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INDIGENOUS FOREST PEOPLES OF GABON FACE UNCERTAIN FUTURE 
 

Judy Knight 
 
 
« Pour Moi, la culture est un pivot essential de notre être et de notre développement. Notre 
pays est riche de sa diversité et de ses talents, encore faut-il considérablement les mettre en 
valeur » 
 
(”In my opinion, Culture is an essential pivot for our wealth and our development.  Our country is 
rich from its diversity and its talents, nevertheless, we need to value and use these effectively” )  
              President Bongo, Presidential Election Programme 2005 (Bongo 2005) 
     
Gabon covers an area of approximately 26.7 million hectares and maintains some of the 
largest remaining rainforest in West Africa. Although the actual extent of forest cover is 
unknown, experts estimate between 17-22 million hectares, or 85% of the total land mass 
(Christy et al 2003).  Indigenous hunter-gatherer communities (known variously as the Baka, 
Bakoya, Bagama, Babongo, Akoa, etc.) are located throughout Gabon, and include numerous 
ethnic groups separated by locality, language and culture. According to the most recent 
census (Massandé 2005), the Pygmy populations number as many as 20,005 out of a total 
national population of approximately 1,400,000 (previous estimates 7,000-10,000).  Due to 
colonial-initiated “regroupement” (resettlement) programmes1, many of these communities 
have settlements by the roadside, yet their livelihoods and cultures remain inextricably tied to 
the forest areas of the country.  The roadside settlements form a part of wider settlement 
patterns that cross the forest landscape (Knight 2003). Forest peoples hold a unique position 
in wider Gabonese society as a result of their specialist knowledge in forest resources. With 
the current trends in timber extraction, and the anticipated ecological and social effects, this 
knowledge base and their way of life are severely threatened. 
 
 
Recent logging trends in Gabon  
 
With oil production decreasing, and a series of economic problems in the 1990s, the pressure 
is on the national economy to intensify commercial logging and mining developments as well 
as tourism stemming from the newly established national parks. The government is currently 
occupied with complicated legislative procedures to support these developments to carve out 
large parts of the country, including previously unaffected state land into concessions, 
protected areas and rural forests, reserved for rural communities who can obtain revenues 
either by logging themselves or by renting out to logging companies. Widespread 
infrastructural developments are underway. An example of this is the government’s recent 
decision to sell iron mining rights to a Chinese company in Belinga and, in this connection,  
construct a new railway line that will open up the north-east areas of the country for further 
exploitation. In this region, local people were already suffering in 2003-4 with the huge 
influx of 15 logging companies operating in an area which had no previous forestry 
activities. Fighting erupted within communities and families, rural roads were ruined, hunting 
and trapping became difficult for some and enhanced for others (Lahm 2006, personal 
correspondence). 
 The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that, at the present 
rate of clearing, Gabon will lose half its forests over the next 100 years. According to leading 
conservationists in the area, the current concern is loss of forest quality rather than forest 
loss. While deforestation in the country is not widespread at present, this could present a 
threat in the near future (De Wachter 2006, personal communication). 
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 The country’s concessions have more than doubled in the last ten years and recent 
maps show expansions to include the last intact primary forests in the country, such as the 
Minkébe forest mountain range, in the north-east. While some of this area is now protected 
as a national park, a significant segment is currently under a 15-year industrial logging 
permit  and is known to contain Fang and Baka settlements, including ancestral lands of Baka 
presently living in Gabon and Cameroon. Local villagers report increasing noise levels and 
wildlife (in particular elephant) disruption (Mve Mebia 2006, personal communication). 
These concessions are not delineated or allocated with the consultation of local 
representatives or with respect to local peoples’ traditional territories. 
  More than half of the total area under timber concessions is allocated to  foreign 
companies that are partially or wholly owned by foreign interests (pre-dominantly French) 
and focus on the exploitation of a single species: Okoumé. The timber industry is the second 
largest source of state income from natural resources - Gabon produces over 2 million m3 of 
timber per year - and it is the largest employer (World Resources Institute 2000; Oliver and 
Fripp 2005; Cassagne et al 2005). The last decade has seen a sharp increase in Chinese log-
export markets and an influx of Sino-Malaysian logging companies, typified by more 
generalised, intensive cutting, and poor environmental standards. In 2005, during the 
preparation of the Forest Environment Sector Programme, discussions were held between the 
World Bank and the government on the propriety of forestry concessions. While certification 
procedures and management plans are underway within many of the major foreign 
companies, the costliness of this process has meant that it has been avoided by many private 
concession-holders in favour of “fermage” (sub-leasing of exploitation rights within 
concessions to other companies), often with short-term interests and no regard to legality or 
process (Cassatta 2006, personal communication). Transparency and law enforcement 
continue to present major challenges in the forestry sector. Amid these developments, the 
future of indigenous hunter-gatherer populations is uncertain. 
 
Logging threatens indigenous forest peoples  
The situation echoes a disturbing trend. All across Central Africa, economic and 
environmental processes are eroding indigenous peoples’ lands, livelihood and traditional 
knowledge in the name of “development”. These peoples are often deprived of their rights by 
governments who do not treat hunter-gatherers as equal citizens or respect their traditional 
way of life. Through the expropriation or depletion of their traditional lands and consequent 
loss of autonomy, communities are increasingly being forced to assimilate into wider society 
from a position of vulnerability. In Gabon, the Akoa of Estuary province, have become so 
few and dispersed due to logging and tourist developments over the last century that they are 
virtually extinct as an ethnic group. Where they do exist, many deny their true identity to 
avoid discrimination in the urban context.  

The forest peoples in rural areas are tied up in these processes, and often employed by 
logging companies as guides or labourers. Many of the Babongo in the Massif du Chaillu 
recount their migration patterns as being the result of escaping pressures of resettlement and 
following logging companies in search of employment. However, they assert that the 
intensive extraction associated with Sino-Malaysian companies operating in the area now 
reflects a very new era in logging and its effects on the landscape. Much of the logging has 
been aggressive, and Babongo camps and villages once located in the forest (four years ago), 
are now next to roads. As one Babongo man put it: 
 

“The Malaysians don’t employ us…they have spoilt the area. They didn’t pay 
attention, they even cut down our Mutombi (sacred trees) and the animals have gone; 
yet if they don’t come back who will maintain the roads for us?’“ (Babongo man, 
Massif du Chaillu, 200 5). 
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In 2002, logging concessions in this area were reclaimed as part of the establishment of 
Waka National Park, an area singled out for possible eco-tourism ventures involving local 
populations. Prior to the logging company’s departure in 2004, an intense season of 
extraction led to considerable environmental damage. When they eventually left, there was 
an increase in local logging to sustain monetary income. 
 
Access to forest resources 
According to Gabonese law, access to the forest is not prohibited but land is owned by the 
state. Formal permission to establish villages and plantations is not required in the 
countryside and land-use rights are recognised both between villages and by the State. 
Legislation recognises a “Zone d’Exploitation forestière villageoise” (Villagers’ Zone for 
forest exploitation) whereby logging is forbidden on a band of 5km around an occupied 
village or roads (HEBDO 1993; Decree No 1205/PR/mefpe dated 30 August 1993). 
However, the area exploited for hunting and gathering invariably extends much further than 
this. Camps and “deserted villages” may be seasonally occupied and thus appear unoccupied 
at any given moment. As land rights are based on fixed association with place, the high levels 
of mobility characteristic of the lifestyles of forest peoples and Gabonese rural communities 
would make many potential land claims difficult to implement. Local hunting is not illegal in 
logging concessions. However, problems occur when forest peoples’ skills and knowledge 
are exploited by middlemen in the commercial bush-meat trade, in particular large-scale 
elephant poaching. 
 
Environmental initiatives 
Gabon is party to many of the international human rights instruments and, alongside all the 
countries in Central Africa, ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1992 
(known as the Rio Convention). The CBD affirmed that there is a direct relationship between 
the world’s cultural diversity and biodiversity, and thus recognized that there is an urgent 
need to safeguard traditional peoples’ lifestyles and knowledge of their environment as part 
of the conservation process.   
  In 1993, the Government of Gabon, under pressure from international bodies 
concerned with conservation interests, launched the Projet Forêt Environnement (PFE) 
resulting in an ambitious policy of sustainable forest management in the forest concessions, 
placing them at the forefront of Central African initiatives. Information resulting from the 
PSE was used to prepare new forestry laws to revise or replace those already in existence.  A 
new forest code, elaborated in consultation with the forest sector (logging companies and 
conservation bodies) was adopted in December 2001. These conveyed the government’s 
adherence to various resolutions and international conventions on sustainable forest 
management and, at the same time, aimed to accelerate industrialisation of the timber sector 
in order to increase the long-term benefits for the national economy. No provisions were 
made in this new Forest Code, or the National Forest Action Plan (NFAP), to ensure forest 
peoples had representation in provincial or local committees or to safeguard inevitable 
problems of encroachment by neighbouring groups. Indigenous peoples’ rights were also 
ignored in the 1999 National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (which followed Gabon’s 
ratification of the CBD).  In 2001, the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD)2 
(of which Gabon is a partner) initially produced a forest plan that included benefits for 
indigenous peoples. This was later eliminated in December 2003 in their list of priority 
environment projects (Jackson 2004). 
 
Local NGOs and indigenous self-organizing 
Local NGOs in the environmental sector, such as Aventures sans Frontières, Gabon 
Environment, Les Amis du Pangolin and Brainforest tend to support conservation initiatives 
and policy through research, fieldwork, environmental education and lobbying, as well as 
exposing illegal practices that threaten the conservation process through their own 
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newspapers and websites (Ono Essangui 2006, personal communication). One example was 
the recent case whereby commercial incentives resulted in the government overlooking the 
destructive and illegal dynamite activities of a Chinese mining company in Loango National 
Park, illustrating how conservationists are financially powerless to compete with these 
processes.  In the last five years, a number of NGOs have been established with the aim of 
promoting traditional culture and protecting the Pygmies. The majority of these organisations 
do not have indigenous representatives.   

The indigenous rights movement in Gabon is relatively recent and started through the 
work of Leonard Odambo, founder of, MINAPYGA (Minorités des Autochtones Pygmées du 
Gabon, 1997).  An educated Bakoya from Mekambo, North-East Gabon, and a controversial 
journalist, Odambo’s primary aim, to date, has been to bring the dialogue into the public 
domain and to raise awareness at the national and international level of the plight of 
indigenous forest peoples in Gabon, in particular the effects of logging and resettlement 
programmes and the need to combat growing levels of discrimination and poverty in rural 
areas. Odambo has published widely and attended several sub-regional and international 
indigenous and environmental forums and conferences. Recently, the organisation has been 
funded by UNESCO and foreign embassies for specific projects on cultural promotion, 
literacy and agricultural development. Consequently, grassroots structures and leadership 
have strengthened. MINAPYGA has, to date, no permanent partnership or external support 
that secures its basic running costs and allows it to achieve its full potential as an 
organisation to represent forest peoples’ rights at the national level. 

Another indigenous organization, Edzengui (the name is taken from a Baka guardian 
spirit), was founded in 2002 by Mme Helene Nze Andou, a Baka from Minvoul (an area near 
the northern border of Minkébé National Park) in close collaboration with WWF.  
Edzengui’s partnership with WWF forms the focus of their present work and consequently 
there is a strong conservation agenda. The main focus is to find strategies to respect  
traditional elephant hunting as a core cultural activity and to combat Baka involvement in 
large-scale commercial elephant hunting in the northern areas. Edzengui recently received 
funding from CARPE3 and the European Union for culture, conservation, environmental 
education, agriculture and health projects.   

Association pour le Développement de la Culture des Peuples Pygmées du Gabon 
(ADCPPG) was founded in 2003 by Denis Massandé, a Babongo-Mitsogho from central 
Gabon, and is the newest indigenous organisation. ADCPPG’s aim is to promote Pygmy 
rights in the country’s development process and believes that the fragile situation of the 
Pygmies in Gabon has to be addressed through the establishment. The ADCPPG was a very 
active supporter of the Presidential campaign in 2005 and, in December 2005, achieved an 
audience with the President, facilitated through an earlier meeting with the Prime Minister 
(June 3, 2004). During these meetings, plans were made to carry out a baseline survey of all 
current Pygmy populations in Gabon to facilitate resettlement programmes and micro-
projects. Mr. Massandé has collected population figures on the Pygmies of Gabon and also 
started work on mapping of traditional territories to promote Babongo community forests. 
Another audience with the President is in preparation with key stakeholders, to discuss 
national park management plans, sustainable community-based forestry and the new national 
park law in relationship to customary land tenure (Massandé, personal communication 2006).  

Linkages are developing between Gabonese indigenous organisations and hunter-
gatherer groups across Central Africa. Two of the leaders hold regional positions in the 
Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating Committee (IPACC) and have attended meetings 
focusing on capacity building, strengthening leadership capacity and participation in the 
policy process, including at the UN level. UNICEF is currently funding a nation-wide 
programme called Projet d’Intégration au Milieu Pygmée, involving the participation of 
indigenous and local NGOs and national and regional government representatives.4 All the 
indigenous organisations lack the basic funding and support essential for their development 
within Gabon.    
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World Bank influence on forest policy 
According to Jackson (2004), where legal and policy provisions for the protection of 
indigenous peoples’ rights and their forest-related knowledge do exist in Central African 
countries, the way that they have been implemented in practice has hitherto had little impact. 
As these countries rely upon international financial assistance to develop their national 
economic development programmes, this may change. Recent developments in the region 
show that the World Bank’s Operational Directive on Indigenous Peoples (known as OD 
4.20) may have the potential to influence national policies in such a way that indigenous 
peoples’ interests are asserted with regard to benefit sharing and gaining compensation from 
the development process.  
 With World Bank support, Cameroon, Gabon, the Republic of Congo, the Central 
African Republic, DRC and possibly Angola have recently started developing Forest 
Environment Sector Programmes (FESP or PSFE) as frameworks within which to coordinate 
legislation, strategies and planning, and to give greater emphasis to social concerns. The 
FESP itself does not mention indigenous peoples but it has triggered the World Bank’s 
safeguard policy on indigenous peoples (OD 4.20), which requires an Indigenous Peoples’ 
Plan (IPP) to be prepared to ensure that indigenous peoples benefit from development 
projects, and to avoid potential negative effects such as the Twa evictions that occurred as a 
consequence of the establishment of Bwindi and Mgahinga National Parks in Uganda in 
1991.5 International funding such as the World Bank’s Global Environment Facility (GEF) 
served to facilitate these processes rather than provide protection or compensation (Jackson 
2004, Nelson 2003).   
 In 2005, Gabon (second after Cameroon) agreed to its own Indigenous Peoples’ Plan 
(IPP). The Indigenous Peoples’ Plan, as part of the Forest Environment Sector Programme6, 
is a national programme designed to streamline and coordinate all stakeholders’ and partners’ 
involvement in the natural resource management of the country and forms a key document in 
the framing of future policy. The Indigenous Peoples’ Plan contract is attached to a 
development policy loan of U$15 million whereby Gabon risks losing the next instalment if 
key activities (indicators) are not achieved (for example, demarcation of land for indigenous 
peoples, compensation for land loss, access to traditional lands, capacity building and 
participation of indigenous representation in the Forest Environment Sector Programme).  
 The Indigenous Peoples’ Plan document is a transparent summary of the present state 
of knowledge on the situation of the forest peoples of Gabon, where risks are identified in 
relationship to wider society and development processes, and a strategic plan has been 
negotiated to achieve the goals of the Forest Environment Sector Programme for indigenous 
peoples. The objectives, strategic plan and timetable of the Indigenous Peoples’ Plan are 
ambitious and include achieving equal rights for forest peoples in a number of areas: legal, 
technical, financial, organisational and cultural. 
  The primary achievement of the Indigenous Peoples’ Plan is Gabon’s official 
recognition of the existence of, and responsibility towards, its indigenous populations in all 
forest-related issues, along with the process of creating the Indigenous Peoples’ Plan, which 
facilitated new channels of communication between the major stakeholders. The document 
provides standards and guidelines for all stakeholders, including those who previously had no 
official policy on indigenous peoples.  The Indigenous Peoples’ Plan was initially met with 
some opposition but nevertheless brought together indigenous organisations, NGOs, 
government officials and conservation organisations, and encouraged dialogue between these 
various stakeholders. This has resulted in a new level of communication between the 
government (Ministries of Environment and Planning) and all three indigenous leaders that 
continues to be respected as the Forest Environment Sector Programme plans progress. 
 One of the biggest challenges posed by the Gabon Indigenous Peoples’ Plan will be 
the interface between National Park Laws and park-specific management regulations.  The 
Indigenous Peoples’ Plan states that the government should recognise and protect the land-
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use areas of indigenous people, especially within national parks and protected areas, in order 
to legalise access and utilisation: “subsistence as well as income gathering” (Schmidt-Soltau 
2005). This statement contradicts the new National Park law, which awaits endorsement by 
the state.   

One year after these developments, the Indigenous Peoples’ Plan is delayed, just like 
many other components of the Forest Environment Sector Programme, due to discussions 
between the government and the World Bank. These discussions have to be resolved if the 
loans are to be finally approved. The recent Sino-African Summit in Beijing reconfirmed 
growing Chinese economic interests and investment in Africa. Gabon is one of China’s main 
sources of timber. As well as the long-term environmental threats posed, these processes risk 
lessening the leverage of environmental and social safeguards stipulated in the loan 
conditions of long-standing partners such as the World Bank.  

In Cameroon, twelve years after community forests were legalised, and three years 
into the Indigenous Peoples’ Plan, despite identifying risks and measures to safeguard 
indigenous peoples’ interests, little progress has been made in this area. Pygmy communities’ 
interests continue to be ignored and tighter control on forest management has precipitated 
large-scale illegal logging activities affecting traditional land and resources.  
 
Future perspectives  
 “I worry, in a hundred years from now; will a Koya still be a Koya, when the forest has 
gone? ”(Odambo 2006, personal communication). 
 If current economic developments are to come into line with national goals to promote and 
give value to cultural diversity, models of development need to be widened to enable hunter-
gatherers to achieve equal opportunities to state benefits without losing their knowledge, 
culture and identity, all of which are inextricably linked to tenure of their traditional forest 
lands. So much depends on timing and what progress can take place under the current 
government. At present, Gabon is fully committed to exploiting its forest resources for 
commercial purposes. Current efforts to assist hunter-gatherers, such as the UNICEF 
integration programme, support this process in concentrating more on civil development, 
resettlement and integration rather than taking concrete measures - beyond dialogue - to 
safeguard traditional tenure, knowledge and livelihoods. As national park policies are still in 
the drafting process, it is still not clear whether park management plans will actually 
recognize indigenous peoples’ tenure and use rights. 
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Notes 
                                                
1 “Regroupement” literally means the bringing together of previously dispersed communities (in this case, 
forest-based) to form larger settlements strategically placed next to transport routes, administrative posts and 
state amenities. The term refers here to a series of official policies that occurred as early as the 1930s in Gabon, 
and into the post-colonial period through to the 1980s, resulting in numerous ethnically diverse rural 
communities being forcibly relocated to the roadside. These developments went hand in hand with the territorial 
and economic control of the country and laid the foundations for the modern state system (Pourtier 1989). 
2 NEPAD is a programme of the African Union concerned with the sustainable development of Africa.  Its 
objectives are set forth in the NEPAD strategic framework document for Africa, July 2001. The highest 
authority of the NEPAD implementation process is the Heads of State and Government Summit of the African 
Union . In Gabon, it comes under the Ministres de Commerce et du Développement Industriale chargé du 
NEPAD and has been involved in creating policy statements of intent on all areas of economic development. 
With the financial support of the IUCN, NEPAD has been involved in managing ministerial meetings concerned 
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with, for example, the revision of the Forestry Code 2001 and, in March 2004, indigenous representatives were 
invited to participate in the Séminaire: Implication sur la société civile sur le NEPAD, held in Libreville. 
 
3 CARPE is short for the Central African Regional Program for the Environment, a USAID initiative. CARPE funding 
is part of the WWF International Congo Basin Initiative, of which the Minkébé National Park is a component. The 
Project Communauté, Conservation and Validation du Parc National Minkébé par le communauté Baka  took place 
August-October 2006. 
 
4 The aim of the project is to provide all the Pygmy population with birth certificates, vaccinations and hygiene 
advice by February 2007. 
5 Cameroon  has agreed to Indigenous Peoples’ Plans (IPP) for the Forest Environment Policy Development 
Programme  (PSFE) and National Community Development Support Program (PNDP) (2003). In the Republic 
of Congo, DRC and the Central African Republic, the FESP are in the draft stage. 
 
 
6 In Gabon, there is a FESP and a GEF project in support of national parks and one IPP that covers both. The 
FESP is supposed to become operational early next year, while the GEF project officially started in June. 


