
CONSERVATION OF THE NIGERIA-CAMEROON CHIMPANZEE IN THE NORTH WEST REGION.
A paper presented by Mr. Liyong Emmanuel Sama, Coordinator of CIRMAD during celebrations marking the 2012 World Environment Day of 5th June in Bamenda, under the North West Governor.

Your Excellency the Governor,
All protocols respected
Dear stakeholders in environmental protection and biodiversity conservation, 

It gives me a singular pleasure to present this paper on behalf of NEST-CAM. It highlights the Regional Action Plan for the Conservation of the Nigeria-Cameroon Chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes ellioti) as concerns the North West Region.

Because on the 23rd of May the Minister of Environment, Protection of Nature and Sustainable Development launched the 2012 World Biodiversity Day (of 22nd may) at national level and we need to reflect it in the regions, we in NEST-CAM, the Environmental Stakeholders – Cameroon, felt the need to highlight an aspect of biodiversity conservation in the North West Region. 

The Pan troglodytes ellioti, which is the Nigeria-Cameroon Chimpanzee is rated in the IUCN Red List as ENDANGERED. The position of the government of Cameroon on this international concern is better portrayed in a report in a June 2011 edition of Cameroon Tribune. Titled: Cameroon-Nigeria: Plans to Protect Chimpanzees, it reads, and I quote: 
“The Minister of Forestry and Wildlife, Elvis Ngolle Ngolle has invited scores of NGOs involved in conservation, development partners, researchers and academics to play a major role in preserving the four species of ‘robust’ chimpanzee in Africa. He was addressing stakeholders in Yaounde on Wednesday June 22 at the launch of the Regional Plan for the Conservation of the Nigeria-Cameroon Chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes ellioti). Though the total population of Nigeria-Cameroon chimpanzee may number as few as 3,500, the Minister urged all stakeholders and partners to remember that the species hold a special place in the minds and hearts of human beings, especially in sharing a large proportion of intellectual material. […]
 “The Regional Action Plan for the Conservation of the Nigeria-Cameroon Chimpanzee aims at determining priority sites for chimpanzee conservation. It is also to ensure that action is taken to promote its long-term survival. … Experts said the endemic specie in South Western Cameroon and Nigeria corresponds to a biodiversity hotspot of global significance with range-restricted and critically endangered primates such as the Cross-River gorilla, drill and preuss’s red colobus present in the same forests. […]
“The Minister said the action plan has estimated the remaining population of this flagship species in Nigeria-Cameroon at 3,500. In Cameroon, it lives in forested habitat to the north of the Sanaga River towards the Nigeria border area, notably in the South West, Littoral, Centre, and North West Regions. The very restricted distribution, as well as the increasing degree of threats to its long-term survival, has led to the Nigeria-Cameroon chimpanzee being classified as ‘endangered’ on the IUCN red list.” [End of quote]
In the first of two pages devoted to this region in the said Regional Action Plan compiled in book form, is headlined: North West Region Chimpanzee Conservation Planning Unit, Cameroon, and says, and I quote:
“The North West Region of Cameroon forms the heart of the Bamenda Highlands, an area known to support high levels of biological diversity and endemism. Human population densities here are amongst the highest in Cameroon, with approximately 100-250 people km2. Consequently, the conversion of forest to pasture and agriculture has been dramatic and widespread, and the landscape has changed considerably over the last century, with just a few fragmented forests remaining that hold only remnants of their primate assemblages. Unsurprisingly, chimpanzee densities are extremely low, and their distribution is highly fragmented across a mosaic of montane and gallery forest and grassland savannah. There has been relatively little research on the chimpanzees in this region, and we have incomplete knowledge of their abundance or ecology.
“A number of forest reserves provide the best hope for P. t. ellioti conservation in the Bamenda Highlands, although hunting pressure and habitat loss still pose major threats even at those sites.”
The quoted page concludes with this statement of need: “… the fundamental lack of sufficiently protected areas and NGO partners to work with government to implement conservation activities in the region is an overriding concern for the continued survival of the chimpanzees.” 

The plan cites some forests of the North West Region as chimpanzee conservation sites and recommends two categories of conservation actions for them. It cites the Ako-Mbembe and Kom-Wum Forest Reserves as Priority Chimpanzee Conservation Sites, and Fungom Forest Reserve and the Tubah-Awing cluster as Priority Survey Sites. Also featuring in the plan are the Ntem forest and the Southern Menchum forest patches as potential chimp habitats also to be confirmed by field surveys.  
The general threats to the chimpanzee in the North West Region are farming, extended cattle grazing, uncontrolled bush fires, hunting, timber exploitation, and its use in traditional medicine.
And as the promoter of the Sustainable Medicinal Wildlife Initiative, let me underscore the fact that following my study on medicinal wildlife use in the North West Region  in 2010, the chimp came out as the 3rd most used species.

As laid down in the plan, for the Kom-Wum Forest Reserve the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife (MINFOF) and local conservation partners are expected to:
1. Develop a proposal to create a multi-site protected area including Ako-Mbembe and Fungom Forest Reserves.
2. Establish community awareness and conservation education programme in schools and communities.
3. Develop and support law enforcement activities to curb all illegal activities.
4. Investigate and develop opportunities for community engagement for employment and livelihood improvement.

For the Ako-Mbembe Forest Reserve, the plan expects MINFOF and conservation partners to:
1. Increase dialogue and support for conservation-related activities through community awareness and education programmes.
2. Work in collaboration with MINFOF to augment law enforcement activities and reduce trans-border and other illegal trade.
3. Study potential livelihood opportunities to foster community engagement and support for conservation.
Of course, for the rest of the sites in the North West Region, further surveys are required and recommended in order to confirm chimpanzee distribution and abundance.

Before I end, let me underline that the local populations of the various sites are strongly considered in the Regional Action Plan. Like in the foregoing list of recommended activities for the forest reserves, community engagement and livelihood improvement are envisaged. For the other sites the recommended surveys would not be realised if local hunters are not involved.

On the other hand, the government, through MINFOF, has to demonstrate active leadership in the implementation of the 5-years Regional Action Plan by fitting it in its Annual Work Plans, while conservation NGOs should initiate corresponding projects, to provide the required local partnership.

In this way we will demonstrate Cameroon’s steadfastness in the international obligation to protect the endangered Pan troglodytes ellioti, which is apparently the flagship species of the North West Region.

Long live NEST-CAM!
Long live the P. t. ellioti!
Long live Cameroon!
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