Union Soamitambatra,
who together manage the 14, 919-hectare Badika Forest
and 165 hectares of lakes have recently renewed their
natural resources management contract, according
to the Law 96-025 on the Transfer of Natural Resource
Management. The contract is signed in tripartite with the
municipality of Manambina and the Regional Direction
of the Environment, Ecology and Forest (DREEF, by it’s
acronym in French) and the Ministry of Fisheries and Fishery
Resources (DRPRH, by its acronym in French). These new
contracts will last throuhg 2027. The community believes
that if the management of natural resources is granted to
the local people, then the land will be fully restored.

KEY IMPACTS
Sustainable livelihoods and fair trade
■■

■■

■■

■■

■■
■■

■■
■■
■■

A common fish market was set up and was replicated
by other neighbouring communities of the Fokonolona:
Ankotsofotsy, Isalo-Antsikida, and Nosy Mena Masiakampy.
100 percent of all households store variable quantities
of seed stock. The salting and smoking of fish by
women contributes to the increased stocks of food, ensuring greater food security.
There has been a rise in the price of fish. In the past, a kilogram of the smallest fish was sold for MGA
$1,200 (US$0.35), whereas it now costs, MGA $2,000 (US$0.58), and a kilogram of bigger fish will be
sold for MGA $3,500 (US$1.04).
Two fisherwomen’s associations manufacture fishing equipment and operate a shop for the
preparation of smoked fish, selling 100 kilograms of smoked fish per month at MGA $3,600 (US$1.06)
per kilogram to merchants from Antananarivo and Antsirabe, as well as 350 kilograms of dried fish at
MGA $3,000 (US$0.89) per kilogram.
The ecosystem provides sustained revenues for the Fokonolona as a result of the annual production
of 150 metric tons of fish.
Each household earns at least MGA $400,000 (US$117.59) per month, or four times the minimum
salary in Madagascar. One-third of this amount is derived from women’s wickerwork and the rest is
obtained from the sale of fish.
With this income, four households manage decortication plants and 100 percent of households currently
possess at least one pirogue (boat) for fishing, compared to 40 percent before the Union was established.
The common market was opened, aimed at the sale of women’s handicrafts.
A training program has been created for women to use the invasive water hyacinth to make handicrafts
including baskets, hats, dishes. They are also trained to use water hyacinth to make charcoal.
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
Union Soamitambatra is among the founding members
of the TAFO MIHAAVO national network, which brought
together nearly 500 associations in May 2012. The network
exerts pressure on the different ministries on issues related
to the sustainable management of natural resources.

Since joining the TAFO MIHAAVO, the Union now shares
knowledge at the national level through workshops. The
Union also participates in the development of regional
development plans.

Contributions to the global agenda
The work of Union Soamitambatra contributes to several
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The protection of
the lakes and forest and the efforts to achieve sustainable
livelihoods and fair trade help to reduce poverty (SDG
1), eliminate hunger (SDG 2), ensure decent work
and economic growth (SDG 8), promote responsible
consumption and production (SDG 12), ensure sustainable
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marine life (SDG 14), and promote sustainable ecosystem
management (SDG 15). In addition, efforts to attain
sustainable livelihoods and fair trade and to improve
health and education help foster gender equality (SDG 5),
reduce carbon emissions (SDG 13) and improve health and
education (SDG 4).

REPLICABILITY, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replicability
Union Soamitambatra spreads its expertise across the national
network of TAFO MIHAAVO, which has already enabled
exchange visits to the regions of Itasy, Analavory, Miarinarivo,
and the region of Vakinankaratra Antsirabe, among others.
The members of Union Soamitambatra travel to attend broadbased meetings, where the number of representatives per
local associations is well-defined and the president of the local

community is in charge of appointing the representatives of
each association. Usual happenings during these meetings
include: visit and observation of the lakes, working methods,
and fish pricing. Often, literate people are sent so that they
can share skills learned during meetings upon their return. The
communes replicating the Union Soamitambatra model are
Ankotrofotsy, Isalo, and Nosimena.

Scalability
Apart from the community contracts (dina) operating at a
territorial level, the agreements have also led to communal
rules of resource management governed by co-signing
parties. These rules govern fishing seasons, rebate rates,
administrative costs, agreed tonnages, pick-up periods
and fishing standards, as well as brushfire prevention
measures, wood cutting permits in compliance with local
zoning ordinances and population rotation over a 15-year
period for the Badika forest.
The transfer of management to the local communities
was initiated in 1996 by the Secure Local Management
law (Gestion Locale Sécurisée, GELOSE by its acronym in
French) on community participation in the management of
natural resources. Current policy nevertheless suffers from
limitations, particularly, the insufficiency of the powers
and responsibilities of the Fokonolona in the decisionmaking processes and management of natural resources,
thus encouraging the pillaging of natural resources and
the absence of participation in the advantages flowing
from the utilization of resources for the Fokonolona.

In 2012, Fokonolona natural resource managers, aware
of their role in the indispensable need for reform in the
national strategy on the governance and management
of natural resources, united to create the Fokonolona
network of natural resource managers, or TAFO MIHAAVO.
Through its membership in the national network of
Fokonolona, TAFO MIHAAVO, Union Soamitambatra is
enabled to share its success and challenges with other
Madagascar communities. These elements have been
included in a national strategy for promoting, securing
and developing sustainable community governance and
political strategy in Madagascar.
Union Soamitambatra is strongly committed to
collaborating in the governance and management of
natural resources, and participates in the implementation
of Fokonolona strategies at the local and national levels,
particularly in regard to reforming legislation related to the
Fokonolona. As a result, local communities are increasingly
demanding the preparation and implementation of
national strategies and local policies on the environment.

Sustainability
The dynamism and involvement of the indigenous people
in the management and protection of the natural resources
is the key factor that makes this project sustainable.

However, Union Soamitambatra is not entirely financially
self-sufficient; it depends on subsidies. To achieve financial
stability, the community will need to train administrators
in financial management within each community.
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FUTURE PLANS
Union Soamitambatra is considering establishing a community savings scheme, which could include
arm produce or marketable products. Produce Savings already exist in local communities, but the
Communal Pecuniary Savings is an amount that is put into a common account with TAFO MIHAAVO,
with all Malagasy indigenous communities, and represents a fund that all the indigenous communities
throughout Madagascar have in common. This would allow members of the initiative to increase financial
self-sufficiency. In addition, the group plans to develop a mini-fishing cooperative and to replicate their
work to manage invasive species through the TAFO MIHAAVO network.

PARTNERS
AD2M: This organization provides support for the
Development of Menabe and Melaky. It also provides
financial support in the domain of agriculture and
breeding, such as seeds and plants and training on
how to cultivate them.
■■ GEF-UNDP Small Grants Programme (SGP): In
addition to funds, the project implemented between
2014 and 2016 provided training to those practicing
fish drying and the weaving of fishing nets and
contributed in the signing of the first conferral of
management.
■■ PECHE: This organization helps in raising awareness
among local communities regarding the application
of laws on fishing.
■■

■■
■■

■■

■■
■■

RAVINTSARA: Social NGO, donor, supporting activities
within the GEF SGP project.
Regional Directorate of Water, Forest and Lands
(DREF): This government institution supports the
conferral of management to local communities.
SAHA: The SAHA program provided training and
capacity building to Union Soamitambatra in the
management of an association of indigenous
communities from 2003 to 2012.
Swiss Cooperation: This agency provided financial
and technical assistance.
TAFO MIHAAVO: This NGO provides training and helps
facilitate the management of the natural resources at
the national level and with the local populations.
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