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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 German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2019 to 22 outstanding local community 
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 16 countries. Each 
of the 22 winners represents outstanding community and 
Indigenous initiatives that are advancing nature-based 

solutions (NBS) for climate change and local sustainable 
development. Selected from 847 nominations from across 
127 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala event 
in New York, coinciding with UN Climate Week and the 
74th Session of the UN General Assembly. The winners are 
sustainably protecting, restoring, and managing forests, 
farms, wetlands, and marine ecosystems to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions, help communities adapt to 
climate change, and create a green new economy. Since 
2002, the Equator Prize has been awarded to 245 initiatives.

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 (SDGs).  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator prize winner  Founded
2019 2005

Location 
Bijagós Archipelago, Republic of Guinea-Bissau

Beneficiaries
2,928 direct beneficiaries in 33 villages; Indirect 
beneficiaries include communities beyond the MPA’s 
borders benefiting from food, environmental, cultural, 
and economic security 

Thematic areas 
Biodiversity conservation; Marine and coastal 
conservation/sustainable development; Governance and 
capacity-building

Fields of work
Protected area management; Sustainable fisheries 
management; Mangrove forest conservation or 
restoration

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2019 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Indigenous Bijagós communities created the Conselho 
de Gestão da Área Marinha Protegida Comunitária Urok 
(Management Council of the Urok Islands Community 
Marine Protected Area) in 2005 to strengthen social, 
cultural, and environmental resilience within the 
Bijagós Archipelago off the western coast of the 
Republic of Guinea-Bissau. The Marine Protected 
Area (MPA) covers 54,500 hectares of culturally and 
ecologically important sites surrounding the islands 
of Chedia, Nago, and Formosa, including more than 
3,000 hectares of mangrove forests, providing crucial 
fish habitat and climate resilience. Co-management 
and participatory monitoring efforts have contributed 
to fisheries restoration and increasing populations of 
key species, such as sawfish, manatees, and migratory 
birds. The Council unites Indigenous communities, the 
National Institute of Biodiversity and Protected Areas, 
and the non-governmental organization Tiniguena 
in a collaborative effort to safeguard key ecosystems, 
promote community development, empower 
women, and support local culture. In one of the most 
vulnerable countries to climate change in West Africa, 
the Traditional Knowledge and matriarchal structure of 
the Bijagó people safeguards biodiversity and sacred 
sites within the MPA for future generations.

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. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=udpTubBgrg8
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Bijagós Archipelago is located approximately 48 
kilometres off the Atlantic coast of the Republic of Guinea-
Bissau (Guinea-Bissau), a Small Island Developing State 
(SIDS) in West Africa. Recognizing its unique biodiversity, 
in 1996, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) designated the entire 
Bijagós Archipelago, including the Urok Islands and the 
Orango and João Vieira-Poilão National Parks, as the 
Boloma Bijagós Biosphere Reserve. Later, in 2014, the area 
was declared Guinea-Bissau’s second Ramsar Site under 
the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands.  

The region features islands, islets, deep channels, intertidal 
mudflats, mangroves, savannah grasslands, palm groves, and 
sub-humid forests, all of which provide crucial ecosystem 
services supporting biodiversity and local communities. 
Three large islands form a group called Barriga das Ilhas 
or ‘Belly of the Islands.’ Here, mangroves are particularly 
dense in channel edges, providing climate resilience and 
supporting fisheries. Mangrove forests are populated 
by six mangrove species: button mangrove (Conocarpus 
erectus), white mangrove (Laguncularia racemosa), black 
mangrove (Avicennia germinans), and various red mangroves 
(Rhizophora mangle, Rhizophora racemosa, and the hybrid 
Rhizophora × harrisonii).

Intertidal mudflats provide important feeding and repro-
duction grounds for diverse species, including waterfowl 

and benthic fauna. They also harbour fishes and marine 
mammals, including the Atlantic humpback dolphin 
(Sousa teuszii), classified as critically endangered by the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Red List of Threatened Species, as well as the African 
manatee (Trichechus senegalensis), classified as vulnerable 
by the IUCN Red List. On the islands’ surface, dense palm 
groves cover nearly two thirds of the land, concentrated 
on beaches and inland, where they mix with forests. In 
transition zones between marine and terrestrial environ-
ments, these palm groves play an important role reducing 
erosion. The islands boast diverse animal species, includ-
ing the endemic Timneh parrot (Psittacus timneh), listed as 
endangered on the IUCN Red List. 

Indigenous communities in the region mostly rely on 
subsistence fishing, shellfish gathering, and farming. 
Beans, peanuts, cassava, bananas, and papaya are grown 
in the village outskirts, while rice is grown in wet savannas. 
Palm trees provide the Bijagós Indigenous people with 
essential materials. The Bijagós people enjoy a spiritual 
relationship with their environment. With high respect 
for women, Bijagós communities organize family and 
village life based upon matriarchal structures.  Natural-
resource decisions are made by Elders, who lead rites and 
dance ceremonies honouring specific animals and plants. 
Strict rules exist to conserve sites of major biodiversity 
importance.

Origin and structure

Recognizing dwindling natural resources, in 2005, local 
Indigenous Bijagó communities created the Conselho de 
Gestão da Área Marinha Protegida Comunitária Urok (Urok 
Islands Community Marine Protected Area) to ensure the 
long-term sustainability of the region’s natural and cultural 
heritage. As Guinea-Bissau’s first co-managed protected 
area, the Marine Protected Area (MPA) conserves 54,500 
hectares, including 3,000 hectares of mangrove forests, in 
the northern portion of the archipelago.

The MPA is co-managed by the local Bijagó communities 
and state agencies, including the Institute for Biodiversity 
and Protected Areas (IBAP by its acronym in Portuguese) 
and the Directorate General for Forests and Fauna (DGFF by 
its acronym in Portuguese). These institutions participate 
at all levels of MPA governance, providing technical and 
scientific support. The non-governmental organization 
(NGO) Tiniguena and the International Foundation of 
the Arguin Bank (FIBA by its acronym in French) both 
supported the MPA’s establishment.
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Like other MPAs in West Africa, the Urok Islands Community 
MPA has human communities living within its boundaries. 
It is estimated that 2,928 people, predominantly from the 
Bijagó ethnic group, live within the MPA across 33 villages 
on the three largest islands: Formosa, Nago, and Chedia. 
The presence of people within the MPA has emerged as a 
strength of the conservation model, as the MPA is supported 
and celebrated by local Indigenous communities, which 
protect sacred places and value Traditional Knowledge 
about natural resources. The initiative also proactively 
engages youth, seeking to promote new cultural 
approaches that embrace modernity, while retaining the 
essence of Bijagó culture.

Two MPA management plans, the first spanning 2004-
2008 and the second spanning 2014-2023, established 
objectives and multi-level governance structures. The 
current plan aims to conserve natural resources and 
biodiversity, maintain cultural values related to nature 
and social cohesion, support food and economic security, 
increase the resilience capacity of communities, and 
promote collaboration between the MPA and related 
initiatives regionally and nationally.

All governance structures require at least one fourth of 
seats be held by women and another one fourth held 
by youth. The Urok General Assembly (UGA), the main 
body of governance and participatory MPA management, 
meets annually and makes consensus-based decisions. 
The UGA defends the interests of the Urok Islands complex 
and addresses issues extending beyond each individual 

tabanca (village), such as those relating to community 
schools and MPA boundaries. The UGA also hears members 
of the Women’s Forum and the Youth Forum, established 
to address emerging socio-economic and cultural 
changes. The UGA includes 160-180 representatives from 
Tabanca Management Committees representing villages 
throughout the MPA; three representatives from each 
of Tiniguena, the IBAP, and state technical institutions; 
and one representative from each of DGFF and the 
local government. Technical and financial partners may 
participate as observers.

The UGA’s decisions are validated by the Urok Council of 
Elders (UCE), which provides consensus-based guidance 
based on Traditional Knowledge and ensures harmony 
between the co-management system and Bijagó culture. 
A Management Council meets four times annually 
to conduct consensus-based analysis of sustainable 
development proposals. The group meets at least once 
on each of the three islands annually, and at least one 
third of each island’s representatives must be women. The 
Management Council’s work is supported by a Technical 
Committee, which addresses species monitoring, scientific 
research proposals, and development options; as well as 
a Fines Commission, which  addresses dispute resolution. 
Each island also maintains an Island Assembly (IA), which 
meets annually to make consensus-based decisions 
on island-specific issues, such as natural resource use 
and conflicts between villages. Additional Tabanca 
Management Committees (TMCs) meet biannually to 
assess the management plan and propose rule changes.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Overfishing, deforestation, and mangrove decline

Bijagó men traditionally practice subsistence fishing for 
family consumption and use during ceremonies. They use 
nets, lines, and harpoons. Women and girls forage in small 
groups for shellfish on mudflats close to their villages. 
However, during recent decades, this traditional balance 
has been upset by external forces, including the arrival of 
migrant resource users. Fisherfolk from Senegal, Guinea, 
Liberia, and Ghana have arrived in the region, with reports 
of illegal fishing without regard for Traditional Knowledge 
or fishing rules. This has led to overfishing of sharks, rays, 
barracuda, and other species.

Overfishing and deforestation are also causing the 
destruction of mangroves and other natural  barriers 
that prevent coastal erosion and sustain fishing activity, 
thus undermining the stability of coastal ecosystems. 
Vegetative cover along the coastline has been degraded 
due to firewood demands, since mangroves are often 

exploited to smoke fish in Guinea-Bissau. Mangrove 
habitats are also under threat as a result of land clearing 
for agriculture, including rice cultivation.

Deforestation also affects palm groves that are burned to 
plant cashew, the country’s most important cash crop. The 
gradual disappearance of palm groves may lead to the 
disappearance of a considerable variety of products that 
are significant for food sovereignty and certain cultural 
activities. Relying on cashew cultivation for economic 
growth also entails socioeconomic risks. For instance, 
even though cashews can be traded for rice, traders do 
not visit these remote islands every year. Additionally, 
sometimes the production may be too low or the ratio 
between the two products evolve negatively when traders 
demand more and more cashew in exchange for rice, thus 
increasing inequality and poverty.

Degradation of local economy and Traditional Knowledge 

The progressive development of a monetarized economy 
has brought profound changes in the relationship of 
populations with their natural resources. Sometimes these 
needs are so urgent that natural resources are sold at 
prices far below their real value. In the Bijagós Archipelago, 
these pressures present risks to cultural heritage and 
irreplaceable natural ecosystems, as well economic and 
food security for future generations.

There is also an exodus of youth away from this region 
toward urban centres. This population shift has destabilized 

the Traditional Knowledge system that requires young 
people, performing their manrase (rite of passage), to give 
the Elders goods and food in exchange for receiving their 
spiritual teachings. This hinders the community’s capacity 
to meet the needs of the Elders and to maintain Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge that supports sustainable use of 
natural resources. The development of public education, 
with schools and teachers replacing the Traditional 
Knowledge teachings and authority of the elders, has also 
contributed to breaking the circle of inter-generational 
solidarity of the region’s Bijagós Indigenous people.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Creation of Marine Protected Area

Since its creation in 2005, the Urok Islands Community 
Marine Protected Area (MPA) has emerged as an 
exemplary model for the conservation of biodiversity 
and natural resources guided by Traditional Knowledge 
and customary rules of the Bijagós Indigenous people. 
Rather than imposing regulations from the outside, two 
management plans were developed through consensus 
as part of a grassroots, locally led effort. In addition to 
rules for economic agents and other new stakeholders, 
including scientific researchers, the MPA provides specific 
policies for tourism activities, access to sacred islands and 
rivers, wildlife and plant conservation, waste management, 
exploitation of coastal and marine resources, zoning of 
the maritime territory for fishing, and exploitation of land 
resources and ecosystems.

The MPA management rules establish guidelines for 
activities approved for various MPA zones. For instance, 
the central zone, composed mainly of mangroves, is 
reserved for residents for subsistence and ceremonial 
fisheries; the buffer zone is reserved for residents for 
commercial fishing; and only the peripheral zone is open 
to non-resident fisherfolk, who are required to comply 
with rules of the broader Boloma Bijagós Biosphere 
Reserve. A survey conducted among local communities 
found that co-management and participatory monitoring 
efforts have led to the restoration of fisheries and 
increased populations of flagship species, including 

sawfish, manatees, and migratory waterfowl. The MPA’s 
conservation efforts likely contribute to healthy fisheries 
in the rest of the archipelago, contributing to food, 
environmental, cultural, and economic security beyond 
the MPA. 

The MPA’s shared governance framework provides 
significant opportunity for recognizing the rights of local 
communities through consultation and negotiation, 
ultimately creating a sense of local engagement and 
collaborative support for the protected area. Additionally, 
the existence of the Urok Women’s Forum and the Youth 
Forum facilitates the recognition of their specific needs 
and rights.

The MPA also raises awareness of the value of biodiversity 
and steps the Bijagós can take to conserve and sustainably 
use its surrounding natural resources. Conservation 
education initiatives include the construction of seven 
schools and the House of the Environment, as well as the 
establishment of a community radio station. Through 
a project awarded by the UNDP-implemented Global 
Environment Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF SGP), 
the MPA is pioneering the introduction of agriculture and 
community-based organic production in school gardens. 
This has encouraged more children to go to school, 
providing additional access to environmental education 
in study programmes. 

“Foreigners were invading our sea. Both our land and our sea. The 
creation of the Marine Protected Area happened because we realized 

that our resources were running out. Here is where the wealth lies, it is 
the source of everything. If it finishes, then everything will end.” 

Manuela Brandão, Urok Management Committee Member
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KEY IMPACTS 

Creation of Marine Protected Area

 ■ A 2008-2009 survey revealed many conservation successes since the 2003 survey:
 – 71 percent of all participants reported an increase in the number of fish.
 – 48 percent of women shellfish gatherers reported an increase shellfish prevalence.
 – 61 percent observed a decrease in conflicts caused by coastal and marine resource use.
 – 62 percent of  fisherfolk observed a decrease in the number of non-resident fisherfolk who do not 

respect the management rules.
 – 81 percent of fisherfolk reported a decrease in the number of monofilament nets.
 – 80 percent of women reported a decrease in fisherfolk who use shellfish as bait.

Conservation of traditional seeds and agroecology 

With the aim of strengthening the resilience of agriculture 
amidst the challenges of climate change, the Urok Islands 
Community MPA is promoting agroecology principles on 
family farms. It has also established a Seed Guardian Forum 
to safeguard traditional seed varieties and knowledge 
that are important to local food and cultural sovereignty. 
Women play a key role in these initiatives. National NGO 
Tiniguena supports Bijagó women in expanding the sowing 
of heritage crops and setting up community-managed 
seed conservatories to house culturally and economically 
strategic seeds that are more resilient to climatic hazards. 
The work of seed guardians helps conserve 17 varieties of 
rice, which are more resistant to salty water and drought, 
as well as several endemic varieties of beans and peanuts.

Additionally, through the GEF SGP, between 2016 and 
2018, the Urok Management Council implemented the 
Promotion of Agroecology in Urok project in collaboration 
with Tiniguena. The initiative reinforced a model of sustain-
able management in the Urok Islands Community MPA, with 
activities including detailed cartography of forest cover and 
land use; creation of plant nurseries; training on agroecol-
ogy techniques in family farming; and broadcasting of radio 

programmes to promote agroecological practices.

Two central nurseries have been established to grow 
species such as jackfruit, black chili peppers, and palms. 
Nursery equipment including hoes, watering cans, 
wheelbarrows, and sprayers, has also been purchased. As 
part of the promotion of agroecology techniques, local 
farmers have been supplied with arable rice seeds, beans, 
corn, and mango for the production and diversification 
of food crops. The MPA is concurrently pioneering the 
introduction of agriculture and community-based 
organic production in school gardens. This has reinforced 
environmental education study programmes in schools. 

Women farmers also specifically benefited from an initia-
tive supported by the Instituto Marquês de Valle Flôr 
(IMVF) with funds provided by the European Union and 
the Camões Cooperation and Language Institute I.P., from 
Portugal. As a result, women now run organic community 
vegetable gardens in villages on all three major islands. 
Women grow chilies, tomatoes, and other plants, with 
some women expanding their small enterprises to sell 
beyond their own village.

“Here, we have a large mangrove forest, one of the best preserved in 
West Africa. The habitat is very important for all plants and animals. 

It is also one of the most powerful forms of carbon capture.” 

Emanuel Ramos, Technical Assistant, Urok Technical Committee
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KEY IMPACTS 

Conservation of traditional seeds  
and agroecology

 ■ More than 100 Indigenous Bijagó women have been recognised as seed guardians.
 ■ The Seed Guardian Forum has saved 17 varieties of rice and other food crops, including mainly beans 

and peanuts, that are multiplied and stored in seed banks.
 ■ Arable rice seeds, beans, corn, and mango for the production and diversification of food crops have 

been supplied to 120 farming families from 13 communities.
 ■ Approximately 155 women farmers have participated in the community vegetable gardens on the 

three main islands.
 ■ The construction of 34 wells and the installation of irrigation schemes in horticulture has improved 

access to water and relieved women’s work.
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DATA, MONITORING, AND REPORTING

The Conselho de Gestão da Área Marinha Protegida 
Comunitária Urok’s (Management Council of the Urok 
Islands Community Marine Protected Area’s) initiatives 
support the goals of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD), including Article 7 on Identification and Monitoring. 
Guinea-Bissau signed the CBD in 1992 and ratified it in 
1995. The group’s work specifically contributes to report on 
multiple National Targets (NTs) outlined in Guinea-Bissau’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 Urok Islands Community 
Marine Protected Area’s (MPA’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 group engages in significant biodiversity monitoring 
through both data collection and reporting activities 
that measure initiatives’ impacts. The MPA’s first 
management plan, which spanned 2004-2008, did 
not include monitoring activities. A 2008 independent 
evaluation, which highlighted the difficulty of assessing 
MPA conservation impacts in the absence of monitoring, 
prompted new efforts to evaluate MPA impacts. Surveys 
of residents were used to gain an understanding of 
their perceptions concerning changes in certain key 
components in the ecosystem since the creation of the 
MPA, such as fish and shellfish abundance. By targeting 
regular users, primarily fisherfolk, and shellfish gatherers 
with extensive empirical knowledge of the marine 
environment, the insights gathered are based on first-
hand daily observation of the environment. 

Starting in 2008, two yes/no questionnaires were designed 
to obtain users’ perceptions of changes in the Urok Islands 
marine environment since the creation of the MPA, 
primarily regarding biodiversity and fishing activities. A 
total of 171 questionnaires were administered among 
31 villages on the three Urok Islands of Nago, Chediã, 
and Formosa. Participants included 80 women shellfish 
gatherers, as well as 91 fisherfolk, who are men.

The answers provided were used to generate five broad 
indicator types: 1) indicators for the appropriation of the 
MPA by the resident community; 2) indicators for changes 
in the pressures on the MPA; 3) indicators for the impact 
of the MPA on biodiversity; 4) indicators for the impact of 
the MPA on fish stocks; and 5) indicators for the impact 
of the MPA on the well-being of the resident community. 
The results for each indicator, as shared in the ‘Live from 
Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ publication and outlined in 
Figures 1 to 5 below, reveal significant findings. The survey 
found the community’s ownership of the MPA is strong, 
and there is high approval and excellent knowledge of 
the management rules. Rather than being imposed from 
outside the community, the management plan was based 
upon local community input. According to the survey 
results, one of the strengths of the Urok Islands process 
is that it applied a number of rules before they became 
official. 

The MPA’s experience highlights that the participative 
approach results in governance mechanisms and manage-
ment systems that are more efficient. This occurs because 
it draws on local people’s knowledge and practices, 
enabling measures to be more effectively integrated into 
local cultural, social, and economic systems. Likewise, 
the population’s involvement secures a greater degree of 
commitment and respect of the measures taken. Although 
it is more time-consuming and demanding in the short 
term, the participative approach leads to the creation of 
systems and institutions that will ensure more effective 
management in the long term.

The evaluation reveals that it is rarely possible to achieve 
entirely community-based management. Instead, the goal 
in such situations is to achieve a form of shared governance, 
wherein local communities can take the initiative and play 
a leading role, while including collaborative partnerships 
with civil society and state services. The state’s role 
includes managing external influences and issues that 
go beyond the scope of the MPA itself. The scale and 
tools needed to meet challenges, such as illegal activities, 

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/gw/gw-nbsap-v2-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
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tourism development, and the impact of industrial and 
semi-industrial fishing, exceed the mandates and means 
of local governance systems. As a result, the involvement 
of state services is a major factor, and warrants specific 
actions and investments. 

This MPA experience demonstrates the need for one 
institution to act as coordinator and facilitator, at the very 
least during the planning and establishment phases, if not 
permanently. In this case, this role, along with several other 
functions, has been played by Tiniguena. However, the 
Urok Islands initiative also shows that it is impossible for a 
facilitator to play both a policing role, such as organizing 
surveillance patrols, issuing fines, or confiscating 
equipment, as well as a local development role involving 
facilitation. Notably, the state, alone, has the legitimacy to 
ensure that the management rules are respected. In this 
context, the participation of the Institute for Biodiversity 
and Protected Areas (IBAP) in the co-management of 
the MPA is crucial, as it is the state agency mandated 
to conduct biodiversity surveillance and monitoring in 
Guinea-Bissau’s National Protected Areas System (SNAP by 
its acronym in Portuguese).

Figure 1: Indicators for the appropriation of the MPA 
by the resident community

Category of 
indicator

Indicators Value 
measured

Appropriation Percentage of users 
aware of the community 
MPA

92%

Percentage of users 
aware of community MPA 
objectives

81%

Percentage of users 
approving the 
community MPA 
management rules

73%

Percentage of users 
aware of the community 
MPA management rules

89%

Decrease in the number 
of conflicts concerning 
use of coastal and marine 
resources

61%

Source: ‘Live from Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ 

The second set of indicators related to changes in the 
pressures on the MPA. Based on data collected,  it is clear 

that, in the absence of close monitoring, the community’s 
acceptance and ownership of the MPA have been critical 
to reduce the number of users who do not respect the 
management rules, particularly related to fishing practices. 
These indicators demonstrate the positive impact of the 
MPA on the reduction in pressures impacting the fish 
stocks and biodiversity in the Urok Islands region. At the 
same time, most users surveyed observed that fishing 
practices have become more sustainable. 

Notably, the majority of interviewees declared having 
observed a decline in the number of non-resident fisherfolk 
and women shellfish gatherers, by 76 percent and 86 
percent, respectively. Thus, the MPA and the community 
have been effective in addressing the influx of fisherfolk 
conducting illegal fishing and migrant resource users not 
using fishing rules based on Traditional Knowledge. This 
is critical as these challenges were significantly impacting 
the way of life and food security of the Indigenous Bijagós 
people in the Urok Islands before the MPA was created.
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Figure 2: Indicators for changes in the pressures on the 
MPA

Category of 
indicator

Indicators Value 
measured

Pressures Decrease in the number of 
fishermen active in the Urok 
Islands

73%

Percentage 
of users
observing:

Decrease in the number 
of non-resident fishermen 
failing to respect the 
management rules

76%

Decrease in the number of 
resident fishermen failing 
to respect the management 
rules

62%

Decrease in the number of 
monofilament nets

81%

Decrease in the number of 
resident women shellfish 
gatherers failing to respect 
the management rules

90%

Decrease in the number 
of non-resident women 
shellfish gatherers failing to 
respect the management 
rules

86%

Decrease in the number of 
fishermen using shellfish 
as bait

80%

Source: ‘Live from Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ 

The impact of the MPA on biodiversity was the third set 
of indicators measured by the survey. Results suggest that 
activities, such as the implementation of the management 
plan, education programmes, awareness-raising initiatives, 
monitoring missions, and the implementation of user 
rules, have contributed to conserving biodiversity. This 
set of indicators shows that, based upon the observations 
of local resource users, the MPA has had a substantially 
positive impact on biodiversity. A majority of interviewees 
observed an increase in the number of fish, manatees, 
sharks, turtles, dolphins, and birds; and a positive impact 
on specific abundance of the fish community. The figures 
for shellfish are less clear, since 48 percent have observed 
an increase, while 51 percent noted that their number had 

stabilised or diminished. The fish species fisherfolk have 
seen reappearing in significant number in their catches 
include guitar rays, captain fish, and, to a lesser extent, 
sharks, including hammerheads and reef sharks. These 
species represent large predators, whose reappearance 
indicates a healthy ecosystem. 

Figure 3: Indicators for the impact of the MPA on 
biodiversity

Category of 
indicator

Indicators Value 
measured

Biodiversity Increase in the number of 
shellfish

48%

Percentage
of users
observing:

Increase in the number of 
fish

71%

Re-appearance in catches 
of species that had become 
very rare

57%

Increase in the number of 
manatees

75%

Increase in the number of 
sharks

57%

Increase in the number of 
turtles

56%

Increase in the number of 
dolphins

81%

Increase in the number of 
birds

81%

Source: ‘Live from Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ 

Closely related, the fourth set of indicators measures the 
impact of the MPA on fish stocks. According to survey 
results, users have observed a rise in the abundance and/
or size of a number of strategic resources since the creation 
of the MPA, indicating improvement in the condition of the 
overall fish stocks, although not for all individual species. 

For some specific shellfish, like the black melongena 
sea snail (Pugilina morio), the situation is more complex. 
Some participants indicate its reappearance, while others 
declare having observed a drop in the species’ numbers 
and size. Nevertheless, the interviews confirm that the 
creation of the MPA has had a positive effect on other 
shellfish species.
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Figure 4: Indicators for the impact of the MPA on fish 
and shellfish stocks

Category of 
indicator

Indicators Value 
measured

Fish stocks Increase in the number of 
combé or West African blood 
cockle clam (Anadara senilis) 
caught per fishing trip

65%

Percentage
of users
observing:

Increase in the average size 
of combé or West African 
blood cockle clam (Anadara 
senilis) caught

65%

Increase in the number of 
oysters caught per fishing 
trip

63%

Increase in the number of 
cuntchurbedjo (Cymbium 
sp.) caught per fishing trip

11%

Increase in the average size 
of cuntchurbedjo (Cymbium 
sp.) caught

18%

Increase in the number of 
gandim or black melongena 
(Pugilina morio) caught per 
fishing trip

40%

Increase in the average 
size of gandim or black 
melongena (Pugilina morio) 
caught

40%

Increase in the number of 
fish caught per fishing trip

64%

Increase in the average size 
of fish caught

65%

Source: ‘Live from Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ 

Finally, indicators for the impact of the MPA on the well-
being of the resident community also show positive 
results. These include an increase in fishing income, greater 
numbers of fish available for household consumption, 
less time spent on fishing trips and shellfish gathering, 
availability of marine resources for cultural ceremonies, and 
a decrease in the number of conflicts caused by the use of 
coastal and marine resources. Furthermore, the creation of 
the MPA has provided local communities with means of 
communication, using  maritime transport and VHF radios, 
and has improved education and health services.

Figure 5: Indicators for the impact of the MPA on the 
well-being of the resident community

Category of 
indicator

Indicators Value 
measured

Well-being Decrease in the average 
length of shellfish gathering 
trips

70%

Percentage

of users

observing:

Decrease in the average 
length of fishing trips

76%

Increase in income from 
fishing

58%

Increase in the number of 
fish eaten by households

59%

Source: ‘Live from Urok! Urok Islands Community Marine Protected Area: 
Lessons Learned and Impacts’ 

The second MPA management plan, which spans 2014-
2023, recognizes that monitoring is a critical aspect of 
management, while highlighting its implementation 
is both expensive and complex, particularly in marine 
environments. The second plan highlights that maritime 
surveillance is a permanent challenge that involves a set of 
difficult conditions. Specifically, the marine territory is vast 
and open on all sides, unlike terrestrial territories where 
there are specific access roads; it is difficult to detect 
intrusion by non-resident fisherfolk, who are attracted by 
the relative abundance of resources and often intervene at 
night; and surveillance requires a fast boat that consumes 
significant amounts of fuel and a trained and motivated 
crew ready to face some risks. Therefore, obtaining 
funding for maritime surveillance from MPA partners is 
considered a long-term priority. Surveillance of the land 
area is simpler due to the constant presence of elements 
of the population on a well-defined territory.

The maritime surveillance team, which includes 
community representatives and the police, with the 
support of the Management Council and the Fines 
Commission, has developed a strategy that efficiently 
responds to this set of conditions. For instance, women 
have a special role regarding the surveillance of the 
coastal zone to detect any form of intrusion from outside 
due to their regular presence on mud flats, while young 
men traditionally watch over savannahs and forests. 

The MPA’s monitoring efforts provide a rich source of data 
that can be leveraged in reports such as Guinea-Bissau’s 
Sixth National Report (6NR) to the CBD to document 
national-level progress toward implementing NTs set forth 
in the nation’s NBSAP. 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/nr/nr-06/gw-nr-06-pt.pdf
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

The Urok Islands Community MPA’s work is influencing 
policy at local and national levels. The main policy impact 
has been Guinea-Bissau’s acknowledgement of the need 
to update its legal framework for protected areas to 
include the category of community protected areas. The 
MPA introduced an innovative model in which Traditional 
Knowledge and Indigenous values are both recognised 
and reinforced. Guinea-Bissau’s 6NR submitted in 2019 
stated that all protected areas with management plans 
are currently co-managed with local communities. 
Furthermore, the sustainable management of protected 
areas has been strengthened with the 2011 creation of 
the BioGuinea Foundation, which aims to improve the 
capacity of institutions working in protected areas to 
develop sustainable financing through tax incentives, 
environmental services, and other instruments.

The MPA has also participated and influenced the 
formulation of several regional and national plans and 
strategies. Its involvement has been particularly significant 
in supporting the preparation of the National Strategy for 
Protected Areas and Biodiversity Conservation for Guinea 

Bissau, run by the IBAP, and the Tourism Strategy and 
Master Plan for Guinea-Bissau, which is being formulated 
with support from the United Nations World Tourism 
Organisation (UNWTO) as part of its Tourism for SDGs 
initiative. Among other things, the work of the latter in 
Guinea-Bissau focuses on the development of the Bijagós 
Archipelago as a world-class sustainable eco-tourism and 
sport fishing destination.

At the national level, the efforts of the Urok Islands 
Community MPA help Guinea-Bissau further implement a 
range of NTs in its NBSAP. For instance, the MPA’s initiatives 
significantly contribute to NT 11, which has been achieved: 
“By the year 2020, to strengthen and to consolidate the 
National System of the Protected Areas and to extend it 
to 26 percent of the national territory, covering the areas 
of special importance for biodiversity and ecosystem 
services, managed in an effective and equitable way, 
representative ecologically and satisfactorily interlinked, 
and to propose other special measures of conservation, 
integrated in larger terrestrial and marine landscapes.” 

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, the Urok Islands Community MPA 
supports the implementation of several important 
multilateral agreements, including the CBD, the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda). 

Related to the CBD, the MPA’s work directly contributes 
to the achievement of the ABTs, key global 2011-202 
biodiversity priorities, which are aligned with multiple NTs 
in Guinea-Bissau’s NBSAP. For instance, its management 
and customary rules and zoning support the achievement 
of global conservation objectives related to habitat 
fragmentation and degradation (ABT 5), sustainable 

fisheries (ABT 6), protected areas (ABT 11), ecosystem 
services (ABT 14), climate resilience (ABT 15), and 
Traditional Knowledge (ABT 18). Additionally, the MPA 
training, education, and awareness efforts, including 
the construction of seven schools and the House of the 
Environment, as well as the establishment of a community 
radio station, contribute to biodiversity awareness (ABT 1). 

Additionally, the Seed Guardian Forum initiative, which 
safeguards traditional seed varieties and knowledge that 
are important to local food and cultural sovereignty, and 
activities aimed at promoting agroecology principles 
among family farms also support goals related to 
biodiversity awareness (ABT 1), Traditional Knowledge 

https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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(ABT 18), sustainable production and consumption (ABT 
4), sustainable resource management (ABT 7), and genetic 
diversity (ABT 13). It is worth noting that, by contributing 
to ABT 13, the MPA also helps Guinea-Bissau fulfil its 
commitments as a party to the Nagoya Protocol, which 
falls under ABT 16: “By 2015, the Nagoya Protocol on 
Access to Genetic Resources and the Fair and Equitable 
Sharing of Benefits Arising from their Utilization is in force 
and operational, consistent with national legislation.”

Additionally, the MPA’s climate change mitigation and 
adaptation work aligns with the UNFCCC, which Guinea-
Bissau ratified in 1995. According to Guinea-Bissau’s 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), the country 
is supporting global climate change mitigation while 
also being one of the most affected by climate change 
consequences.

In 2019, Guinea-Bissau submitted its first subnational Forest 
Reference Emission Levels (FREL) proposal to the UNFCCC 
for the terrestrial component of its National Protected 
Areas System (SNAP). Guinea-Bissau’s SNAP is comprised 
of seven protected areas, including the terrestrial sections 
of the Urok Islands Community MPA. Thus, this subnational 
FREL, covering the most endangered forest patches of the 

country and relying on available higher-quality data and 
methodologies, is a first step towards the construction 
of a future national FREL. Conducting a subnational 
or national FREL is one of the first steps towards the 
implementation of activities aimed at Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+). The 
FREL proposed by Guinea-Bissau includes carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions from Above-Ground Biomass (AGB) and 
Below-Ground Biomass (BGB) of living trees. The latter are 
often considered the most significant pools, since roots 
transfer considerable amounts of carbon to the ground, 
where it may be stored for a relatively long period of time. 
The initiative is important because Guinea-Bissau holds 
the largest contiguous mangrove forest in West Africa, and 
mangroves and the soil beneath them can store up to four 
times more carbon than rainforests.

The work of the Urok Islands Community MPA likewise 
contributes to the achievement of several Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), including the goals of no 
poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), gender equality (SDG 
5), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), responsible consumption 
and production (SDG 12), climate action (SDG 13), life below 
water (SDG 14), and life on land (SDG 15). 

https://www.cbd.int/abs/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

The Urok Islands Community MPA’s initiatives, which 
serve as an example of participatory local democracy in a 
region with immense need and expectation, have inspired 
replication possibilities in several community protected 
areas in the region. Representatives from Senegal, Cape 
Verde, and Guinea have participated in exchange visits 
and have called on Tiniguena staff to advise them. 

The MPA has also contributed an interesting survey 
methodology that can be replicated by communities to 
assess impacts on resources and biodiversity even when 
conducting formal ecological monitoring is not possible. 
The indirect approach of evaluating the potential impacts 

of the MPA by administering surveys to residents enabled 
the community and its co-management partners to gain 
an understanding of their perceptions regarding changes 
in certain key components in the ecosystem, such as fish 
and shellfish abundance. The results, based on people’s 
extensive empirical knowledge and regular observation 
of their surroundings, contributed to inform the MPA’s 
adaptive management. The methodology can be 
replicated in other protected areas where lack of financial, 
human, and material resources may prevent communities 
from developing full-scale environmental and species 
monitoring. 

Scalability

In terms of scalability, the creation of the Urok Islands 
Community MPA inspired the small-scale fishing sector 
to adopt zoning measures to ensure the rights of resident 
communities are recognized and reduce conflicts with 
migrant fisherfolk. This principle was included in the Rias 
do Sul project, an initiative financed by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the West 
African Economic and Monetary Union (UEMOA by its 
acronym in French), which seeks to test new models and 
strategies for managing artisanal fishing in three major 
estuaries in Guinea-Bissau: Cacheu, Buba, and Cacine. This 
approach intends to simultaneously value local knowledge, 
protect sensitive habitats for the reproduction of fishing 
resources, and limit the impact of migrating fisheries, with 
the aim of reinforcing food security for riverine populations 
and reducing poverty. Thus, the project is supporting the 
development of a territorial approach to fishing based on 
access rights and co-management.

The experience of the NGO Tiniguena is also being 
scaled up with a project funded by the United 
Nations Development Programme-implemented Global 
Environment Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF 
SGP). The initiative, Valorize the Areas and Territories of 
Indigenous and Community Heritage in Guinea-Bissau, 
whose management has been entrusted to Tiniguena in 
recognition of its experience, is also being supported by 
the ICCA Consortium, an international association that 
promotes the protection and strengthening of Indigenous 
and Community Conserved Areas (ICCAs).  The MPA also 
served as an example in the West African Marine Protected 
Areas Network (RAMPAO by its acronym in French) and the 
Regional Marine and Coastal Conservation Programme 
for West Africa (PRCM by its acronym in French). The 
implementation of these experiments in Urok and 
West Africa has benefited from the advice of the IUCN 
Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social 
Policy (CEESP). 
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Sustainability 

The Urok Islands Community MPA has been in existence 
for 15 years and is part of Guinea-Bissau’s SNAP. The model 
is projected to be sustainable as long as it meets the 
collective interests and priorities of local communities and 
is also anchored in Traditional Knowledge and practices. 

Ongoing capacity building for Management Council 
members and increasing effective involvement of youth, 
the majority and future bearer of the MPA, are also key 
elements of its sustainability.

PARTNERS 
 ■ European Union (EU): Provides funding for several 

initiatives implemented by international NGO IMVF 
and national NGO Tiniguena.

 ■ Fondation Internationale du Banc d’Arguin 
(International Foundation of the Arguin Bank or FIBA by 
its acronym in French): Provided technical assistance for 
the establishment of the MPA as part of the West African 
Regional Strategy for Marine Conservation Areas.

 ■ Global Environment Facility Small Grants Programme 
(GEF SGP): Provides technical and financial support 
for the MPA in collaboration with national NGO 
Tiniguena.

 ■ Instituto da Biodiversidade e das Áreas Protegidas 
(Institute for Biodiversity and Protected Areas or IBAP 
by its acronym in Portuguese): National institution 
in charge of biodiversity and protected areas; plays 
important role in MPA governance, management, and 
financial support. 

 ■ Instituto Marquês de Valle Flôr (IMVF): Supports 
sustainable community development initiatives 
implemented jointly with national NGO Tiniguena.

 ■ Inter Pares: Collaborates with national NGO Tiniguena; 
helped created MPA, supporting bottom-up approach to 
biodiversity conservation.

 ■ International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN): 
Provided technical assistance for establishment of MPA.

 ■ MAVA Foundation: Supported development of the 
BioGuinea Foundation in support of biodiversity 
conservation, sustainable community development, 
and environmental education.

 ■ Tiniguena:  Main facilitator of the MPA co-manage-
ment process; contributes specifically to governance, 
socio-cultural revitalization, and promotion of sus-
tainable development initiatives. 
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