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Welcome to the new look Darwin Initiative newsletter.  Life is busy at the Darwin 
Initiative at the moment with an ongoing funding round.  As usual we had a strong 
response to a call for applications and the Darwin Expert Committee are in the throes 
of evaluating all the applications received. Watch this space for news on further 
funding rounds. 

In addition to a new look newsletter, you can catch up with what is new in the Darwin 
Initiative via the Darwin website (darwin.defra.gov.uk) and via Twitter  @Darwin_Defra. 

Conservation of the lowland 
savanna ecosystem in Belize     

(17-022)

Since April 2009 a Darwin Initiative project has 
been working to ensure that the rich plant and 
animal life found in the lowland savannas of 
Belize receives appropriate recognition within the 
country’s system of Protected Areas.
The study, led by the University of Edinburgh 
and the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh is 
building up the capacity of the newly established 
Environmental Research Institute (ERI) at the 
University of Belize for botanical surveying and 
monitoring.This is so that government agencies 
and local NGOs can make more informed decisions 
which balance the needs for conservation and 
economic development of savannas. 

The project has already produced a variety 
of scientific outputs, including new and 

comprehensive digital mapping of all savanna 
areas within Belize and a database of over 5,000 
plant records from which the first comprehensive 
vascular plant checklist for the savannas has been 
published.  These data sets have been handed over 
to partner institutions in Belize who are now using 
them to influence government policy making 
about the use of savannas nationwide and to help 
local NGOs to manage and conserve specific areas 
of savanna more effectively.  The mapping can be 
freely downloaded from the project website http://
www.eeo.ed.ac.uk/sea-belize/index.html and 
viewed in Google Earth and in other GIS software.
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Conserving ancient reptiles with modern technology with Africa’s 
Benga community (17-005)

Gabon, sometimes called Africa’s Eden, is one 
of Central Africa’s more wealthy and politically-
stable nations. Marine turtles are an important 
part of the culture for the African communities 
surrounding Corisco Bay in Gabon.  Members of 
the local Benga tribe use turtles for ceremonial 
feasts and turtles are occasionally hunted for sale 
in urban markets, although in recent years they 
have been increasingly difficult to obtain signalling 
local depletion. Projet Manga (meaning the sea 
in Benga) leads marine turtle conservation efforts 
in Corisco Bay under the tutelage of conservation 
biologists at the Wildlife Conservation Society and 
the University of Exeter. 

The Manga research program has grown to incorporate the latest techniques and has moved beyond 
conservation efforts on land into the sea.  Manga’s research objectives include characterizing the 
population structure of turtles in Corisco Bay, identifying critical habitat locales within these waters, 
and determining the degree of turtles’ residency and site fidelity.  The territorial border between Gabon 
and Equatorial Guinea is disputed within Corisco Bay thereby complicating conservation efforts and 
demonstrating the need of international cooperation. The first of three field expeditions began in 
March 2010 marking the debut of Gabon’s first and only in-water study of marine turtles.  During these 
expeditions, Manga deployed the first satellite transmitters on green turtles in Gabon and Equatorial 

Guinea receiving celebratory send-offs, and 
discovered green and hawksbill turtles inhabiting 
the upper reaches of Akanda National Park’s 
mangroves - living in the suburbs of a capital city. 

So far 12 green turtles have also had satellite 
transmitters attached to their shells allowing their 
movements to be tracked remotely.  Each time 
the turtle surfaces the transmitter sends a radio 
signal, which if received by a passing satellite 
is then relayed to a French agency, decoded, 
assigned a geographic location and posted on 
a website (http://www.seaturtle.org/tracking/
?project_id=475).  In this way, Manga can see 
where the turtles go and their habitat use may 
be assessed; to date the project website has 
been visited over 10,000 times.  The research 
has demonstrated that Corisco Bay green turtles 
show strong site fidelity to capture locations 
near seagrass and macroalgal beds, however, 
some individuals do move across national 
borders emphasizing the need for trans-frontier 
conservation.

Credit: Catherine McClellan Exeter University
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Bringing together unlikely 
partners to protect the Nimba 

mountains (17-014)

The Darwin Initiative (DI) has provided the 
catalyst for a groundbreaking initiative to foster 
transboundary collaboration on environmental 
management in West Africa’s stunning Nimba 
Mountains. Successful cooperation between 
countries is notoriously difficult, particularly in 
Africa, but Fauna & Flora International (FFI) has 
set itself the goal of ensuring the governments of 
Liberia, Guinea and Cote d’Ivoire work together to 
manage mining and other developments in this 
biodiversity-rich area. 

The 40km-long Nimba Mountains contain rich 
deposits of iron ore – a valuable resource which the 
three range states cannot afford to ignore. Liberia, 
Guinea and Cote d’Ivoire all suffer from high levels 
of poverty and are either currently experiencing 
political unrest or recovering from recent conflict. 
Thus the governments have allocated mining 
concessions to major multinational extractive 
companies such as Arcelor Mittal, BHP Billiton and 
SMFG across the Nimba Mountain range. 

However, it is vital that mining is balanced with 
sound environmental management – the area 
contains a World Heritage Site, supports many 
unique and threatened species, including the 
fascinating Nimba otter shrew (Micropotamogale 
lamotteiv), and provides crucial ecosystem 
services for local communities such as watershed 
protection. Mining and bush meat are the two 
biggest threats to Nimba’s forests and wildlife.

Support from the DI has enabled FFI to work 
towards establishing a multistakeholder 
transboundary environmental governance 
platform to ensure that communities, companies, 
conservation NGOs and government bodies across 
all three countries are involved in environmental 
management decisions. Sustainable conservation 
is only possible once all stakeholders are involved. 

 The transboundary initiative has been making 
excellent progress, mapping and engaging 
stakeholders, making policy recommendations and 
carrying out other crucial activities. The mining 
companies have committed to sharing data to help 
in the creation of a Nimba Biodiversity Atlas, a clear 
sign of support for the project. 
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New ‘toolkit’ of methods for 
assessing ecosystem services 

piloted in Nepal (18-005)
BirdLife International and Bird Conservation 
Nepal (BCN), with support from other institutions 
including the Cambridge Conservation Initiative 
and Kings College London, are implementing a 
project to develop a rapid approach to measuring 
ecosystem services at the site-scale. Using simple, 
yet robust protocols and methods, this project 
will build capacity nationally to assess and value 
ecosystem services. These methods are adaptable 
to a wide range of sites, are replicable over time, 
and can therefore be used to provide important 
information for tracking progress towards the 
Convention on Biological Diversity internationally 
agreed targets for biodiversity conservation by 
2020. 

The project is being implemented at several 
Important Bird Areas – sites of international 
importance for bird conservation - in Nepal.  Nepal 
has among the richest birdlife in Asia, with 867 
species recorded to date, 33 of which are globally 
threatened. Nepal’s rich biodiversity and its 
ecosystems provide vital services and livelihoods 
for most poor people yet many of these areas 
are under threat from agricultural expansion, 
pollution, overharvesting and climate change.  

Throughout the project we will be continuously 
improving the methods through a process of 
expert workshops, external review, stakeholder 
engagement and field-testing at sites in Nepal. At 
the end of the project the ‘toolkit’ will be widely 
accessible to decision-makers, conservation 
practitioners, researchers, rights holders and other 
stakeholders. 

Large mammal migration 
corridors in Tanzania (17-028)         

            
Frontier-Tanzania’s Darwin Initiative-funded project 
in Tanzania has been running in the Kilombero 
Valley, East Africa’s largest wetland, since 2009. 
It aims to assess the status of a large mammal 
migration corridor between the Udzungwa 
Mountains and the Selous Game Reserve, known 
as the Ruipa Corridor. At the same time the project 
is working to improve the way the land within this 
corridor is managed and to improve relationships 
between local stakeholders who can influence its 
future.  

Frontier-Tanzania has been working to 
promote discussions between villages and the 
Ulanga District Council, and to improve local 
attitudes towards wildlife and responsible land 
management. In April 2011, at a meeting of the 

councils of Igota, Kichangani, Ikungua and Idunda 
(villages through which our data shows there are 
still attempts at seasonal movements by large 
mammals) council members were finally shown 
Ministry-approved maps of the district. This was 
the first time that local people had seen these 
maps - since their formulation in 2003 – and the 
atmosphere at the meeting was electric.

The Frontier team is currently working with the 
Ulanga District Council and the village councils 
of Igota, Kichangani, Ikungua and Idunda to 
formulate Ministry-approved participatory land 
management plans that will set aside viable 
land for the preservation and potential future 
restoration of the Ruipa Corridor, without 
compromising the ability of expanding local 
communities to meet their subsistence needs.

Without the support of the Darwin Initiative, the 
University of Dar Es Salaam, the Kilombero Valley 
Teak Company and all nine village councils, the 
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Promoting sustainable artisanal fisheries in Peru - a strong start to the 
project (18-001)

Peru has abundant and important natural resources, but traditionally most conservation efforts have 
concentrated on the terrestrial environment, with concerns for marine biodiversity and conservation 
left lagging behind.  One area in need of urgent action is work to better understand Peru’s vast small 
scale fisheries and their interactions with marine fauna 
– including sea turtles, seabirds, marine mammals and 
sharks - and to promote long term sustainability of 
these fleets.

Staff at the University of Exeter, working in close 
collaboration with the Peruvian NGO ProDelphinus 
as well as with Peru government agencies and 
local fishermen, are now addressing these issues 
through their Darwin Sustainable Artisanal Fisheries 
Initiative (SAFI).   The main goal of the project is 
to generate a sound, implementable strategy that 
promotes sustainable fisheries, conserves Peru’s 
marine biodiversity, and increases local capacity and 
awareness among key stakeholders and the general 
public.  ProDelphinus (PD) has started performing 
numerous activities toward accomplishing project goals 
objectives.  

 This coordinated, national scale initiative along the 
entire Peruvian coast will run through to September 
2013. In the coming months and years, the Darwin SAFI 
Project will continue to study Peru’s artisanal fisheries 
and their interactions with the marine fauna occurring 

protection of the essential remaining elements of the Ruipa Corridor would not be possible. We are 
extremely grateful for the financial and logistical assistance provided by these institutions, which has 
allowed Frontier-Tanzania to contribute to alleviating the wider plight of wildlife corridors in Tanzania.
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along the Peru coast. The insights gained through 
this work will allow us to trial and implement new 
techniques and mitigation measures to improve 
fishery sustainability and reduce the mortality of 
endangered and protected species - both of which 
will be important and positive steps forward in 
these fisheries and for Peru.

For more information on the project visit www.
prodelphinus.org, ProDelphinus on Facebook or 
www.blogprodelphinus.blogspot.com.

The Darwin Apprentices (and 
donkeys) get stuck in on St 

Helena (18-020)
The three year Darwin Project funded by Defra’s 
Darwin Initiative is now full steam ahead on St 
Helena with a full complement of staff, apprentices 
and donkeys! The apprentices have been working 
hard towards gaining a Diploma in Environmental 
Conservation and have already planted over 1500 
endemic plants, removed sack-fulls of the invasive 
arum lilly and truck-fulls of ginger to make into 
compost. 

The project staff include: Jodie Mills, Project 
manager, Mike Thorsen, Restoration Ecologist 
and Charlie Dooley, Conservation Officer who are 
working hard to train young Saint Helenians in all 
aspects of conservation work to ensure St Helena 
has a sustainable conservation work force for the 
future.

The National Trust has also taken on 12 donkeys 
from an abandoned donkey sanctuary and have 
been working hard in their spare time to train 

them and get them fit enough for working on the 
island once again. They have so far been helping 
us take the plants up to the project’s target areas 
and remove the weeds off the site. We also do 
regular donkey walking with the local community 
which sometimes turns into donkey wrestling if 
the donkeys are feeling mischievous, but it’s great 
fun and we walk right past the target site so we are 
teaching the islanders all about the plants we are 
planting at the same time. 

This is what some work experience students from 
the Island’s secondary school had to say about 
working on the Darwin Project: 

“One of the tasks was to take part in the excavation 
of the hillside to make a new and improved 
footpath along Blue Point Ridge to Devil’s Cap, to 
encourage more people to walk out there, but also 
we hope to take the donkeys out there to work too. 
We worked tremendously hard throughout the 
holidays and we have stood amongst the slopes 
of the hillsides, digging the paths and excavating 
trees and bushes. Unlucky for two students whom 
at one point fell into prickles whilst taking part in 
this task! However, we were still enthusiastic and 

excited enough to continue working 
hard. We also had a very muddy day 
up on High Peak removing arum lilly’s 
from the pristine area of endemics. The 
donkeys helped us out too by carting the 
seeds and roots of the lily’s down the hill 
and off site so they don’t re-grow. It was 
a fun experience and we are all hoping 
to start the conservation Diploma in July 
this year” 

The project is going extremely well 
thanks to the Darwin Initiative funding 
and has been well received on the 
Island, particularly when we all dressed 
up as endemic species for the recent St 
Helena’s Day Parade! 

Please send articles to us at
Darwin-Newsletter@LTSI.co.uk

Credit: Jeffrey Mangel Exeter University
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