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BACKGROUND 

 

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

set up in 1994 under the Uganda Trust Act, with a mandate to provide long term funding 

for the conservation of the biodiversity and ecosystem of Mgahinga Gorilla National Park 

(MGNP) and Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (BINP) in South Western Uganda. The 

importance of these two protected areas lies mainly in their biodiversity, which includes: 

 

o Over 120 mammal species including seven diurnal primates, chief of which is the 

mountain gorilla. Over half the world’s gorilla population (>300) live here. 

o Over 360 bird species. 

o Over 200 species of butterflies (84% of Uganda’s total butterfly fauna). 

o Over 324 tree species (ten of them endemic to Uganda) 

 

The MBIFCT is the first conservation fund to be supported by the GEF in Africa. The 

trust became effective on July 12, 1995 with an initial GEF grant of US$ 4.3 million. 

Major partnerships were developed with donors to leverage MBIFCT’s capital and as a 

result, in 1995, MBIFCT received a grant of US$ 890,700 from USAID that covered its 

operational costs and helped launch project operations for the first two years (1995-

1997). At the end of the USAID funding period, the Netherlands Government followed a 

similar model and provided MBIFCT with US$ 2.7 million from 1997-2003. This 

funding allowed the trust to reinvest all interest earned on its invested capital. The Fund 

grew from US$ 5.8 million to US$7 million between 1997/1998 and 1999/2000, dropped 

to US$ 5.5 million (due to the poor stock market performance in 2001), and has gradually 

recovered to US$ 6.8 million in 2005/2006. The overall rate of return for the Trust during 

the last three years has been 12.9 percent, according to the 2002/2005 annual report.  

 

MBIFCT also attracted additional funds from other donors for example: US$ 240,500 

from the UN Foundation through FA0 for the Enterprise Development Project for the 

period from January 2001 to May 2004. CARE /Uganda provided a small grant of 

US$26,018, and the Royal Netherlands Government provided additional grants 

amounting to US$98,050 to the program.  

 

However, with the closing of the Netherlands (DGIS) grant in 2003, the Trust has begun 

drawing regularly on income. Withdrawals were made in FY 2003, 2004 and 2005 in the 

amount of US$ 215,593, US$ 149,043and US$ 112,145 respectively. By the end of 2005, 

as donor funds began running out, the Trust Management Board decided to cut back its 

administrative and program costs commensurately to the level permitted by what the 

Fund actually produced. It also decided to devote a high priority to developing and 

implementing an effective fundraising strategy to defray a larger proportion of 

operational and administrative costs (World Bank, 2007). Partnerships with NGOs and 

renting out of its office space are examples of such strategies.  
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

The main objective of the Trust is to fund community based socio-economic development 

projects for the communities adjacent to the parks. The underlying principle is that the 

conservation of the National Parks should benefit local communities nearby who often 

have limited access to the resources of the protected area, and yet suffer crop damage by 

animals. Communities bearing the costs for the protection of the ecosystem should, 

therefore, be rewarded. The Government of Uganda and GEF agreed that the Trust Fund 

should be established in perpetuity to support conservation in the area, rather than a 

project, with a limited life. 

The Deed establishing the Trust Fund apportioned grant resources according to the 

following priorities: 

 

o Community development activities: projects proposed and established by the local 

community groups, projects that demonstrate positive impact on the conservation 

of parks and their diversity, non-consumptive utilization of forests such as eco-

tourism etc. (60% of income) 

o Research activities: ecological and socio-economic issues of importance to 

management of the parks and their relationship with adjacent communities (20% 

of income) 

o Park management activities: which include improved patrolling, demarcation of 

park boundaries, and the preparation of management plans. These grants would 

go to the Uganda Wildlife Authority to help meet the costs of implementing 

management plans for the MGNP and the BINP. (20% of income) 

The criteria for project eligibility set forth in the project document are (i) that projects are 

proposed by established local community groups, (ii) they have a demonstrable positive 

impact on the conservation of the parks and their biodiversity, (iii) projects are consistent 

with the policies and park management plans of Uganda National Parks (now known as 

UWA), (iv) projects meet social and environmental soundness, equity, and transparency 

criteria, (v) projects include a matching contribution in cash or kind by the proponent, and 

(vi) projects include arrangements for accountability and long-term sustainability. 

 

Community involvement was considered key in setting up the trust and not only did the 

Trust Deed allocate the majority of funds for community development activities, but it 

also strongly involved the community in its management by establishing community 

representation within both the governance structure and the organisation’s programme 

management regime. 
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OPERATION AND GOVERNANCE 

MBIFCT is a registered non-governmental organization governed by a Trust 

Management Board and other committees as stipulated in the MBIFCT Deed.  The Trust 

has five major elements: 
 

1) Trust Fund: The desired aim of the Trust and it’s asset managers is to 

maintain the real value of the capital fund in perpetuity at a level that will 

cover grant disbursements, management fees and administrative costs. 

 

2) Trust Management Board (TMB): The TMB is responsible for approving 

the investment strategy of the asset manager, reviewing and approving grant 

proposals, oversight of the administration of the Trust program, and 

maintaining productive relationships with other organizations involved in 

conservation and park management.  

 

3) Local Community Steering Committee (LCSC): The LCSC is the 

representative body that screens all proposals for community development 

grants and the principal vehicle both to raise community awareness about the 

Trust and to communicate community concerns to the TMB. It is made up of 

democratically elected community representatives, representatives of the 

former forest people (Batwa), local government representatives and NGOs 

active in conservation work in and around the two protected areas. The LCSC 

helps mobilize support for conservation, and oversees the implementation of 

community projects to ensure their sustainability. The LCSC has authority to 

approve grants below US$ 1000 without going to TMB. LCSC members serve 

for two-year terms.  

 

4) Technical Advisory Committee (TAC): The TAC was established to 

provide TMB with expert advice on program priorities and review the 

technical quality of proposals brought to the Board. TAC also helps to 

conduct environmental and social impact screening of project proposals 

referred to it by the Trust Administration Unit (TAU).  

 

5) Trust Administration Unit: The TAU is the operational arm of MBIFT. 

Working under the direction of a Trust Administrator, who reports to TMB, 

TAU staff is responsible for implementation of the trust program and 

management of its administrative and financial activities.  
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ACHIEVEMENTS 

By 2007, the LCSC had gone through three grant making cycles and convened some 29 

times to consider the selection of projects, project performance, future selection 

procedures, the selection of LCSC members, and issues such as the representation of 

women and the Batwa community on the committee and to participate in the preparation 

of the MBIFCT’s Sustainability Plan. Responding to community needs articulated 

through the LCSC, the program has concentrated on the low-income population living in 

54 parishes of the districts immediately surrounding the parks.  

The focus of grant making has embraced three areas: a) social welfare, infrastructure, 

education and training; b) productive enterprise; and c) programs explicitly addressed to 

the needs of the minority Batwa community. Funding for these grants came through 

USAID, DGIS, the UN Foundation FAO program, and, more recently, from Trust Fund 

income. 

In the first cycle some 50 projects were funded, most of which answered basic 

community welfare and infrastructure needs - school classrooms, health units, and a 

women’s training center. A second round of funding under the DGIS grant supported a 

variety of projects aimed at productive alternative livelihood activities such as bee-

keeping, passion fruit cultivation, coffee growing and tree nurseries, as well as 

community infrastructure involving the construction of classrooms, water tanks and 

latrines, two high-school level science laboratories, a girls’ dormitory, a vocational 

training centre for women, eight health units, and solar power for a remote health unit 

which required refrigerated storage for vaccines. 

A total of 90 projects had been funded by both cycles – see details in the table below 

Table 1: Projects Funded by MBIFCT in the 1
st

 and 2
nd

 Disbursement Cycles from 1997 – 2002 
 
District Primary 

Schools 
Health 
Units 

Agro 
Projects 

Solar Drama Secondary 
Schools 

Communal 
Water 
tanks 

Social 
Centers 

Roads 

Kanungu 7 3 26  3     

Kibale 6 3 6  1     

Kisoro 9 3 10 1 1     

Total 22 9 42 1 5     

US$ 275,043 7,247 31,092 5,771 6,791 89,032 7,247 15,009 1,887 
Source: Mgahinga and Bwindi Impenetrable Forest Conservation Trust, Report 1997-2002. 

The third cycle of grant making more heavily focused on training and technical assistance 

for improving livelihoods through small-scale agricultural activity – only project types 

and beneficiaries are provided in the report.  Districts are not indicated 
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Table 2: Projects Funded in the Third Cycle of Grant Making from June 2002 – June 2005 

Project Type Number of Beneficiaries 

Technical Training for Mushroom Growing 895 

Technical Training for Beekeeping 173 

Technical Training for Fish Farming 1 

Technical Training for Handicrafts 36 

Technical Training for Installation of Efficient Stoves 269 

Source: MBIFCT- 3 Year Report June 2002-June 2005. 

Assistance was also provided for planning woodlots, Irish potatoes, rice and passion fruit, 

and for the purchase and consolidation of land. In addition grants were given for dramatic 

events and radio spots (1,260) to raise consciousness about the importance of conserving 

biodiversity in the parks. 

The non-community members of the Board previously urged the communities to submit 

projects with a more direct link to resource conservation and economic development. 

However, after a long discussion, the Board agreed to defer to the communities’ vision of 

the long-term management of the parks. A strong relationship of trust and confidence was 

established between the environmental managers and the communities in turn. Recent 

research reveals growing local support for the Parks and the gorillas. It is interesting to 

note is that, without this necessarily being its objective, the Trust helped foster 

democracy and peace in a region characterised by intense conflicts.  

After ten years of operation, the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group judged the 

MBIFCT satisfactory in 2007 (World Bank, 2007).  The sound co-financing strategy and 

good management enabled the Trust Fund to grow from US$4.3 million to approximately 

US$ 6.8 million over the ten years of its existence, though still shy of the US$ 7.5 million 

projected for long-term stability. Moreover, the MBIFCT’s Trust Management Board 

(TMB) and Local Community Steering Committee have proven to be innovative, 

community-driven mechanisms for allocating and disbursing small development grants. 

Even though the evaluation of the project has found the achievement of the project’s 

research and park management objectives to be modest, the cumulative effect of the 

Trust’s community development grants, especially the participatory process of awarding 

grants, has made a substantial contribution to local awareness and commitment to park 

protection (World Bank, 2007) 
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Key achievements can be summarized as follows: 

(a) Supporting protected areas, including enabling the creation of new national parks, 

expansion of existing areas, and providing basic resources security for their operations,  

(b) Generating and managing financial resources,  

(c) Enabling the participation of civil society in resource conservation,  

(d) Increasing the level of scientific research applied to conservation issues, and 

(e) Increasing public awareness of conservation issues. 

Uncertainty remains, however, about the trust funds ability to demonstrate positive long-

term biodiversity conservation impact due to the difficulty of measuring conservation 

impact, and of attributing impact to a particular intervention, and the limited funding 

available to the trust relative to conservation needs (World Bank, 2007). 

CHALLENGES  

a) Project Selection: The Trust has been criticized for funding projects without a 

demonstrable positive impact on the conservation of the parks and their biodiversity – 

and they were not socioeconomic activities that provided an alternative to harvesting 

natural resources from the parks- yet these are the two main objectives of the Trust. Most 

of the first 50 projects approved in the first round were focused on “social welfare” rather 

than on productive enterprise based on biodiversity resources. The health posts, school 

rooms were however legitimate expressions of the community’s interests. 

b) Difficulty of determining the extent of the project’s impacts on biodiversity 

conservation in the park:  This is partly due to not having put in place a monitoring and 

evaluation framework with indicators for measuring the impacts of the project from the 

start. Although there is an Ecological Monitoring Program that has made it possible to set 

some baselines and identify some trends in the health of the parks, lack of an M&E 

framework for the Trust operation itself limits the extent to which trends can be attributed 

to MBIFCT activities (World Bank, 2007). 

It should also be noted that the MBIFCT is only one of several important actors in the 

parks – such that even with an effective M&E program in place, it may still be difficult to 

directly attribute changes in the conservation of the parks to the MBIFCT. For instance, 

during the past ten years, the parks have received funding from USAID’s Prime West 

Project (US$ 17,000,000); the Danish Development Agency - DANIDA 

(US$ 4,000,000), and the MacArthur Foundation/GEF project with Wildlife Conservation 

Society (US$ 1,220,000) (World Bank, 2007). Furthermore, most of the population from 

the parks has been removed and the Uganda Wildlife Authority capacity to manage and 

police the parks has improved with considerable help from funding from the World 

Bank’s other projects. Uganda’s economy has grown, and conflict has diminished 
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bringing more tourists to the area and more interest in its protection. Therefore, the 

Trust’s community development activities are not necessarily responsible for all activity 

in the parks.  

(c) Unclear sustainability strategy – an unintended consequence of the co-financing?:  

The co-financing strategy pursued by the Government and GEF at the beginning provided 

MBIFCT with administrative and operating funds to begin grant-making immediately, 

while also allowing the capital fund room to grow unimpeded by draw downs for these 

costs. But the strategy also meant the fund did not pursue a proactive fundraising strategy 

for its own sustainability that would be needed after the resources were consumed. This 

implies that with all resources now gone, funding for research, park management and 

operating expenses will have to be reduced. Long-term effects are unclear – but 

ultimately this will reduce the project’s scope and impact.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

1. MBIFCT demonstrates that a community-driven mechanism for allocating and 

disbursing funds for conservation is possible. The governing structures of MBIFCT have 

been effective at setting up and disbursing funds and also enhancing the ownership and 

participation of all stakeholders in the management and grant-making activities.  

 

2. Local ownership of the grant making means priority was mostly given to local 

development and community welfare needs over strictly biodiversity conservation 

objectives. This is not all bad as social, economic and environmental objectives must be 

pursued simultaneously. However, the evolution of the types of projects funded in each 

of the cycles indicates some level of maturity and appreciation of the need to fund 

alternative livelihood projects that reduce pressure on the parks  

3. The Trust Fund’s lack of a fundraising strategy threatens to undermine its effectiveness 

in future. In order to be more realistic, any future donor co-financing strategy should not 

provide more annual funding than would be available from the trust fund. 

4. A monitoring and evaluation framework that takes into consideration the contributions 

of all the other players needs to be put in place. Proper baselines will have to be 

established. 
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