
                                                                                                                                         
 

Human rights violations in protected areas – report from Lobéké National Park in Came-
roon 
 
Protected areas in the Congo basin presently face heavy criticism: forest- rangers (‘eco-guards’) are 
accused of using physical force and threats of violence against local communities. The allegations are 
not new: in 2016, the non-governmental organisation 
Survival International submitted a formal complaint to 
the OECD against WWF over alleged Human Rights 
violations in Lobéké National Park, Cameroon. How is the 
situation on the ground? What is behind these 
accusations and what are the main conflict drivers?  
 
Henrice Stöbesand & Yannic Kiewitt (Participants of the 
56th SLE postgraduate programme) 
 
Our team, seven young experts and participants of the 
SLE's postgraduate programme at Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin, spent three months in Cameroon in 2018 to 
explore the challenges of effective and equitable 
governance of protected areas. We spent six weeks in 
Lobéké National Park and, amongst others, looked at 
park- people conflicts impeding local support for 
conservation efforts.  
 
Conflicts between forest rangers (‘eco-guards’) and local 
communities in Lobéké National Park have received 
prominent media coverage, and, unsurprisingly, were 
also an issue during our research. Local communities 
reproached eco- guards with allegations of abuse, 
claiming that the rangers routinely confiscate their 
hunting and fishing equipment, destroy their makeshifts 
camps in the forests and at times resort to physical 
violence and verbal humiliation. When asked to act out a 
typical encounter between villagers and eco-guards in the 
‚Theatre of the Oppressed ‘, most actors chose to portray 
eco-guards as unreasonable and violent.  

“There is no trust” 

Remarkably, most people interviewed said that they had 
not experienced direct violence by eco- guards 
themselves. Some Baka even stated that their 
relationship with eco-guards - fraught with conflict in the 
past - has now become friendlier. Notwithstanding, 
reported incidents of direct violence have created an 
atmosphere of fear and apprehension. As one participant 
put it: “There is no trust”.  

SLE study on protected areas 

The study “Conflicts, Participation and Co- 
Management in Protected Area: A case- study 
from Lobéké National Park, Cameroon” was 
conducted by young experts from the 
Humboldt University's Centre for Rural 
Development (Seminar für Ländliche 
Entwicklung, SLE) and co-financed by KfW 
Development Bank. Departing from the 
concept of ‘Common Pool Resource 
Governance’, the study looks at park 
management, local participation, conflicts, 
and local livelihood strategies.  

The study is based on empirical research 
involving qualitative interviews, focus group 
discussions, stakeholder workshops and 
innovative participatory methods such as 
PhotoVoice and Theatre of the Oppressed. 
The team worked in eight municipalities 
around the park and spoke with groups of the 
Baka, the indigenous people in the area, as 
well as Bantu. Interviews were also conducted 
with the park management, park employees 
including eco-guards, local safari and timber 
companies and local NGOs. The data was 
contextualised through 15 expert interviews 
with (inter-) 
national stakeholders in Yaoundé, GIS data 
and an extensive literature review, involving 
the examination of management plans.   

The Expertise: 
Park management: Julia Bayer; Dr May Hokan 
Livelihoods: Tobias Beyer; Nicolas Mielich 
Participation: Konstantin Engelbrecht 
Conflict: Yannic Kiewitt; Henrice Stöbesand 
Team Leader/Backstopper: Cosmas Kombat/ 
Dr Susanne Neubert 

The publication will shortly be available here: 
https://www.sle-
berlin.de/index.php/publikationen/sle-
auslandsstudien 
E-mail: kamerun-ap@googlegroups.com 

 

https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.php/publikationen/sle-auslandsstudien
https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.php/publikationen/sle-auslandsstudien
https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.php/publikationen/sle-auslandsstudien
mailto:ap@googlegroups.com


                                                                                                                                         
 

The eco-guards, on the other hand, are highly suspicious of local poachers, and reported feeling 
unsafe during their patrols. According to a young ranger, their job was essentially a matter of life and 
death: “If I confiscate a weapon today, it is not the weapon that will kill me tomorrow”.  

According to our analysis, the following factors aggravate the conflict:  

1. The complaint mechanism is ineffective: While a complaint mechanism was set up in 2014 
by WWF and the local NGO CEFAID to report Human Rights abuses by eco-guards, the 
research showed that people from the localities around Lobéké National Park do not know of 
its existence. It appears that both WWF and CEFAID have so far failed to inform the local 
population about the workings of the complaint mechanism. Furthermore, the mechanism is 
not accessible to locals, as complaints can only be filed in an office in Yokadouma - a city that 
is hundreds of kilometres away from Lobéké National Park. Without a functioning complaint 
mechanism, it is difficult for the local population to take action against Human Rights abuses: 
accessing the Cameroonian justice system is not an option for most of them, as police 
stations and legal institutions are scarcely spread in the area and the few local police officers 
are perceived to be corrupt. As a result, participants reported to feel helpless, having 
nowhere to turn to with their grievances. 

2. Unclear usage rights in the park's buffer zone: While Lobéké National Park has established 
clear rules of access and usage, land-usage and property rights in the park’s ‘buffer- zone’ are 
unclear, as concessions of private companies and agricultural zones overlap. The result is 
legal uncertainty that primarily benefits the more powerful stakeholders, i.e. national and 
international timber, mining, and safari companies which, according to our findings, severely 
restrict the access and usage rights of the local population.  

3. Safari companies have taken over law enforcement in the park's buffer zone: The study 
found that at least one safari company is cooperating with the Cameroonian military to 
patrol its grounds – notably without the involvement of trained eco-guards. Following the 
accounts of local communities, the military regularly resorts to physical violence to defend 
the companies’ commercial interest and prevents locals from accessing their agroforestry 
zones. According to the park management, this cooperation poses a major problem: unlike 
trained eco-guards, the Cameroonian military is not familiar with the local population's usage 
rights, and therefore can hardly distinguish between permissible non-commercial hunting 
and incidents of poaching.  

4. The Cameroonian state neglects its eco-guards: Lobéké National Park is jointly managed by 
MINFOF, the Cameroonian Ministry of Flora and Fauna, and WWF Cameroon. The 
Cameroonian government wields authority over the eco-guards. As common for government 
officials, the eco-guards are not locals, but are recruited centrally via the capital Yaoundé. 
The eco-guards, mostly young men, live in barrack-like houses far away from their families, 
have no access to adequate medical care and earn little money. Lobéké has no 
telecommunications network; the nearest town is hundreds of kilometres away. The difficult 
living conditions of the eco-guards cause a lot of frustration. Many eco-guards stated to risk 
their lives in their job yet feel unappreciated for their work.   So far, the frustration of the 
eco-guards has not been adequately addressed. It is plausible to assume that the eco-guards’ 
frustration and lack of motivation may be a cause for inefficient work (e.g. not applying the 
usage rights) and even violent behaviour.  

 



                                                                                                                                         
 

To defuse the conflict, these conflict drivers must be addressed. It is vital to thoroughly investigate 
the allegations of physical abuse - the claims of either side were impossible to verify within the scope 
of our study. It is also necessary to establish forums of dialogue between local communities and eco-
guards to enable open exchange and interaction between both conflict parties. There already are 
encouraging signs of reconciliation on both sides: in some of the improvised theatres, participants 
expressed their keen desire for dialogue with the eco-guards. The eco-guards, on the other hand, 
appear to understand the underlying motives of small-scale poaching. As one eco-guard explained: 
“If you want to prevent them [the local communities] from hunting, you have to offer alternatives”.   

 

“We are sick of animals” 

While the conflict between eco-guards and local communities receives prominent media coverage in 
Germany and abroad, incidents of Human- Wildlife conflict appear to be of more significance on site. 
Wildlife impact has fuelled anxiety and anger among the local population. Following one participant, 
people were “sick of […] animals destroying [the] fields”. As most people depend on a single 
livelihood strategy and lack alternative assets, they are highly vulnerable to resource destruction, and 
perceive wildlife impact as an existential threat. Especially elephants are feared for their destructive 
potential. Participants reported to feel helpless and left alone in dealing with wildlife impact, 
aggravating the perceived menace. As a result, the protection of forest animals is not fully 
understood and supported. One participant complained:  "Elephants are protected more than 
humans”.  

Leased and lost? The park's “buffer zone” 

Most of the land use restrictions of the local population do not arise in  the park itself, which “only” 
comprises around 200,000 hectares, but in its “buffer zone”, which amounts up 600,000 hectares 
(UNESCO 2019). According to UNESCO World Heritage regulations, the park’s buffer zone must be 
managed sustainably and socially just. Lobéké's buffer zone, however, has largely been leased to 
private companies (safari, timber, mining) that have only little motivation to consider local needs. 
The restrictions that these concessions impose on the local population are hardly taken into account 
in the current media debate.  

Another problem: the state of Cameroon is largely absent in the park’s buffer zone. No other state 
institution but MINFOF is represented in the area. Public authorities that offer vital citizen’s services, 
i.e. the issuing of birth certificates or identity documents, are located either in the district centre of 
Yokadouma or in the capital of the eastern Bertoua region (200km /500km away from Lobéké). Fur-
thermore, there is only little public investment in the basic infrastructure of the park’s buffer zone 
(schools, hospitals, water supply). Consequently, locals feel neglected, as this participant clearly ex-
pressed: "I don't know in which state we live - do we live in Cameroon? Nobody cares about us - 
what is going on here?" While some private stakeholders such as timber companies have supported 
the socio-economic development of local communities to a limited degree (i.e. by constructing 
roads), many of the interviewees see it as the duty of the park management to ensure that their 
basic needs are met. As a result, conservation is often confronted with the need for social-economic 
development. These high expectations exacerbate the conflict between park management and local 
population.  

“If the parks no longer receive funding, they will disappear”  

https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1380


                                                                                                                                         
 

In view of the many challenges to protected area governance, many commentators call for an 
immediate stop of funding. The already chronically underfunded protected areas of the Congo Basin 
would then no longer be able to exist. This would have fatal consequences not only for endangered 
species like gorillas and forest elephants, but also for the local population. If dissolved, it is likely that 
the area of Lobéké National Park is either leased to private companies or taken over by large-scale 
poachers. Especially the latter group has no interest to respect local usage rights - and eludes 
accountability.  Human rights activists from the Human Rights Centre in Bayanga, Central African 
Republic, also criticise this prominent appeal and warn: “We have already lost a lot of nature as a 
result of war... If the parks no longer receive funding, they will disappear. This will only cause more 
problems.”  

The entire study will soon be available on our website:  

 https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.php/publikationen/sle-auslandsstudien 
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