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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 Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD) and the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2017 to 15 outstanding local community 
and indigenous peoples initiatives from 12 countries. 
The winners were recognized for their significant work 
to advance nature-based solutions for sustainable 

development in marine, forest, grassland, dryland and 
wetland ecosystems.  Selected from 806 nominations from 
across 120 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala 
event in New York, coinciding with Global Goals Week and 
the 72nd Session of the UN General Assembly. Special 
emphasis was placed on scalable, nature-based solutions 
to address biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, gender equality, land 
rights, and food and water security to reduce poverty, 
protect nature, and strengthen resilience.

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 scale nature-
based solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858
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PROJECT SUMMARY
Located in Gazi Bay of southern Kenya, Mikoko Pamoja 
is the first community-based project in the world 
to successfully sell carbon credits from mangrove 
conservation and restoration. Uniting the villages of 
Gazi and Makongeni, the initiative began in 2013, 
marketing carbon credits for the period 2013-2033. 
During this time, the group will conserve 107 hectares 
of natural forest and 10 hectares of plantations, while 
also contributing to the annual restoration of 0.4 
hectares in eroding sections of the bay. These avoided 
deforestation, forest protection, and restoration 
activities cumulatively sequester approximately 3,000 
metric tons CO2-equivalent per year, which are sold 
on the Voluntary Carbon Market (VCM) through Plan 
Vivo Certificates (PCVs). Through these activities, 
Mikoko Pamoja earns at least US$12,000 per year, 
which is reinvested in the community, benefiting 
5,400 residents through projects in education, health, 
and water, sanitation, and environmental protection. 
Ecotourism provides a further source of income for this 
initiative, which is in the process of being replicated in 
other places in Kenya.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information 
shown on maps or included within in text of this document are not 
guaranteed to be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance 
or recognition by the United Nations. 

https://vimeo.com/234880293
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Mangroves, also called ‘the blue forests’, typically occur in 
the intertidal zone along tropical and subtropical coastlines. 
They are among the most endangered ecosystems on 
Earth. Approximately 75 percent of mangroves worldwide 
are concentrated in just 15 countries, and barely 7 percent 
of them lie in protected areas. 

Mangroves are essential for both human and marine life. They 
provide a critical habitat for fisheries, acting as nurseries for fish 
during early life stages. Tree detritus and bacteria accumulate 
in the water beneath mangroves and are an important food 
source and refuge for juvenile fish, while knotted mangrove 
roots protect them from predators. In Gazi Bay, the essential 
role of mangroves sustains the fishing industry upon which 90 
percent of the local population depends for their livelihoods.

Mangrove ecosystems also act as a buffer between land and 
sea. When strong waves churn towards land, mangroves 
diffuse their force and protect human settlements as well 
as the shoreline, reducing damage to infrastructure and 
preventing erosion. They also prevent siltation in seagrass 
meadows and coral reefs in the sea, and on land reduce 
salt water contamination of crops and drinking water. 
In addition to these key ecological funtions,  mangrove 
forests serve as high-quality carbon sinks, serving as 
critical resource for climate change mitigation.

Despite their vast socioeconomic and ecological 
significance, mangroves have not been assigned ‘market 
prices’ and their value is generally underestimated. 
Consequently, these ecosystems are facing significant 
pressure. The major drivers of environmental change 
which negatively impact Kenyan mangroves include 

population growth, urbanization, pollution, and climate 
change.

Gazi Bay is a low-lying seascape covering 1,800 hectares. The 
bay is well-shielded by a fringing reef to the South and the 
Chale Peninsula to the East. Two seasonal rivers drain into its 
waters – Kidogoweni to the Northwest and Mukurumudzi 
to the Southwest –  and  its borders are protected by 615 
hectares of mangrove forests. All nine species that occur in the 
Western Indian Ocean Region are native to Gazi Bay, but seven 
species dominate: grey mangrove (Avicennia marina), oriental 
mangrove (Bruguiera gymnorhiza), tagal mangrove (Ceriops 
tagal), black mangrove (Lumnitzera racemosa), red mangrove 
(Rhizophora mucronata), apple mangrove (Sonneratia alba), 
and cannonball mangrove (Xylocarpus granatum). 

In addition to this rich mangrove ecosystem, the bay hosts 
abundant bird life and approximately 180 different species 
of fish, making it one of the major fish landing sites in 
Kenya and the East African coast as a whole. Crustaceans 
and molluscs are also caught, especially by women 
and children. Ecotourism is also becoming increasingly 
important, with apiculture and aquaculture offering 
additional alternative livelihoods. For years, villagers have 
also harvested mangroves for firewood, building poles, 
and construction materials.

The Gazi and Makongeni villages of Gazi Bay have a resident 
population of approximately 5,400 people. The villages are 
predominantly Muslim, as are most surrounding villages, 
although there are also Christians and animists living 
harmoniously in the area. The main ethnic groups are the 
Swahili and the Mijikenda of Bantu origin.

Origin and Structure

Formally established in 2012, the creation of Mikoko Pamoja 
stems from over two decades of research and community 
engagement conducted in the Gazi Bay, led by project 
founders Dr. James Kairo and Professor Mark Huxham.  
Mikoko Pamoja, which means ‘Mangroves Together’ in 

Swahili, is a pioneering mangrove conservation and 
village development project of the villages of Gazi and 
Makongeni. This initiative aims to promote conservation 
and sustainable use of mangrove resources to achieve 
what they call the ‘triple win benefits’: mitigate climate 
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change, conserve biodiversity, and enhance community 
livelihood. The objectives of Mikoko Pamoja are to: 

 ■ Facilitate community development in the Gazi Bay area 
by using funds raised from the sale of carbon credits; 

 ■ Restore degraded mangrove areas through community 
participation; 

 ■ Enhance carbon sequestration and other ecosystem 
services including improved fisheries, wildlife 
habitats, and coastal protection; 

 ■ Promote sustainable mangrove-related income, such 
as beekeeping and ecotourism; and 

 ■ Act as a demonstration programme showcasing 
community-led mangrove conservation with carbon 
credit funding and, thus, influence national and 
regional policy.

It is the first initiative of its kind in the world to successfully 
benefit from the sale of mangrove carbon credits.

Management of Mikoko Pamoja is shared by the 
Mikoko Pamoja Community Organisation (MPCO), the 
Mikoko Pamoja Steering Group (MPSG), and the project 
coordinator. The MPCO is a government-registered 
community organisation that co-ordinates community 
engagement, routine project activities, and benefit 
sharing. It is governed by 13 elected volunteer office 
members – seven men and six women – from Gazi and 
Makongeni. The office bearers have a term of two years 

and are in charge of administration and implementation 
of project work plans.

The MPSG provides technical support to the MPCO on a 
voluntary basis and is comprised of partnering institutions 
such as Kenya Marine and Fisheries Research Institute 
(KMFRI) (which has a research station on site), Kenya 
Forest Service (KFS), World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF), 
Earthwatch Institute, Edinburgh Napier University, and 
Bangor University. As a result of these collaborations, 
hundreds of national and international researchers have 
visited the site and contributed to the project voluntarily. 
Project technical work is coordinated by a paid project 
coordinator who plays a key role in the MPCO office and 
provides a link with the MPSG.

The project actively engage community members in both 
villages, who are largely fishers whose livelihoods are 
connected to the health of the mangrove. The initiatve 
has collaboratively developed plans for use of profits 
from the sale of carbon credits through village barazas, 
or community consultative meetings. All members of the 
community are mobilized to attend the village barazas 
regardless of age, gender, religion, ethnic background, or 
disability and decisions regarding the use of profits are 
decided in a democratic process. Currently, part of the 
payments cover dedicated staff time for the project, with 
the remaining funds allocated to community projects and 
mangrove activities overseen by village leaders. 
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Deforestation and illegal harvesting

In Kenya, deforestation has resulted in the destruction of 
20 percent of mangroves over the last 30 years. Mangroves 
are state managed resources and legal extraction is limited 
to individuals and groups with a Kenya Forest Service 
licence. Gazi Bay has been subjected to degradation of 
mangroves mainly for provision of poles for construction 
and firewood. The prices for poles differ depending on 
their diameter. The industry differentiates the poles, in 
descending order, between the boriti (9.1-13 centimetres), 
mazio (6.1-9 centimetres), pau (4-6 centimetres), and fito 

(<4 centimetres) classes. Harvesting of the fito poles is 
no longer allowed to promote regrowth of mangroves, 
however, illegal harvesting is common. 

Mikoko Pamoja protects an area of natural mangrove 
forest from all cutting, but some encroachment into the 
project area still occurs. Some people intentionally enter 
the project area and illegally harvest mangroves, while 
others have claimed that they were not aware of the exact 
boundaries of project areas. 

Sedimentation and climate change

Deforestation, in turn, increases vulnerability to 
sedimentation and climate change, which directly affect 
delicate marine ecosystems such as mangroves, seagrass 
meadows, and coral reefs. In some sections of the bay, 
mangrove deforestation has led to severe coastal erosion 
resulting that has led coconut palms in an adjacent 
agricultural fields to be washed out to sea. Flooding 
of inland areas in high surf and during storms has also 
increased.

The mangroves in Gazi Bay also have faced high levels of 
mortality due to a combination of land degradation and 

climate change. Eroded sand from the deforestation of 
mangroves has moved upcurrent, encroaching on healthy 
mangrove trees and causing mangrove death. Increased 
sedimentation from the Mkurumudzi River has also 
negatively impacted healthy mangroves and the areas 
designated for planting of seedlings by Mikoko Pamoja. 
This increased sediment load is likely due to excessive 
use of river water for irrigation and mining. In addition, 
changes in phenological characteristics of some mangrove 
species threaten mangrove health and are through to be 
associated with climate change.

Reduced fish stocks

Mangrove forest loss has resulted in the decline of fish 
stocks due to the destruction of crucial habitat for fish 
growth. Since local villagers obtain almost all their 
protein from fish, this deterioration of fisheries directly 
impacts local food security and health. Direct fishing in 
the mangroves is relatively rare, with fisherfolk typically 

focusing their efforts offshore in seagrass meadows or 
coral reefs where mature fish are concentrated. Onshore 
fishery is only done by locals who cannot afford the more 
expensive offshore fishing gear. Degradation of mangroves 
directly affect both types of fishing, with consequences for 
local well-being.
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LOCAL ACTIONS

Mangrove conservation and restoration

Mikoko Pamoja conserves 117 hectares of state-owned 
mangroves, representing almost 16 percent of this 
ecosystem in the Gazi Bay. Over the crediting period of 20 
years, from 2013 to 2033, the project aims to protect 107 
hectares of natural mangrove forests as well as conserve 10 
hectares of red mangrove plantation that was established 
in previously denuded areas in the early 1990s. 

Additionally, the organisation is contributing to restore a 
beach stretch of approximately 800 meters that was formally 
covered by an apple mangrove forest and was cut to supply 
firewood. Consequently, the area experiences excessive 
sedimentation and high level of coastal erosion, which is 
negatively impacting natural regrowth. Through the active 
engagement of the Gazi and Makongeni communities, 
Mikoko Pamoja is working to restore site through the 
replanting of 4,000 apple mangrove trees, locally known 
as mlilana or mpia. To facilitate restoration, Mikoko Pamoja 
collects wild seedlings from other areas of the bay and 
transplants them into a mangrove nursery that is washed by 
tides every day. After eight months, the seedlings are strong 
enough to be transplated to the active reforestation zone. 

To reduce illegal harvesting of mangroves, Mikoko Pamoja 
has set up community policing and surveillance of illegal 
mangrove harvesting. In addition, through the use of 
funds from the Equator Prize, Mikoko Pamoja has clearly 
demarcated the boundaries of its protected reserve, 

effectively reducing unintentional deforestation. The 
initiative has likewise worked to address the underlying 
drivers of mangrove deforestation by cultivating fast-
growing Casuarina plantations to serve as alternative 
wood sources. Mikoko Pamoja also recently partnered with 
the WWF to research the possibility of promoting energy 
saving stoves and solar lights that would further reduce 
community dependency on mangrove forests for wood.  

To document the impacts of reforestation and protection 
efforts, The Mikoko Pamoja Community Organisation recruits 
and leads community work teams  to monitor of forest health, 
including forest structure, growth, productivity, regeneration, 
mortality, and illegal harvesting and restoration. These 
activities take place three times a year (April, August, and 
September) within ten standard, permanently marked plots 
of 10 metres by 10 metres. Monitoring is based on several 
indicators of forest growth, which include:

 ■ Decreased stump density as an indicator of forest 
loss/deforestation.

 ■ Increased density of juvenile trees as an indicator of 
growth and recovery of the forest.

 ■ Recruitment of new trees and increment of stocking 
as a short-term indicator of forest growth.

 ■ Biomass increment as an indicator of increased 
carbon sequestration. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Mangrove conservation and restoration

 ■ 100 hectares of mangroves restored in Gazi since the 1990s. 
 ■ Density of the community forest in the protected areas has increased considerably from 3,931 in 2014 

to 5,560 in 2016.
 ■ Over 10,000 mangrove seedlings planted.
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Carbon trading

While most credit trading projects are based on terrestrial 
ecosystems, Mikoko Pamoja has decided to ‘go blue’, 
meaning that they are conserving and restoring ocean-
based carbon sinks such as mangrove forests. In 2013, 
it became the first-ever blue carbon initiative to sell 
carbon credits from mangrove conservation activities for 
community development.

The carbon benefits from protecting and planting 
mangroves are substantial. Not only do mangroves retain 
carbon in their own biomass, they also lock it into the 
marine muds. More than 1,500 metric tons of carbon per 
hectare are stored beneath the forests – that is more than 
eight times than that of terrestrial forests.

The project is accredited by Plan Vivo Foundation, an 
international non-governmental organisation that 
supports smallholders and communities wishing 
to manage their land and natural resources more 
sustainably by selling Plan Vivo Certificates (PCVs), which 
are recorded and tracked through the independent 
Markit Environmental Registry. One Plan Vivo Certificate 
represents the long-term sequestration or reduction of 
one metric ton CO2-equivalent.

Mikoko Pamoja is validated by Plan Vivo to sell at least 
3,000 metric tons of CO2-equivalent per year over a 20-
year period ending in 2033. The PVCs sold by the project 
generate an annual revenue of approximately US$12,000. 
They are bought by forward-looking businesses, NGOs, 
universities, and individuals, all looking to manage their 
carbon footprints while supporting people and nature. 

The financial benefits are first received by a third-party 
organisation, the Association for Coastal Ecosystem 
Services (ACES), a Scottish charity that assists with selling 
Mikoko Pamoja’s carbon credits in the Voluntary Carbon 
Market (VCM). It then transfers the funds to Mikoko Pamoja 
for their management. 

The MPSG provides technical support and advice to the 
MPCO and guides the determination of the carbon storage 
capacity of the Gazi mangroves using remote sensing, GIS 
technology, and intensive ground–truthing. Both ACES 
and the MPSG report to Plan Vivo Foundation, which 
requires an audit of project activities every five years to 
make sure it still meets the criteria regarding governance, 
carbon performance, ecological performance, and 
livelihoods improvement.

KEY IMPACTS 

Carbon trading

 ■ More than US$36,000 have been channelled into the community by Mikoko Pamoja through the sale 
of carbon credits from 2013 to 2017.  

 ■ Mikoko Pamoja has issued 9,880 PVCs to date.
 ■ From 2013-2017, the project has avoided 12,000t CO2 emissions.

Social investments

Before the inception of Mikoko Pamoja, access to clean 
water and education materials in Gazi Bay was a privilege. 
The project is helping to reverse these inequalities in 
various ways, including investing more than 30 percent 
of carbon credit profits in education, clean water supply, 
mangrove reforestation, and providing equal employment 
opportunities to the local people.

Pumps funded by Mikoko Pamoja provide clean drinking 
water for several hundred children in the two primary 

schools in Gazi and Makongeni, while also benefitting 
nearly 5,400 people in the wider community. This has 
reduced the cost and time spent by the villagers to source 
this important commodity.

Both communities recently decided to buy new roofing 
for their primary schools to support kids and teachers 
in creating a welcoming and enjoyable local learning 
environment. The community project leaders also agreed 
to invest in creating football teams in each village and 
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providing physical education for all children through funds 
earned by Mikoko Pamoja. The initiative has also funded the 
purchase of textbooks, sports uniforms, and other learning 

materials for 700 children. This has helped raise the school’s 
performance significantly, and has led to the enrolment of 
local students in high schools for the first time. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Social investments

 ■ More than 32 percent of carbon income is invested in education and clean water supply for the Gazi 
and Makongeni villages.

 ■ Mikoko Pamoja has funded the purchase of text books, sports uniforms, and other learning materials 
for 700 children.

 ■ Over 70 percent of the Gazi bay community is benefiting from clean water as a result of investments 
of profits from the sale of Mikoko Pamoja carbon credits.

Environmental education

Mikoko Pamoja consistently carries out effective 
environmental campaigns based on the potential for 
conservation and restoration of blue carbon to contribute 
to economic development and climate change mitigation. 
Over 1,500 students from different levels of education 
(primary school to university) visit the project each year to 
learn about various topics including mangroves zonation, 
ecology, payment for ecosystem services (PES) schemes, 
and climate change mitigation. Mikoko Pamoja has also 
provided mangrove training to 12 teachers from the 

region recruited as environmental champions to educate 
students about mangroves.

Mikoko Pamoja additionally engages in informal 
education on the importance of mangrove conservation 
to local community members and children. The project 
has achieved this through activities such as artwork and 
essay writing competitions, waste recycling projects, 
mural drawing, and exhibitions.

KEY IMPACTS 

Environmental education

 ■ Over 1,500 students from different levels of education (primary to university) have visited the project 
to learn about mangroves.

 ■ Mikoko Pamoja has provided mangrove training to 12 teachers from the region.
 ■ 35 members of the community have received formal training by KMFRI on mangrove monitoring and 

restoration, as well as carbon accounting.
 ■ 23 community members have participated in an exchange visit to the Kasigau Carbon project in Taita 

Taveta County.
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Alternative livelihoods

To ensure local communities have access to sustainable 
livelihoods opportunities, Mikoko Pamoja has initiated 
several different activities leading to the creation of over 
200 direct and indirect employment opportunities. Among 
these, the initiative supports a mangrove ecotourism 
venture consisting of an informational boardwalk 
managed by a group of 27 Gazi women for recreation and 
school educational activities. In addition, the women run 
food kiosks and sell weaving products. They usually spend 

their income on religious learning (madrassa) materials and 
daily subsistence needs. Working with KMFRI, the Kenya 
Coastal Development Project, and The Gazi Fishermen 
Group, Mikoko Pamohja introduced aquaculture in Gazi in 
January 2011. Four ponds were established, each featuring 
different sizes and settings. Twenty-four people have been 
supported to practice aquaculture juvenile fish captured 
from the mangroves.

KEY IMPACTS 

Alternative livelihoods

 ■ 200 direct and indirect employment opportunities for the local villagers. 
 ■ Creation of the Gazi boardwalk ecotourism project is managed by 27 women.
 ■ 24 villagers (20 women and 4 men) supported to practice aquaculture. 

Support for gender equality

Inequalities in wealth and power exist between people in 
the project area, as in all human communities, and women 
have traditionally held less influence than men. Mikoko 
Pamoja is working to reverse this trend and the MPCO is 
made up of seven men and six women. This is fully in line 
with the national constitution in Kenya (2010), whereby 30 
percent of all party positions and public appointments must 
be held by women. In addition, the project ensures that 
women have an equal opportunity to hold an executive 

position in the MPCO such as that of treasurer, secretary, 
and chairperson. 

Several women have been trained in sustainable mangrove 
forest management, integrated aquaculture, bookkeeping, 
and collecting data for monitoring, and verifying and 
reporting of carbon. The women in Mikoko Pamoja are also 
engaged in the decision-making process via community 
fora where they are given equal chance to participate.

KEY IMPACTS 

Gender equality

 ■ Gender balance in the leadership of the MPCO.
 ■ Equal inclusion of women and men in all Mikoko Pamoja activities, including monitoring, nursery 

establishment, planting and decision making.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts

As a community-based organisation, Mikoko Pamoja 
is registered and certified under the Ministry of Public 
Service, Youth, and Gender Affairs in the State Department 
of Public Service and Youth Affairs in Kenya. It also works 
hand-in-hand with two national agencies: KFS, through the 
Gogoni Gazi Community Forests Association (GOGACOFA 
CFA) made up of 12 user groups including Mikoko Pamoja, 
and the KMFRI, which is mandated to carry out research in 
marine and aquatic environments.

For a long time in Kenya, mangrove forests have been 
categorized as state-owned forests, but had lacked clear 
management strategy and structure. Guided by the Kenya 
Forest Act of 2005 and 2016, KFS signed a co-management 
agreement with Mikoko Pamoja through the GOGACOFA 
CFA, an umbrella body in which the initiative is anchored 

with 11 other user groups. KFS conducts regular 
surveillance and forest policing in order to enhance forest 
management and sustainable utilization.

In addition, Mikoko Pamoja has worked with various 
bodies with interests in forest management such as the 
Kenya Wildlife Service, the Kenya Marine and Fisheries 
Research Institute, and KFS worked to formulate the 2017-
2027 National Mangrove Ecosystem Management Plan 
(NMMP). Mikoko Pamoja’s experience and achievements 
have been instrumental in informing and shaping this 
national policy tool that will guide future management 
of mangroves in Kenya. The mangrove plan advocates for 
integrated management of mangrove ecosystems and has 
a programme dedicated to conservation and community 
development.

Contributions to the global agenda

Mikoko Pamoja has been showcased internationally by 
the Blue Forests Project, a four-year initiative of the United 
Nations Environment Programme launched in 2015 with 
funding from the the Global Environment Facility (GEF). 
The Blue Forests Project aims to address challenges 
associated with unlocking the values of coastal carbon 
and ecosystem services, and using this value to produce 
revenue and management options. By highlighting 
successful local initiatives working on coastal ecosystems 
and addressing key knowledge gaps, the project works to 
promote the full recognition of the value of these systems 
for climate change mitigation or adaptation among the 
international community.

The Blue Forests Project has showcased the success of 
Mikoko Pamoja and supports its advocacy efforts at 

different international meetings, such as the twenty-first 
and twenty-second meetings of the Conference of the 
Parties (COP) to the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC), to encourage countries to include 
mangroves and associated ecosystems in Nationally 
Appropriate Mitigation Actions (NAMAs) as well as 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the 
2015 Paris Agreement.

Additionally, Mikoko Pamoja’s work contributes to the 
achievement of several Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), including no poverty (SDG 1), quality education 
(SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), clean water and 
sanitation (SDG 6), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), climate 
action (SDG 13), life below water (SDG 14), and life on land 
(SDG 15).
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

Mikoko Pamoja’s model is already in the process of being 
replicated in Vanga Blue Forest, 60 kilometres south of 
Gazi Bay, close to the border with Tanzania. Led by Mikoko 
Pamoja, in conjunction with KMFRI, this new project has 
been supported with funding from the United Kingdom’s 
NERC/ESPA programme, the UN Environment/GEF Blue 
Forests Project, the International Coral Reef Initiative, and 
the Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation.

The Vanga site was chosen because the social structure, 
as well as prevailing environmental settings of the area, 
are similar to those in Gazi Bay. Furthermore, mangroves 
in Vanga suffer similar human pressure, with population 
pressure, poor governance, and lack of awareness at the 
root of mangrove deforestation and degradation in the 
area. In addition, there is a registered community forest 
association (CFA) in Vanga that facilitates the work with the 
government in replicating the mangrove carbon project.

To date, project partners have conducted mangrove forest 
surveys, cover change analysis, and above and below 
ground carbon accounting. They have also prepared a 
Project Idea Note and a Project Design Document for 
consideration by Plan Vivo Foundation. The expansion of 
the Mikoko Pamoja model to Vanga will effectively triple 
the area of mangroves protected and the number of 
carbon credits sold. 

Good science, community buy-in, and government 
support have been identified as building blocks of the 
project that could be replicated by other mangrove areas 
in Africa and Latin America. Regionally, Mikoko Pamoja has 
consistently been sharing its experiences by exchanging 
visits with other communities from Mozambique, 
Madagascar, Gambia, Senegal, and Tanzania.

Scalability 

Mikoko Pamoja’s influence in the formulation of the 
2017-2027 National Mangrove Ecosystem Management 
Plan (NMMP) shows the potential for scaling up a local-
community led initiative to higher governmental and 
administrative levels. Along the same lines, through the 
Blue Forests Project, Mikoko Pamoja aims to provide 
evidence-based experience that will support replication, 

upscaling, and adoption of blue carbon offset projects 
by the international community in venues such as the 
UNFCCC. Formal endorsement of the approaches taken 
by Mikoko Pamoja by the UNFCCC would provide a 
strong international mandate for scaling the initiatives 
approaches around the world.

Sustainability 

Mikoko Pamoja is the first initiative of its kind to restore 
and protect mangroves through sale of carbon credits. 
This initiative is verified by Plan Vivo Foundation, which 
provides a framework for supporting communities to 
manage their natural resources more sustainably with a 
view to generating climate, community, and biodiversity 

benefits through payments for environmental services. 
Outside of start-up costs, Plan Vivo Foundation projects are 
self-sustaining in that the amount of carbon sequestered 
through mangrove protection and restoration can be 
traded in the Voluntary Carbon Market (VCM). The income 
is then used to pay community members involved in 
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mangrove conservation activities as well as financing 
priority community projects in water and sanitation, 
education, and environmental management.

The VCM has the flexibility to support relatively small, 
innovative projects such as Mikoko Pamoja. However, it is 
volatile and less reliable than the compliance market and 
is vulnerable to bad publicity from fraudulent projects. 
Additionally, in the long term, the VCM will become 
irrelevant if the targets of the UN Climate Convention’s Paris 

Agreement are met. Carbon offsetting has been identified 
as a transitional path towards low carbon economies, 
means carbon trading should only be a temporary 
measure. In addition, Mikoko Pamoja’s accreditation 
period is only for 20 years. This limited tenure, coupled 
with the transitory nature of carbon offsetting, has led 
the intiative to acknowledge the need to identify other 
sources of income, including from non-traditional funders 
such as blue bonds insurance companies interested in 
disaster risk reduction.

FUTURE PLANS
Mikoko Pamoja plans to include seagrass meadows in the carbon credit programme in the near future. 
In Gazi Bay (and in many other sites), seagrasses, like mangroves, are critical carbon sinks. The muds in 
which seagrasses grow are anaerobic and contain carbon-rich organic deposits. Including them in carbon 
management efforts would champion seagrass conservation and help to  sustain fisheries. Mikoko Pamoja 
has conducted the necessary science to show that carbon is stored in seagrasses and is vulnerable to loss. 
They are in the process of consulting with relevant partners include seagrass carbon in the project; doing 
so would make it the first combined mangrove/seagrass carbon credits project in the world.

The initiative further plans to broaden their work by helping improve the efficiency with which local 
people use firewood, which is a major pressure on the forest. Working to provide more efficient cooking 
stoves, will lower pressure on local forests, reduce carbon emissions, and bring key health benefits.

PARTNERS
 ■ Association for Coastal Ecosystem Services (ACES): 

ACES is a charity registered in Scotland that holds an 
independent and transparent account of payments 
for ecosystem services, primarily carbon-based credit 
schemes.

 ■ Earthwatch Institute: In 2003, Earthwatch began 
working with Edinburgh Napier University to research 
techniques to restore mangroves and associated marine 
ecosystems and to evaluate the carbon stocks they hold. 
Earthwatch volunteers join Mikoko Pamoja each year to 
establish research plots, learn about the science, collect 
data, and engage with the local community.

 ■ Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA): 
ESPA is a United Kingdom based organisation co-
ordinated through the Natural Environment Research 
Council (NERC). ESPA granted financial support to 
KMFRI and Napier University to develop Mikoko Pamoja 
carbon-offset project. ESPA grants have supported 
scientists to conduct further research on the potential 

role of REDD+ mechanisms in sustainable mangrove 
forests management and climate change mitigation. 
Ongoing mangrove research has directly benefited 
Mikoko Pamoja and currently is exploring the possibility 
of including seagrass carbon into the project, thus 
expanding revenues and ecosystem services. 

 ■ Edinburgh Napier University: Edinburgh Napier 
University has partnered with KMFRI to train 
mangrove scientists and assist the development of 
the Mikoko Pamoja carbon-offset project. Currently, it 
supports Mikoko Pamoja through the establishment 
of international networks and promotional activities 
to potential carbon credit buyers. Furthermore, 
the University conducts research and reporting on 
various socioecological aspects of the project.

 ■ Kenya Forest Services (KFS): KFS is a state agency 
mandated to sustainably manage Kenya’s forest 
resources, including mangroves. Guided by the 
Kenya Forest Act of 2005 and 2016, KFS signed a 
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co-management agreement with Mikoko Pamoja 
through the Gogoni-Gazi Community Forest 
Association (GOGACOFA), an umbrella body which 
MPCO is anchored with 11 other user groups. KFS 
conducts regular surveillance and forest policing in 
order to enhance forest management and sustainable 
utilization.

 ■ Kenya Marine and Fisheries Research Institute 
(KMFRI): KMFRI is a national research agency mandated 
to conduct aquatic and marine research to promote 
sustainable management and utilization of aquatic 
resources. KMFRI’s long- standing mangrove research 
and findings in Gazi Bay supported the development 
of the Mikoko Pamoja demonstrative carbon-offset 
project that utilizes mangroves as natural capital. 
KMFRI hosts Mikoko Pamoja and provides technical 
support, including carbon accounting, monitoring, 
reporting, impact assessment, and capacity building.

 ■ Plan Vivo Foundation: Plan Vivo Foundation is an 
international, Edinburgh-based charity that supports 
smallholders and communities wishing to manage their 
land and natural resources more sustainably by selling 
Plan Vivo Certificates (PCVs), which are recorded and 
tracked through the independent Markit Environmental 
Registry. The organisation certifies the long-term 
sequestration or reduction of metric tons CO2-equivalent 
achieved by Mikoko Pamoja.

 ■ World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Kenya: WWF-Kenya 
is an NGO that has partnered with Mikoko Pamoja from 
the start through resource mobilization and community 
engagement on mangrove conservation and natural 
resources management. WWF has conducted capacity 
building training for Mikoko Pamoja and other 
community conservation groups in order to strengthen 
community management and governance of coastal 
and marine resources.

SOURCES AND FURTHER RESOURCES
Association for Coastal Ecosystem Services (ACES), Restoring Mangroves in Kenya, 2019. Available online here.

Blue Forests Project, About the Project, 2016. Available online here.

Blue Forests Project, Upscaling Mikoko Pamoja: A Small Scale Mangrove Carbon Offset Project in Kenya, 2015. Available 
online here.

C-Level, Blue Forests - People & Mangroves Together, 2017. Available online here.

C-Level and 101Vision, Mikoko Pamoja Blue Forests - People & Mangroves Together [video], 2017. Available online here.

Earthwatch Institute, Managing Mangroves and Capturing Carbon in Kenyan Communities, 2018. Available online here.

GRID-Arendal and UN Environment, Mikoko Pamoja Mangrove Reforestation, Kenya, 2018. Available online here.

GRID-Arendal, The Blue Forests Project Flying Over Mikoko Pamoja [video], 2017. Available online here.

GRID-Arendal, James Kairo Presents One of the GEF Blue Forests Project Sites - Kenyan Mikoko Pamoja [video], 2017. 
Available online here.

IUCN, African Solutions in a Rapidly Changing World: Nature-Based Solutions to Climate Change by African Innovators in 
Protected Areas, 2015. Available online here.

Mikoko Pamoja, 2017-2018 Plan Vivo Annual Report, 2018.

Mikoko Pamoja, The Story of Mikoko Pamoja - A Community-Led Blue Carbon Credit Scheme, 2018. Available online 
here.

Mikoko Pamoja, Who We Are, 2015. Available online here.

http://www.aces-org.co.uk/
http://www.gefblueforests.com/about/
https://news.gefblueforests.org/upscaling-mikoko-pamoja-a-small-scale-mangrove-carbon-offset-project-in-kenya
https://www.clevel.co.uk/carbon-offset-projects/mikoko-pamoja-vanga-blue-forest-kenya/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dgrlb2uw3rs
https://earthwatch.org/Expeditions/Managing-Mangroves-and-Capturing-Carbon-in-Kenyan-Communities
http://bluecarbonportal.org/dt_portfolio/mikoko-pamoja-mangrove-reforestation-kenya/
http://www.grida.no/resources/11022
http://www.grida.no/resources/11024
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2015-032.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ihUugu1bFrNaqlZqmGNSlFwYxFWiGqkk/view
https://www.mikokopamoja.org/


15

Mikoko Pamoja, Facebook Page, n.d. Available online here.

Pew Trusts, James Kairo, Ph.D. - Assessing Blue Carbon from Mangrove Forests to Inform Kenya’s Nationally Determined 
Contributions Under the Paris Agreement, 2019. Available online here.

Plan Vivo, Mikoko Pamoja – Kenya, 2019. Available online here.

Republic of Kenya, National Mangrove Ecosystem Management Plan, 2017. Available online here.

TEDx Talks, Saving the Environment through Carbon Trading | Mtwana Mwamba | TEDxMuthangari [video], 2018. 
Available online here.

UNDP Equator Initiative, The Blue Forest: A Kenyan Community Fights Climate Change with Mangroves, 2018. Available 
online here.

UNDP Kenya, Meet Equator Initiative Winner for Kenya, Josphat Mwamba Mtwana [video], 2017. Available online here.

UN Environment, In Pictures: Kenya’s Coastal Conservation Heroes, 2018. Available online here.

UNEP, Economic Analysis of Mangrove Forests. A Case Study in Gazi Bay, Kenya, 2011. Available online here.

https://www.facebook.com/mikokopamoja/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/projects/marine-fellows/fellows-directory/2019/james-kairo
http://www.planvivo.org/project-network/mikoko-pamoja-kenya/
http://www.kenyaforestservice.org/documents/National_Mangrove_Ecosystem_Management_Plan_Final_170628.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cokWL01Vi98
https://equatorinitiative.exposure.co/the-blue-forest/?_lrsc=ff279a41-84f5-4961-863c-3ca99a4183b6
https://www.facebook.com/UNDPinKenya/videos/vb.321546070006/10159292450055007/?type=3&video_source=pages_video_set
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/pictures-kenyas-coastal-conservation-heroes
http://bluecarbonportal.org/download/9778/


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The Equator Initiative acknowledges with gratitude Mikoko Pamoja, in particular Mtwana Mwamba for their insight and 
support. All photos courtesy of Mikoko Pamoja. Maps courtesy of United Nations Geospatial Information Section and 
Wikipedia.

Editors
Editor-in-Chief:  Anne LS Virnig
Contributing Editor:  Ziyanda Stuurman

Writer
Marcela Torres     

Design
Kimberly Koserowski 

Suggested Citation
United Nations Development Programme. 2020. Mikoko Pamoja, Kenya. Equator Initiative Case Study Series. New York, NY.

Equator Initiative
Sustainable Development Cluster
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
304 East 45th Street, 15th Floor  
New York, NY 10017
www.equatorinitiative.org

UNDP partners with people at all levels of society to help build nations that can withstand crisis, and drive and sustain 
the kind of growth that improves the quality of life for everyone. On the ground in nearly 170 countries and territories, 
we offer global perspective and local insight to help empower lives and build resilient nations.

The Equator Initiative brings together the United Nations, governments, civil society, businesses and grassroots 
organizations to recognize and advance local sustainable development solutions for people, nature, and resilient 
communities.

©2020 Equator Initiative  
All rights reserved

Empowered lives. 
Resilient nations. 


