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The Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forest Conservation Trust (MBIFCT).

The overall aim of the MBIFCT is, in co-operation with other like-minded organisations, to promote the conservation and protection of the biodiversity in two National Parks, Mgahinga Gorilla and Bwindi Impenetrable. The two areas are home to the largest population of mountain gorillas in the world -estimated at about 300 in Bwindi alone. The habitat was being threatened by human activities and therefore endangering the gorilla population.

Furthermore, these areas have unique biodiversity unequalled elsewhere in Uganda.

The Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forest Conservation Trust (MBIFCT) became a trust under the Republic of Uganda Trustee Incorporation Act@ on the 2nd March 1994. The Trustees appointed a Trust Management Board (TMB) which in turn established a Trust Administration Unit (TAU) to run the day to day affairs of MBIFCT. The TAU came into being on 1st July 1995.

MBIFCT has been funded by the Global Environment Facility through the World Bank in order to conserve the biodiversity of two important resource bases in Uganda, Mgahinga Gorilla National Park (MGNP) and Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (BINP). The Government of Uganda and GEF, with the encouragement of USAID and conservation NGOs, have set up the Trust to provide a flow of funds and technical assistance to local communities in order to demonstrate tangible benefits from the conservation of these resource bases. In addition the Trust provides financing for research in and around the two parks, as well as support for improved park management.

The GEF grant of 4 million US dollars to MBIFCT is in the form of an endowment fund which has been placed with a finance company in London. The income derived from this endowment will provide grants for community, research and park management projects in perpetuity. In order that the endowment fund may be given time to consolidate, the first two years of MBIFCT=s operation were funded by USAID under its Action Programme for the Environment (APE). These USAID funds amounted to $880,700 over the two years, of which, nearly $36,000 was available for training and education in the communities and $310,000 available for grants and technical assistance. The $310,000 was allocated as follows:

60% to projects arising from the community initiative, 20% for research grants and 20% to supporting management in the two National Parks.

The balance of the funds, $534,700 covered the start up and administration costs.

By the end of the first two years, MBIFCT attracted further funding from the Dutch Government for another five years to continue to pay for operational costs thus enabling the capital invested to accrue more interest, and/or to add directly to the capital so that the annual income available for expenditure from the endowment fund can become greater. Administrator of the MBIFCT would like to see the endowment fund grow to at least $8 million. Such a sum would ensure an annual income of about $500,000 being available to MBIFCT for use in its operations whilst at the same time maintaining the capital value of the endowment. Once MBIFCT is entirely dependent on the income from the endowment fund the actual amount available each year will be dependent on the success of the investment company which in turn depends on the fluctuations of the world finance markets.

The MBIFCT is structured as shown in the organogram below:
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The principle operational area for the MBIFCT and from which community projects are received is defined as two parishes deep around each of the two National Parks of MGNP and BINP. However some projects beyond the two parishes may be funded if it can be demonstrated that such projects have conservation benefits for either of the two parks. Research projects may be carried out inside the parks or among the communities in MBIFCT’s operational area described above. National Parks Projects may be associated with any aspects of work related to the two parks.

In summary therefore the Trust funds three types of projects:

Community Projects, which, may arise from a whole community or a group from within the community or an individual. Community Projects may include social development/activities, income generating or business activities.

Research Projects including base line data collection and monitoring which may arise from within the parks or the communities surrounding the parks.

Park Management Projects

The TAU is designed to work with communities, groups and individuals; with the two National Parks management teams and with institutions and individuals in the field of research. TAU will assist any of the above to present proposals to the appropriate committee, the Local Community Steering Committee, the Technical Advisory Committee or the Trust and Management Board.

This is one of the very few Trust Funds around the World combining biodiversity conservation and community development. It is already showing signs of success as there is a working relationship with communities who have realised that there can be direct benefit from conservation of biodiversity.
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There are a few Trust funds which are up and functioning, such as the Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forests Conservation Trust (conserving the habitats for the rare and endangered mountain Gorilla- Gorilla gorilla beringei) and a number of others are planned, but not yet functional. Most of the other funding for conservation has been from government and donor funded projects, lasting for a specified period and aimed at addressing a specific conservation issue.

Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forest Conservation Trust

Reported by Tom Blomley / CARE International
This case illustrates the accomplishments and shortcomings of a trust fund and several institutions trying to protect a World Heritage Site.

Background

Mgahinga Gorilla and Bwindi Impenetrable National Parks are critical afro-montane habitats located in the southwestern corner of Uganda, close to the borders with the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda. Previously forest reserves, both areas were upgraded to national park status in 1991. Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (BINP) is one of 29 forests in Africa accorded the highest conservation status and was declared a World Heritage Site in 1994. It serves as an enclave for at least 12 Red Data Book species that are endangered or threatened with extinction. It is the only forest in Africa with a continuum of low-to-high altitude forest types, and the rare afro-montane vegetation provides the richest habitats in east Africa for birds (346 species), butterflies (202), and trees (200). It also hosts 120 mammal species, seven of which are diurnal primates, including chimpanzees and just under half (circa 280) of the world's population of mountain gorillas. Like Bwindi, Mgahinga Gorilla National Park contains rare afro-montane rain forest vegetation, but owing to the elevations of three volcanoes, Muhabura (4,127 meters), Sabinyo (3,645 meters), and Gahinga (3,475 meters), it offers a particularly rich diversity of habitat that includes montane, bamboo, and alpine flora, and extensive marshes lying between the volcanoes. At 34 square kilometers, Mgahinga is Uganda's smallest park, but supports a great diversity of wildlife.

The Bwindi Trust is overseen by a board of trustees consisting of members of national government institutions; local community representatives; members of CARE (an international NGO), a local NGO, and a local research institute; and representatives of the private sector. On the local level, representatives drawn from communities surrounding the two protected areas have organized a Local Community Steering Committee (LSCS) to vet and select development projects for trust funding and increasing local conservation awareness.

According to its bylaws the trust’s overall objective is to maintain the biodiversity and ecosystem health of the Mgahinga Gorilla and Bwindi Impenetrable National Parks. This is not a narrowly defined conservation project and a substantial portion of the annual expenditure actually goes toward supporting local development projects in the immediate vicinity of the two protected areas. In recent years the trust has invested in the following:

· Community development activities: This includes support to communities, groups, or individuals for social development projects or business activities. Sixty percent of the annual budget of the trust is spent on these activities.

· Research and ecological monitoring: Twenty percent of the trust's annual budget goes into supporting long-term ecological monitoring (via a local research institute) as well as studies undertaken by Ugandan students or other local researchers.

· Park management: Twenty percent of the annual budget goes to support increased management capacity of the two parks—through capital purchases, training support, and covering some recurrent costs as well as supporting the Trust Administration Unit: This covers salaries, office rent, utilities, and other recurrent running costs as well as the costs of regular board and local community steering committee meetings.

The trust has been working alongside a number of other organizations united by a common interest in the conservation of the two protected areas and the sustainable development of the rural areas in the immediate vicinity. Other key players have included the CARE Development Through Conservation Project, the Institute for Tropical Forest Conservation, and the International Gorilla Conservation Program.

Given the range of players working on similar issues together with district local governments and the Uganda Wildlife Authority, it is hard to assess or attribute to the trust all of the improvements witnessed in the area over the last decade. 

However, on a broad scale, the changes have been impressive. From a deeply conflictive situation in the early 1990s, following the establishment of the two national parks (and the associated loss of benefits to local people), there are increasing signs of acceptance of the two protected areas as well as signs of increasing collaboration between local communities and park management authorities. Some of the key indicators to date include:

· Changes in local attitudes. CARE and the trust have been tracking changes in local attitudes toward the two parks and the park authorities by randomly sampling households living in the immediate vicinity; these studies show dramatic positive changes.

· Reversals in encroachment rates. From the 1970s to the early 1990s agricultural encroachments over the boundaries of the two protected areas were significant and largely unchallenged. Much of this was caused by the breakdown of law and order in the country at the time and the effective "open access" nature of the two national parks. However, since 2000 there have been no recorded encroachments and the boundaries of the two parks are being entirely respected by local people, despite the limited ability of the parks' staff to effectively patrol these remote areas.

· Reduction in fires. In the early 1990s, following the establishment of the two national parks, arson was a common occurrence. Fires continue to be a problem, but this is largely because agricultural clearance at the end of the dry season is often facilitated by burning bush on fallow land, which can easily spread into forest areas. What is significant is that on many occasions since 2002, community members were quick to respond to fire outbreaks and assisted park management by swift reporting as well as active (and voluntary) assistance in extinguishing the fires before more serious damage was caused.

· Improvements in health care. The trust’s rural development initiatives have made a clear impact. Clinics built in remote rural areas far from district health services have had a significant impact in reducing local mortality from diseases such as malaria and cholera, while enrollment in primary schools has been boosted following the construction of local primary schools. Local incomes have been raised as a result of income-generating activities such as beekeeping and tailoring. As a result of targeted information campaigns, local beneficiaries are able to clearly appreciate the links between local development projects and the continued existence and protection of the two national parks.

Financial arrangements

The main financing mechanism envisioned by the park stakeholders was a conservation trust fund. The Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forest Conservation Trust (commonly known as the Bwindi Trust or MBIFCT) was established as an independent organization in 1995, with an initial grant from GEF of US$ 4.3 million. This money became the trust’s capital endowment, was invested in the London stock market, and managed by a U.K.-based asset management firm. 
The original idea was to let that capital compound to reach about US$ 10 million dollars at which level the interests on the principal would be enough to pay for the trust’s annual budget—the underlying principle being that if the trust’s capital base remained intact it would ensure the financial sustainability of its activities in the future. Hence, the original capital was not tapped and grew to 7.4 million dollars by late 2002 when plummeting stock markets reduced it to a current value of approximately 5.4 million dollars. 

Since1995 several other sources have contributed to the trust’s conservation activities in and around the parks. The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Dutch government were major donors. Other donors or institutions directly working in the area included CARE, WWF, the International Gorilla Conservation Program, Uganda’s Institute for Tropical Forest Conservation, Uganda’s government, and Park’s Revenue Sharing Program through which 20 percent of the parks' gate entry fees were spent on social projects in nearby communities. From 1995 to 2002 the trust was able to use these other sources of money and keep the trust fund untouched. However, in late 2002 the support from USAID and the Netherlands ended and the trust was forced to begin withdrawals from its capital account in London.

The main challenge that the trust faces is its long term financial sustainability. Despite significant successes in terms of both environmental and social development impacts, as well as the high profile of the two "gorilla-parks," obtaining additional funding beyond the original GEF grant and the two early large donors has proven difficult. 
This, combined with recent losses on the endowment due to falling stock markets, has resulted in a bleak financial outlook. If the trust is to have a long-term future the capital base needs to be significantly raised beyond its current levels. In the short term, the trust is attacking this problem on two fronts. First, cost reduction measures are being analyzed with a view to reducing operational running costs to a minimum.

At the same time, a deliberate fundraising strategy is being pursued to raise the overall level of the endowment—from private donors in Europe and North America as well as from more traditional institutional and bilateral donors. 
Unfortunately, it has proven extremely hard to obtain funds from private foundations and trusts to supplement the Bwindi Trust endowment—largely because many of these grantmaking institutions question the sense in transferring funds from one endowment to another, particularly if rates of return are insecure.

In terms of reducing costs, significant challenges remain as well. The project's working area is large, remote, and inaccessible, necessitating four-wheel-drive vehicles and causing them significant wear and tear. In addition, the trust is based on principles of accountability and transparency, with a local steering committee drawn from locally elected representatives, which screens and selects funding proposals, and a national board of trustees, which oversees the organization as a whole; these institutional arrangements have costs and clearly there are trade-offs to be considered between high levels of accountability and overall cost levels.

Project lessons

The trust was the first of its kind in Africa and as such it has been a pioneer, providing much needed guidance to other emerging conservation trusts elsewhere on the continent. There have been frequent visits by representatives from emerging trust funds in countries such as Tanzania, Malawi, and Cameroon. Following the early successes of the Bwindi Trust, GEF has gone on to support the establishment of trust funds in other parts of the globe, including South America and Southeast Asia.

The basic fundamentals of the Bwindi Trust have high levels of replication—namely a locally run, transparently managed grantmaking body, supporting both conservation and local socioeconomic development, drawing funds from a capital endowment. However, some key lessons have emerged from the last decade which may be of use to others about to embark on a similar venture:

· The initial grant was too small to sustain the trust in the long term. It is essential to consider the size of the endowment needed to support the long-term operations of a conservation trust and ensure that the starting capital is not too far off this figure.

· A fundraising strategy was only seriously considered when finances became a major issue. It is essential to develop and fund a long-term fundraising strategy at the earliest possible stage to avoid funding and financing crunches later on.

· Measures should be put in place to reinforce the conservation-development linkage. In the early days of the Bwindi Trust it was assumed that if people were to make the conceptual link between trust-supported initiatives and conservation, micro-projects had to center around natural resource activities such as planting woodlots, handicraft projects, and energy-saving stoves. It became increasingly clear that, provided a good communication strategy was put in place, it was possible to meet people’s priority development needs (such as health, education, or income) and still increase goodwill toward conservation.
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