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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 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 (NBS) 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 naturebased solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

In West Africa’s drought-prone Gourma-Rharous
Cercle, located in the Timbuktu region of the
Republic of Mali (Mali), the Mali Elephant Project
(MEP) unites ethnic groups to manage local
resources and protect an internationally important population of more than 300 endangered
African elephants (Loxodonta africana). The MEP
has reduced the poaching of elephants across
4 million hectares, while also improving social
cohesion between different local communities and
contributing to peacebuilding efforts by providing
alternatives to joining extremist groups. The initiative has accomplished this by forming communitybased natural resource management committees,
supporting women’s groups engaged in sustainable harvesting of non-timber forest products, and
through elephant monitoring by ‘eco-guardian’
youth community members. Communities involved
with the project have created rules for local use of
natural resources, set aside forests for protection,
formed pasture reserves, and designated seasonal
water sources to be shared by people, livestock,
and elephants.

Equator Prize winner

Founded

2017

2003

Location
Gourma-Rharous Cercle region, Timbuktu, Republic of
Mali
Beneficiaries
26,250 beneficiaries from various ethnic groups;
171 women direct beneficiaries from four women’s
associations
Thematic areas
Biodiversity conservation; Women’s empowerment;
Sustainable livelihoods
Fields of work
Endangered/threatened species conservation; Ecomonitoring or patrols; Women’s groups
Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2017 WINNER FILM

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown
on maps or included 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.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
In West Africa’s Gourma-Rharous desert region, situated in
the Republic of Mali (Mali), community members believe
each species has a baraka (blessing), and if a species is
lost, the ecosystem is irretrievably harmed in its ability
to sustain life. Here, a distinct population of Gourma
elephants’ baraka has come close to being lost numerous
times as a result of poaching, human-induced habitat
degradation, cattle invasion, and human-elephant conflict
primarily caused by settlements within the species’ range.
Thanks to the Mali Elephant Project (MEP) and the efforts
of local communities, these animals are thriving once more.
With a current population estimated at 344, the Gourma
elephants are the northernmost population of African
elephants (Loxodonta africana), since the loss of the
Atlas Mountains population during the 1970s. The
African elephant species is listed as vulnerable by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
Red List of Threatened Species. The Gourma elephants,
specifically, are the last surviving members of a much
larger population that once extended across the entire
north of Africa. Currently, there are only two elephant
populations adapted to deserts: Gourma elephants
here in the Gourma-Rharous Cercle region and another
population in the Republic of Namibia.
Desert elephants are typically taller, with longer legs and
larger feet than other elephants. These adaptions assist
survival in the arid climate and during long-distance
migration. The tusks of Gourma elephants are shorter and
often broken. Their ears frequently show numerous nicks
and tears from the harsh conditions of life in the Sahel
region, situated between the Sahara Desert to the north
and the savannah to the south.
These elephants make the longest migration route of
any other elephant population in the world, covering an
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estimated 3.2 million hectares. Their circular migration
splits into two distinct areas according to season. During
the dry season between October and May, they travel
among small lakes of the northern part of their range,
before concentrating their activities around Lake Banzena,
the keystone of the migration and the only source of late
dry-season water. During the rainy season, spanning June
to September, the elephants pass through the mountains
called Porte des Elephants (Gate of the Elephants) to get to
their southern range. The abundant and varied forage of
the south helps the elephants gain weight to sustain them
through the long dry season. However, there are no lakes
here, and when the rains end the elephants have to move
north once again. Along the route, they frequently endure
sandstorms, water shortages, and temperatures warmer
than 50 degrees Celsius, resulting in high infant mortality.
The unique Gourma elephant population shares the land
with more than 300,000 people, 85 percent of whom lead
subsistence livelihoods. The Gourma-Rharous region is
home to Tuareg nomads, Peulh herders, Songhai and
Dogon farmers, and Maure traders. The elephants have
historically enjoyed a relatively peaceful coexistence with
these peoples. However, conflicts between humans and
elephants are increasing as a result of the expansion of
agriculture around the few water holes available.
In 1959, approximately 1.25 million hectares of the
Gourma-Rharous region was classified as a Partial
Elephant Reserve. The western extension of the reserve
encompasses an area that was frequented by elephants
before the 1980s. Although this area has since been
abandoned by the elephants, occasional scouts are
observed each year. Hunting of protected species is the
only activity forbidden in the Reserve.

Origin and structure
In 2002, the President of the WILD Foundation grew
concerned about the Gourma elephants’ survival,
raising funds for their conservation. Between 2003 and
2006, scientific studies gathered information about
the elephants’ population, migration, and survival. The
field research utilized GPS-collar-tracking technology
to monitor elephant migration and assess the species’
threats. The research concluded the elephant population
had reached a critical tipping point and called for urgent
conservation action during the next five years.

■

Favour women’s empowerment in economic, financial, and social spheres;

■

Encourage social cohesion through collective action
between different community and ethnic groups that
delivers benefits to all, ultimately reducing resource
conflicts, healing social divisions, and promoting
peace; and

■

Work with communities in cross-border areas of the
elephant range.

In 2006, this research study inspired the launch of the MEP,
a long-term community-centred conservation initiative
that aims to reconfigure the network of relationships
between people, elephants, and the environment so
that humans and elephants thrive together. The project
unites diverse clans and ethnic groups that live together
in the elephant range to engage in dialogue and create
shared solutions that will reduce conflict over natural
resources, heal social divisions, increase peace and
stability, strengthen social and economic assets, and
improve well-being.

The MEP engages and empowers local communities
to take ownership over their natural resources through
Community-Based Natural Resource Management
(CBNRM). When a new community wants to join the
project, a meeting is held to facilitate equitable community engagement. A local CBNRM committee is elected,
generally made up of community elders, who become
responsible for devising plans and regulations for natural
resource management. Decisions are made by community
consensus voting, while communities sign meeting reports to increase transparency and ensure mutual ownership of decisions.

The objectives of the project are to:
■

Enable peaceful and mutually beneficial coexistence
between humans and elephants in a sustainably
managed environment;

■

Ensure the survival of the unique elephant population
and encourage the return of other species;

■

Achieve communal and sustainable management of
natural resources alongside restoration of habitats by
the affected communities;

■

Diversify the means of earning a living, including for
women and young men;

Since its founding, the MEP has launched several winwin solutions for humans and elephants, including an
eco-guardian employment program and four women’s
associations. The MEP is also working closely with the
Malian government and communities from within the
elephant range to expand the boundaries of the current
Partial Elephant Reserve to the entire elephant migration
route. New legislation to expand the boundaries has been
approved, but ongoing instability in the area is cause for
concern about future enforcement.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES
Armed conflicts and illegal ivory trade
In the Gourma-Rharous region, there has been periodic
rebellion by the Tuareg people seeking an independent
homeland in northern Mali. The most recent outbreak
in 2012 was eclipsed by an attempt by insurgent groups
to take over the country. The results were catastrophic,
destroying livelihoods and creating social divisions.
Violence since the 2012 government coup in Mali has
further challenged conservation efforts. Government
has never returned to the Gourma-Rharous region,
which remains politically insecure. The United Nations
Multidimensional Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA)
launched in 2013, maintaining peacekeepers in the
country. The conflict presents numerous obstacles and
risks to the MEP’s functioning. Armed conflict has been
accompanied by elephant poaching, as high demand for
ivory has raised prices, and armed groups have sought

funding for their campaigns through illegal ivory sales to
international traffickers. According to the MEP, 176 of the
500 elephants in the area before the 2012 conflict were
poached between 2012 and 2018.
Community efforts controlled poaching during the
first three years of the conflict through the use of social
sanctions, as leaders issued edicts branding elephant
poachers as thieves and teams of young men identified
perpetrators. However, poaching escalated starting in
2015 amidst increasing international ivory trafficking and
further security deterioration. If the 2016 poaching rate had
continued, it is estimated this internationally significant
elephant population would have disappeared by 2021.
The poaching rate has been brought under control since
2017, with only 13 elephants lost to poaching since then.

Unsustainable economic activities
Both people and elephants in the Gourma-Rharous region
face threats from natural resource over-exploitation,
particularly by commercial interests from urban centres.
Two of the most environmentally damaging activities in
the area are excessive tree cutting for charcoal production
fueled by the urban market demand and over grazing by
large commercial livestock herds. Cattle herds, which have
significantly increased in size since the 1990s, now need
to travel further to find pasture. In 2009, more than 50,000
cattle besieged Lake Banzena, drying up the lake before
the rains came. Initially, it was assumed that increasing

livestock pressure on the lake was caused by increasing
settlement populations. However, the MEP discovered
that more than 96 percent of the cattle using the lake did
not belong to local people. Rather, the cattle belonged
to wealthy individuals from distant urban centres who
amassed huge herds. Water contamination at the lake
has also contributed to outbreaks of water-borne disease
among human populations. As a result of these challenges,
many local community members left the area in search of
a clean water supply and good pasture.

Environmental degradation and climate change
Human-induced environmental degradation and desertification exacerbated by climate change and growing
demand for water are severe regional threats. Recurring
drought and natural resource destruction have led to in6

tense—sometimes violent—conflicts between communities and challenges for elephants. For instance, in 2009, the
drought dried out Lake Banzena, depriving the elephants
of one of their crucial watering points.

Human-elephant conflicts
The elephants’ search for water has prompted increasing
human-elephant conflict. When Lake Banzena dried in
2009, elephants compensated by frequenting water holes
closer to human settlements. Some elephants traveled to
more-distant areas, such as the Niger River inner delta,
they had abandoned during the late 1970s and early
1980s due to intensified human activities.
Elephants dislike close contact with cattle, but will force
their way through livestock enclosures and gardens
to access water. Gardening is practised by sedentary

populations, mainly of the Bellah and Songhai ethnic
groups, known for growing millet, sorghum, maize,
watermelons, vegetables, and spices around perennial
water holes. This is a somewhat recent activity in the
Gourma-Rharous region, encouraged by aid organizations
in response to mid-1980s droughts. Gardens established
around water sources in the elephants’ northern range
hamper their access to water, while also attracting hungry
elephants. Elephant trampling of such areas has increased
conflict with humans.
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LOCAL RESPONSES
Community-Based Natural Resource Management
Since 2009, the MEP has developed an approach that
aims to improve local livelihoods, reverse ecosystem
degradation, and improve environmental and social
resilience. In 2010, the MEP launched the CommunityBased Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) model at
Lake Banzena, the only permanent water source for both
humans and elephants. The model was subsequently
extended to other communities across 10 core communes
and four secondary communes, with notable success
before the eruption of conflict in 2012. Bolstered by the
MEP’s facilitation efforts, the CBNRM model was able to
operate continuously during and after the conflict.

locations and encouraging mutually beneficial, sustainable solutions to sharing habitat with elephants. For
example, people with gardens close to the water have
successfully planted barriers of chilies, which elephants
avoid, to protect their gardens, using a nature-based solution (NBS). Similarly, the CBNRM plan designates specific
cattle-grazing reserves, which are further away from elephant migration routes. As a result of CBNRM actions, the
availability of natural resources for the mutual benefit of
people and elephants has increased, improving food and
water security, while promoting post-conflict reconciliation and social cohesion.

The MEP coordinates CBNRM initiatives led by multiple
clans and ethnic groups across 4 million hectares of
elephant range. Mali’s decentralisation legislation, which
puts natural resources, including water, forests, pasture,
and wildlife, under the control of local communities, has
been a critical enabling condition. CBNRM committees
have developed local resource-use rules, including more
sustainable management practices and limits on overexploitation by outsiders and urban interests.

In 2013, the MEP produced a report on post-conflict reconciliation in the Gourma-Rharous region of Mali. The report
was based on a study of internally displaced persons
(IDPs) conducted to understand the impacts of conflict on
local social dynamics. Findings from a four-day national
workshop helped generate a detailed action plan, which
emphasized the need to empower local communities to
promote reconciliation. Local communities, the national
government, and project partners, including MINUSMA,
have advocated for the CBNRM approach as an effective
tool for restoring peace and security to the GourmaRharous region.

CBNRM maintains elephant habitat by preventing unsuitable cultivation or settlement at critical migration-route
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KEY IMPACTS
Community-Based Natural
Resource Management
■

■

The CBNRM plan designated 40,000 hectares of reserve pasture just north of Banzena at the intersection
of the communes of Bambara-Maoudé, Inadiatafane, and Haribomo. Adjacent communities were
subsequently added, increasing the total to 923,800 hectares. Pasture reserves are protected by fire
breaks. As a result, this area was the only part of the northern elephant range that did not lose its pasture
to fire in 2011. This fire prevention brought significant benefits to the region’s people, who were able to
feed their livestock during the long dry season, sell excess hay, and offer grazing rights to other herders.
The MEP worked with the Banzena communities to identify new pastures away from Lake Banzena
and outside the elephant range to create three new boreholes. People happily moved away from the
conflict zone and into an area with fresh water and good pasture for their herds.

Community eco-guardians
In order to lead, monitor, and promote CBNRM activities
and to ensure the rules are respected, teams of young
men, typically between the ages of 18 and 35, are elected
by communities as eco-guardians. These eco-guardians
monitor elephant locations and human-elephant conflicts
across this vast landscape, enabling the MEP to follow the
elephants’ seasonal movements and target awareness
campaigns. Eco-guardians also patrol sustainable-use
zones and forests, which are reserved for elephants to
protect them from abusive resource extraction, including
excessive tree cutting for charcoal production. They
monitor the grazing of large ‘prestige herds’ of livestock
owned by wealthy outsiders. They also assist with manual
labour, including construction of enclosures for women’s
non-timber forest product (NTFP) associations.
Eco-guardians also help set anti-poaching strategies. They
monitor and report the movements of the elephants and
any poaching-related activity, enabling daily targeted

response to incidents by the Anti-Poaching Unit and
security forces. Eco-guardians reduce human-human
and human-elephant conflict by deterring unsuitable
cultivation or settlement along the migration route.
Eco-guardians have also helped elephants access water
by digging additional waterholes for elephant use only.
Additionally, by creating firebreaks, eco-guardians help
protect critical habitats from wildfires.
The activities carried out by eco-guardians are highly
valued within the community and have increased social
cohesion. Critically the eco-guardian program provides
young people with a safer and respected role in society,
which has become a viable livelihood alternative to joining
armed groups. Eco-guardians participate in CBNRM
activities in return for recognition payments ranging
between US$15 and $30 per eco-guardian per month. This
amount varies according to the tasks undertaken and their
level of engagement.
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KEY IMPACTS
Community eco-guardians
■
■
■
■

The MEP enlisted 870 young eco-guardians, providing at-risk youths with respected occupations.
At the peak of the 2012-2013 armed conflict, the project expanded the network of eco-guardians to
provide a safe alternative to joining armed groups.
No eco-guardians recruited during the 2012-2013 armed conflict joined armed groups despite being
offered nearly double pay as incentive.
During 2015, eco-guardians built more than 1,000 kilometres of fire breaks to protect pasture from wildfire.
In October and November 2016, they built an additional 503 kilometres of fire breaks, which included the
protection of a 6,300-hectare pasture reserve cooperatively managed by neighbouring communities.

Anti-Poaching Unit
Following a 2015 surge in elephant poaching, the MEP
supported a plan for local military bases to patrol elephant
habitat as well as create, equip, and train an Anti-Poaching
Unit. The Anti-Poaching Unit was established in 2016 as
a joint project between the National Water and Forest
Directorate (DNEF), the Malian Armed Forces (FAMA), and the
WILD Foundation. The security situation necessitated DNEF
foresters conducting patrols to be protected by military
rangers and armoured vehicles. The initiative continues
today at a smaller scale, supported by MINUSMA and the
non-governmental organization (NGO) Chengeta Wildlife.
The MEP and DNEF developed the ‘2017-2021 Action Plan
for Protection of Gourma Elephants’ to guide national
actions to protect endangered elephants and their habitat.

The MEP and DNEF are working to expand the boundaries
of the existing Partial Elephant Reserve to protect the
entire elephant migration route.
DNEF officers present in the elephant range are based
at Douentza (three to four rangers), Rharous (one to two
rangers), and Gossi and Bambara-Maoudé (one ranger in
each). Due to insecurity, rangers have been confined to
specific areas. To increase the effectiveness of the unit,
the MEP is developing a project funded by the Global
Environment Facility (GEF), which is implemented by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and
the Malian government, to use aerial surveillance to assist
anti-poaching operations.

KEY IMPACTS
Anti-Poaching Unit
■
■

■
■
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Since deploying the Anti-Poaching Unit in 2015, the monthly elephant poaching rate has declined.
Since 2012, 176 elephants have been poached, with a peak of 83 elephants poached during 2015.
However, after the MEP Anti-Poaching Unit became fully operational in 2017, poaching halted for more
than a year.
During 2018, aside from a spate of 12 poaching incidents during the changeover of Anti-Poaching
Units, and one incident in October, there were no other poaching incidents.
The capacity of the Malian government to combat poaching has improved. Between 2017 and 2019,
three units of 30 FAMA and five DNEF staff were trained in advanced anti-poaching tactics and skills.

Women’s empowerment
The MEP has broadened the scope of its activities to
include women’s empowerment in the Gourma-Rharous
region by establishing associations. These women’s
associations incentivize communities to transition to
sustainable natural resource management systems, as
doing so will make the women’s association activities
more profitable.
Initiatives include sustainable harvesting of non-timber
forest products (NTFPs), such as wild fruits, gum (Acacia
seyal), African myrrh (Commiphora africana), and medicinal
plants, including vetiver (Chrysopogon zizanioides). Vetiver,
a highly valued but overexploited species, has been
replanted by the women of N’gaw N’gaw. Activities also

include harvesting hay from pasture reserves and growing
dry-season fodder crops for cooperative sheep-fattening
schemes.
The MEP facilitates training for bookkeeping, project
management, benefit-sharing, and other technical skills
required for women to manage initiatives. As the women’s
associations demonstrate tangible benefits, members
feel more empowered to take an active role in local
natural resource decisions. Eco-guardians support this by
monitoring sustainable-use zones, helping with manual
work, and assisting in protecting hay harvests and natural
habitats with fire breaks.

KEY IMPACTS
Women’s empowerment
■

■
■
■
■

The MEP has supported 171 women from four women’s associations in Tinabou, Tinarab, N’gaw-N’gaw,
and Falembougou. These women are engaged in livestock-fattening schemes, vetiver plantations,
and the creation of a small shop for essentials.
The MEP supports 32 individual women engaged in livestock-fattening schemes across five
communes.
Women entrepreneurs have involved 3,164 individuals in the protection of natural resources to
support their activities.
More than 600 households are benefitting from women-led activities.
Livestock-fattening schemes increase cash for women by 458 percent on average.
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DATA AND MONITORING
The Mali Elephant Project’s (MEP’s) initiatives support
the goals, including Article (7) on Identification and
Monitoring, of the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), which Mali signed in 1992 and ratified in 1995.
The group’s work specifically contributes to reporting on
multiple National Targets (NTs) outlined in Mali’s National
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), the
national policy instrument that supports implementation
of the CBD, as well as implementation of the global Aichi
Biodiversity Targets (ABTs). The MEP’s data collection,
monitoring, and reporting initiatives can be leveraged
to support the development of national reports on
implementation, which are periodically required of Parties
to the CBD.
The MEP engages in extensive biodiversity monitoring
through both data collection and reporting activities
that measure initiatives’ impacts. For example, the MEP
launched after founders completed an extensive scientific research study of the Gourma elephant population.

Project leaders are experts in elephant migration routes
and habitats, and work with communities to establish
community-based monitoring. They also facilitate community natural resource management plans to decrease
pressure on human-elephant conflict and increase natural
resource benefits.
As part of a monitoring strategy, in 2012, the MEP began
funding community-based eco-guardians, who monitor
and collect data about elephants and natural resource
issues across vast landscapes. These eco-guardians provide
reliable reports on elephant locations, human-elephant
conflicts, fire outbreaks, poaching, and the location
of ‘prestige herds.’ Their reports have led to targeted
responses by the Anti-Poaching Unit and have produced
several red alerts to the national government. In 2017, a red
alert on poaching and threats to the elephant population
resulted in a directive from the Malian President urging
government agencies to act to protect elephants.

“If the elephants disappear, it means
the environment is no longer good for people.”
Mali Elephant Project participant
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
The MEP’s work is influencing elephant conservation
and natural resource management policy at local and
national levels. For example, the MEP’s work with Mali’s
first Anti-Poaching Unit produced several red alerts to
the national government, resulting in a directive from the
Malian President urging government action on elephant
protection. The MEP also helped launch the five-year
elephant action plan. Additionally, the MEP has assisted in
negotiations to re-designate the Partial Elephant Reserve
as a Biosphere Reserve, which will encompass the entire
elephant range of approximately 4 million hectares.
Contributing to national policy related to wildlife crime, the
MEP has collaborated on the development of a long-term
National Anti-Poaching Strategy, which is part of a Global
Environment Facility (GEF)-United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) project. The main objectives of this
national strategy will be:
■

Enhancing legislation and judicial processes related
to wildlife and forest crime;

■

Minimising wildlife crime and illegal trade via proactive law enforcement and collaboration of government agencies, NGOs, communities, and the private
sector;

■

Enhancing international and transboundary collaboration between Mali and neighbouring countries to
prevent international trafficking of wildlife products;
and

■

Integrating people and nature into sustainable wildlife
and forest management for national development.

At the national level, the MEP is also helping Mali further
implement a range of NTs in its NBSAP. For example, the
MEP’s initiatives significantly contribute to progress on
NT 1, which aims to create national awareness about the
value of biological diversity and actions to conserve and

sustainably use it, including by decisionmakers, women,
and youth. The MEP has considerably accelerated efforts
towards this awareness-building and education target.
The project has assisted in translating existing laws
into national languages, integrated biodiversity into
educational resources for communities, and involved
community members in natural resource conservation
and sustainable-use practices.
The MEP’s work also contributes to progress on NT 5,
which aims to halve depletion and degradation rates of
natural habitats by 2020. The MEP specifically supports
this target by creating community-based natural
resource management plans and conservation action
plans for threatened endemic species. NT 10 in Mali’s
NBSAP aims to create a network of protected areas with
effective management across at least 15 percent of the
country’s total land, while also developing transboundary
management programmes for migratory species, such as
elephants. The MEP’s work contributes to this target by
establishing critical protected areas, such as the Biosphere
Reserve, and community-based management of those
areas and the entire elephant migration.
Additionally, NT 11 aims to create awareness about endangered species and take measures to restore them, with
active protection of iconic fauna, such as elephants. Based
on Mali’s Sixth National Report (6NR), the country has successfully designed a management plan for the cross-border
pilot site of the Gourma and Elephant Biosphere Reserve
in Mali. Finally, the MEP supports the achievement of NT
17, which aims to understand and integrate traditional
biodiversity practices and knowledge. A fundamental component of the MEP’s activity is to create unity across traditional ethnic groups and encourage dialogue. The MEP has
assisted in creating elected natural resource management
committees, which create resource-use rules and involve
community members taking an active role.
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Contributions to global agenda
At the global level, the MEP supports the implementation
of several important multilateral agreements, including the
CBD and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(2030 Agenda).
Related to the CBD, the MEP’s work offers key contributions
to the ABTs, key global 2011-2020 biodiversity priorities,
which are aligned with multiple NTs in Mali’s NBSAP. For
example, the MEP contributes to achieving ABT 1, which
states: “by 2020, at the latest, people are aware of the values
of biodiversity and the steps they can take to conserve
and use it sustainably.” The project also contribute to ABT
5, which aims to halve the rate of loss of natural habitats
and reduce degradation and fragmentation. Similarly, the
MEP contributes to ABT 11, which calls for conserving and
managing well-connected systems of protected areas, and
ABT 12, which aims to create awareness and action plans
for protecting endangered species. The MEP additionally
contributes to ABT 18, which aims to include, respect, and
integrate Indigenous and local traditional knowledge and
practices relevant for conservation and sustainable use by
2020.
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The work of the MEP likewise contributes to the achievement of numerous Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
of the 2030 Agenda. For example, by establishing women’s
associations, the MEP supports the goal of gender equality
(SDG5). The group’s specific approach to elephant conservation work also contributes to the goals of no poverty
(SDG 1); zero hunger (SDG 2); clean water and sanitation
(SDG 6); decent work and economic growth (SDG 8);
reduced inequalities (SDG 10); responsible consumption
and production (SDG 12); life on land (SDG 15); and peace,
justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16).
Also at the global level, the MEP is participating in the
Global Wildlife Programme, which aims to reduce impacts
to known threatened species from poaching and illegal
trade across the globe. Under that same initiative, the
MEP will be contributing to the implementation of the
resolutions of the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) on
trade in elephant specimens, including ivory stockpile
management, as well as preventing, detecting, and
countering corruption. The MEP will also contribute to the
International Consortium on Combating Wildlife Crime
(ICCWC) decision related to the use of tools.

REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replication
Neighbouring communities across the elephant range
have replicated the MEP approach to achieve similar
results in increased resource availability, improved
livestock conditions, and increased revenue. Potential
exists for further replication across other Sahelian
countries to enable local communities to fight large-scale
environmental destruction spilling from urban centres.
The recruitment of young community members for
wildlife monitoring has been implemented in many parts
of the world, including in related projects that monitor
and protect lions in Kenya and Tanzania. However, most
approaches have failed to engage local communities, even
turning them against conservation in general. By contrast,
the MEP strategy relies on forging close links with local

communities. Eco-guardians from local communities form
the basis of the anti-poaching strategy. This approach
has been suggested as a replicable model for future antipoaching efforts in other regions.
The MEP is being implemented in the same geographic
space alongside ongoing insurgency and counterinsurgency operations. The collaboration between the
WILD Foundation, MINUSMA, and the Malian Ministry
of Environment, along with the support of the United
Nations, has linked environment- and conflict-related
programming with security sector reform. This innovative
model could be replicated in peacekeeping operations in
other conflict zones where poaching levels are high and
young people are at risk of recruitment by armed groups.

Scalability
The MEP approach started in key areas across the elephant
range, which were identified through ecological and
socio-economic studies. Over time, seeing the benefits,
neighbouring communities asked to participate. This
rapid scaling up of community engagement in collective
natural resource management across the elephant range
contributed to restoring both natural resources and

security within a conflict zone. While this approach is
directly linked to the conservation of elephants found
in the Gourma-Rharous region, the community-based
natural resource management model could scale
nationally, especially across northern Mali and elsewhere
in the Sahel region, where conflict over natural resources
is widespread.

Sustainability
The MEP currently receives financial support from a wide
variety of partners. The project’s integrated approach
brings together local, national, and global partners,
making the structure resilient to funding and governance

changes. The MEP’s grassroots approach empowers local
communities to take ownership over natural resources
and their livelihoods, thus building sustainable support
from the ground up at the local level.
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FUTURE PLANS
The MEP plans to continue to establish community-based natural resource management plans across the
elephant range, and deploy Anti-Poaching Units, including through aerial surveillance over the GourmaRharous Cercle. The project will support implementation of the Biosphere Reserve, as well as plans to
implement a water management plan for Lake Banzena.

PARTNERS
■
■
■
■
■

■

British and American Embassies in Mali: Provide
strategic support and facilitate contacts.
Chengeta Wildlife: NGO provides training,
mentoring, and other assistance to rangers.
Elephant Crisis Fund: NGO funds Anti-Poaching Unit
training.
European Union (EU): Supports conservation in Mali
as part of its development funding.
Global Environment Facility Small Grants
Programme (GEF SGP): Funds the ‘Community-based
natural resource management that resolves conflict,
improves livelihoods, and restores ecosystems
throughout the elephant ranges’ project.
Malian Armed Forces (FAMA—Forces Armées
Maliennes): Provides support for the Anti-Poaching
Unit.

■

■
■

■

■

Malian Ministry of the Environment and its National
Water and Forest Directorate (DNEF—Direction
Nationale des Eaux et Forets): Provides support for
the Anti-Poaching Unit.
Tusk Trust: Funds several conservation initiatives
linked to the MEP.
United Kingdom Government Illegal Wildlife Trade
(IWT) Challenge Fund: Funds several conservation
initiatives linked to the MEP.
United Nations Multidimensional Integrated
Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA): Provides
support for the Anti-Poaching Unit.
United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS):
Funds several conservation initiatives linked to the
MEP.
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