8th March 2019

RE: Human rights abuses linked to EC-supported protected areas in the Congo Basin

Dear Commissioner Mimica,
We are writing to raise concerns about European Commission (EC) funding for biodiveristy
conservation being implicated in serious human rights abuses of local people impacted by several
strictly protected areas in Congo Basin region, including the Salonga National Park in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC). In light of these, we ask that the EC conducts an immediate and thorough
review of EC-supported conservation programmes in Africa, and adopts measures to ensure that
such abuses are not tolerated.
The EC has provided hundreds of millions of euros for biodiversity protection in Central Africa’s
forests over the past decades since the first ‘ECOFAC’ programme was launched in 1992. We believe
that there have been wholly inadequate safeguards and monitoring to ensure that this funding has
not resulted in or been associated with serious human rights abuses.
We draw your attention to the allegations in a recent media investigation into the activities
supported by WWF1. According to our own research, the enforcement of conservation measures in
Salonga National Park is one example of where egregious human rights abuses have occurrred, with
reports of killings and rape by the park’s ‘eco-guards’2. There is every reason to believe that what we
have documented in this park is only the tip of the iceberg, with human rights abuses feared to have
happened there (and probably continuing) on a much wider scale. In fact, our research shows that
the problem is systemic across the Congo Basin, with reports of human rights abuses in the Virunga
National Park in DRC, Campo Ma’an, Boumba Bek and Nki National Parks in Cameroon, Odzala
National Park in the Reblublic of Congo and the Mbaere-Bodingue National Park and Dzanga-Sanga
Reserve in the Central African Republic – all supported by the EU in recent years3.
We first provided your officials with a copy of our report ‘Protected Areas in the Congo Basin: Failing
People and Biodiversity?’ compiling many of these cases and other negative social impacts of the
region’s protected areas as early as October 2015. We further wrote to relevant EC officials about
these concerns in March and December 2016 (see Annex 1).
In May and December of 2018, we wrote to Ms. Marijnissen, Head of Unit for the Environment,
Biodiversity, Natural Resources and Wildlife, about the very serious such human rights abuses we
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documented around Salonga, which has been supported by the EC since at least 2004. Despite the
severity of the claims and the Commission’s role as the largest historical and current donor to the
park, we did not even recieve an acknowledgement of this letter (see Annex 2).
We draw to your attention Article 86 of the European Consensus on Development in promoting
“respect for human rights of all people in cooperation with both states and non-state actors in
partner countries” and “actively seek[ing] to promote human rights as an integral part of
participatory in-country dialogue on governance”4.
We also refer you to the EU Strategic Framework and Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy
(2015-2019) which affirms the EU’s commitment to "keeping human rights at the heart of the EU
agenda" and to ensuring it “strengthens its efforts to assist partner countries in implementing their
international human rights obligations”5.
Yet our numerous attempts to alert the Commission on the human rights impacts of protected areas
in the region have not warrented a single substansive response from your officials.
We therefore now call for the following:







An open and transparent investigation be undertaken by the Commission about the historical
failure to detect and act on human rights issues in EC conservaton programmes in Central Africa;
An urgent review be undertaken of the EC’s partner due diligence requirements, specifically on
the extent to which the human rights’ performance of organisations receiving EC money have
ben assessed, and what contractual obligations are placed up recipients to uphold national and
international laws;
The installation of appropriate safeguards which ensure that EC funding for conservation in the
region does not result in further human rights abuses;
A fundamental revision of funding priotities towards the support of communities near protected
areas – not the terrorsing of them;
New measures to be put in place to guarantee greater transparency in the EC’s funding for
protected areas, including full disclosure of the recipient organisations, the end-uses of such
funding, and the outcomes of it.

Sincerely,

Simon Counsell
Executive Director
Rainforest Foundation UK
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Annex 1 – Correspondence with the European Commission on protected areas and human rights
abuses in the Congo Basin

Annex 2 – Correspondence with the EC (and other international donors) on human rights
abuses in the Salonga National Park

