
Lemur News (2013) 17: 63-70. 

Community-based conservation of critically endangered lemurs at the 
Sakalava and Ranomainty sites within the Ankeniheny-Zahamena 

rainforest corridor, eastern Madagascar 
 

Tony King*, Maholy Ravaloharimanitra*, H. L. Lucien Randrianarimanana, M. 
Tovonanahary Rasolofoharivelo & Christelle Chamberlan 

 
The Aspinall Foundation, BP 7170 Andravoahangy, Antananarivo 101, Madagascar 

 
*Corresponding authors: tonyk@aspinallfoundation.org; rrmahooly@gmail.com 

 
Abstract 
 
The western portion of the Ankeniheny-Zahamena Corridor (CAZ) in eastern Madagascar is 
one of the only known areas where four of the most unique and highly endangered large 
rainforest lemurs occur sympatrically: greater bamboo lemur Prolemur simus, black-and-
white ruffed lemur Varecia variegata, indri Indri indri, and diademed sifaka Propithecus 
diadema. In this paper we describe the process relating to our facilitation of community-based 
management for two sites containing all four species, Sakalava in the Morarano Gare 
Commune and Ranomainty in the Didy Commune. There are three major phases in 
facilitating community-based forest management: 1) the legal creation of the community 
association (COBA); 2) the elaboration of the forest management contract between the COBA 
and the Environment and Forestry Ministry (MEF); and 3) the support of the COBA to respect 
the terms of the management contract. We supported two COBAs, one of which 
(Mamelontsoa) had been created prior to our intervention and so required evaluation, contract 
renewal, and support, the other of which (Ala maitso) was created specifically as a response to 
the conservation challenges facing a newly-discovered P. simus population in an area not 
covered by any existing community-conservation agreement. Both management contracts 
were signed during 2012. This has resulted in the delimitation of 5,000 hectares of mid to 
high altitude rainforest as community-managed conservation zones, containing populations of 
the four focal lemur species. A further 4,500 ha of surrounding areas have been zoned for 
various activities that will support the protection of the conservation zone, including forest 
restoration to replace lost forest cover, reforestation to provide wood and other forest products 
for local needs, and agriculture. The challenge now is therefore to ensure the effective 
implementation of the management contracts. We have observed that our funding of COBA 
members to patrol the conservation zones of their respective management areas led to a rapid 
reduction in hunting pressure on lemur populations, but that reducing habitat destruction is 
more challenging. Forest clearance, slash-and-burn agriculture, and illegal mining and logging 
continue to represent threats to the sites. Further support to the COBAs responsible for 
managing the sites, through education, capacity-building, and micro-project development, 
remains essential if long-term conservation is to be achieved. 
 
Résumé 
 
La partie ouest du corridor Ankeniheny-Zahamena (CAZ) dans l'Est de Madagascar est l'une 
des rares zones connues où quatre des grands lémuriens des forêts pluviales les plus menacés 
vivent en sympatrie: grand lémurien des bambous Prolemur simus, vari noir et blanc Varecia 
variegata, indri Indri Indri et propithèque à diadème Propithecus diadema. Dans cet article, 
nous décrivons le processus relatif à la facilitation de la gestion communautaire de deux sites 
abritant les quatre espèces, Sakalava dans la Commune de Morarano Gare et Ranomainty 
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dans la Commune de Didy. La facilitation de la gestion forestière communautaire comporte 
trois phases principales: 1) la création juridique de l'association communautaire (COBA); 2) 
l'élaboration du contrat de gestion forestière entre la COBA et le Ministère de 
l'Environnement et des Forêts (MEF); et 3) le soutien de la COBA pour respecter les termes 
du contrat de gestion. Nous avons appuyé deux COBAs: l'une (Mamelontsoa) avait été créée 
avant notre intervention et nécessitait donc évaluation, renouvellement du contrat et soutien ; 
l'autre (Ala maitso) a été spécifiquement créée pour répondre aux défis de conservation d’une 
population de P. simus récemment découverte dans une zone non couverte par un accord de 
conservation communautaire existant. Les deux contrats de gestion ont été signés en 2012. 
Ceci a abouti à la délimitation de 5.000 hectares de forêt pluviale de moyenne à haute altitude 
en zones de conservation gérées par la communauté, abritant des populations des quatre 
espèces de lémurien focales. 4.500 ha supplémentaires de terrains environnants ont été zonés  
pour différentes activités contribuant à la protection de la zone de conservation, notamment 
restauration forestière pour remplacer la perte en couverture forestière, reforestation pour 
répondre aux besoins locaux en bois et autres produits forestiers, et agriculture. Maintenant, le 
défi consiste à veiller à la mise en œuvre effective des contrats de gestion. Nous avons 
constaté que notre financement de membres de COBA pour patrouiller les zones de 
conservation de leurs domaines de gestion respectifs a conduit à une réduction rapide de la 
pression de chasse sur les populations de lémuriens, mais que la réduction de la destruction de 
l’habitat est plus difficile. Le défrichement des forêts,  l'agriculture sur brulis, et les 
exploitations minière et forestière illégales continuent de représenter des menaces pour les 
sites. Un soutien supplémentaire aux COBAs responsables de la gestion des sites, au travers 
de l'éducation, du renforcement des capacités et de microprojets de développement, demeure 
essentiel pour que la conservation à long terme puisse être atteinte. 
 
Introduction 
 

The Ankeniheny-Zahamena corridor (CAZ) is one of 
the largest remaining continuous rainforests 
remaining in Madagascar (Fig. 1). The western 
portion of the CAZ is one of the only known areas 
where four of the most unique and highly endangered 
large rainforest lemurs occur sympatrically: greater 
bamboo lemur Prolemur simus, black-and-white 
ruffed lemur Varecia variegata, indri Indri indri, and 
diademed sifaka Propithecus diadema 
(Randrianarimanana et al., 2012; Figs. 2-5). The first 
three of these species are considered to be amongst 
the most endangered primates in the world 
(Mitteremeier et al., 2009, 2012), and are listed in the 
top 50 most evolutionarily distinct and globally 
endangered mammals in the world (Collen et al., 
2011). Other lemurs occurring in the western CAZ 
include red-bellied lemur Eulemur rubriventer, brown 

Fig. 1. Map of Madagascar showing approximate 
forest cover (grey), the location of the Ankeniheny-
Zahamena Corridor, and the two community-managed 
sites referred to in this paper (stars). 
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Fig. 2. A greater bamboo lemur (Prolemur 
simus) at the Ranomainty site, February 
2012. (Photo: Lucien Randrianarimanana) 

 
Fig. 3. A black-and-white ruffed lemur 
(Varecia variegata) at the Ranomainty site, 
February 2012. (Photo: Lucien 
Randrianarimanana)

 

 
Fig. 4. An indri (Indri indri) at the Sakalava 
site, September 2012. (Photo: Lucien 
Randrianarimanana) 
 

 
Fig. 5. A diademed sifaka (Propithecus 
diadema) at the Sakalava site, October 2012. 
(Photo: Lucien Randrianarimanana)

lemur Eulemur fulvus, eastern bamboo lemur Hapalemur griseus, eastern woolly lemur Avahi 
laniger, aye-aye Daubentonia madagascariensis, weasel sportive lemur Lepilemur 
mustelinus, Crossley’s dwarf lemur Cheirogaleus crossleyi, and mouse lemur Microcebus sp. 
(Randrianarimanana et al., 2012; & unpubl. data). Threats to the survival of lemurs in this 
area include hunting, slash-and-burn agriculture, and illegal mining and logging 
(Ravaloharimanitra et al., 2011; Randrianarimanana et al., 2012). 

The conservation strategy for the majority of the CAZ is based on ensuring 
participatory community-based management of the entire boundary of the forest corridor 
(Ravaloharimanitra et al., 2011). Over 100 local community associations (COBAs) have 
responsibility for the sustainable management of the boundary zones, grouped into six 
federations to help channel the necessary technical and financial support to the associations. 
Each COBA requires a contract with the Environment and Forestry Ministry of the 
government of Madagascar, for the temporary management of specified areas within and 
surrounding the CAZ, under a legal mechanism created in 2001 known as GCF (Gestion 
Communautaire de Forêts; Community management of forests). 

This paper refers to two of these COBAs, both located in the western portion of the 
CAZ (Fig. 1), and supported technically and financially by the UK-based charity The Aspinall 
Foundation due to the recent discovery within their forest sites of Prolemur simus 
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(Ravaloharimanitra et al., 2011; Randrianarimanana et al., 2012), a critically endangered 
lemur which is currently the focus of a collaborative species survival project (King and 
Chamberlan, 2010; Rakotonirina et al., 2011). One of the objectives of this Prolemur simus 
conservation project is to ensure effective conservation management of known sites within 
remaining forest corridors (King and Chamberlan, 2010). Therefore, within the framework of 
this project, conservation actions focussing on direct threat mitigation were implemented 
almost immediately following the discovery of P. simus at these sites (Ravaloharimanitra et 
al., 2011), whilst the facilitation of effective community-based conservation has been a 
longer-term aim (Randrianarimanana et al., 2012). In this paper we will describe the process 
and perspectives relating to this facilitation for the two COBAs, one of which had been 
created prior to our intervention and so required evaluation, contract renewal, and support, the 
other of which was created specifically as a response to the conservation challenges facing a 
newly-discovered P. simus population in an area not covered by any existing community-
conservation agreement. 
 
Methods 
 
Facilitation of community-based conservation 
There are three major phases in facilitating community-based forest management within the 
GCF mechanism: 1) the legal creation of the community association (COBA); 2) the 
elaboration of the forest management contract between the COBA and the Environment and 
Forestry Ministry (MEF); and 3) the support of the COBA to respect the terms of the 
management contract. 
 
Community forest management associations (COBAs) 
Several steps are required to create a COBA, with a written document relative to each step 
comprising the file for the eventual legalisation of the COBA: 

a. Minutes of the meeting confirming the constitution of the COBA 
b. Minutes of the meeting electing the COBA executive committee 
c. Minutes of the meeting where the existence of the COBA is accepted by the local 

population (“Fokonolona”) 
d. A document defining the status of the COBA 
e. A document defining the interior rules of the COBA 
f. A list of the committee members of the COBA, with a letter from the mayor testifying 

that the signature of each member has been legally recorded 
g. A list of all the members of the COBA 
h. The signed register of member presence at a general assembly to validate the 

documents above relative to the COBA (documents a, d, e, f, g) 
i. A declaration of the existence of the COBA validated by the local “Fokontany” (the 

state office representing the lowest level of population organisation, often comprising 
only a few villages) and signed by the appropriate mayor’s office 

j. A stamped receipt of all the above documents validated by the appropriate mayor’s 
office 

 
Community forest management contracts 
Once a COBA has been officially recognised by the mayor, the process of applying for and 
elaborating a forest management contract with the MEF can be started, and again requires 
several steps: 

a. A written demand from the COBA to the appropriate regional MEF office (with a 
copy to the mayor) requesting a forest management contract 
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b. A preliminary definition of the limits of the site by the COBA and other local people 
c. Creation of an evaluation committee presided by the mayor and including appropriate 

MEF technicians and representatives of the Communal advisors 
d. A report by the evaluation committee 
e. The definitive definition of the site limits, and the zoning of the site for multiple 

objectives (conservation, sustainable use, controlled occupation and controlled 
resource use), by MEF technicians accompanied by COBA members, neighbouring 
community representatives, local authority representatives, and if appropriate 
supporting organisations 

f. The elaboration of a simplified management plan for the site (PAGS) 
g. The elaboration of the management transfer contract between the MEF and the COBA 
h. The elaboration of a traditional community document relative to local community 

rules (Dina) 
i. The verification of the morality of the COBA committee members 
j. The signature of the management transfer contract, usually during a large community 

festival organised specially for the occasion 
k. An evaluation by the MEF at the mid-point of the management transfer contract 
l. An evaluation by the MEF at the expiration of the management transfer contract 

 
Supporting community associations 
In order for a COBA to respect the terms of its management transfer contract with the MEF, 
and implement the simplified site management plan, most, if not all, require external support, 
which can be financial, technical, or organisational (capacity building). Some basic tools that 
are required to help the COBA organise itself correctly include: 

a. Fixed list of members 
b. Notebook for recording member contributions 
c. Notebook for recording minutes of meetings 
d. Notebook for recording attendance at meetings 
e. Notebook for recording attendance at group working parties 
f. Notebook for recording ingoing and outgoing letters 
g. Notebook for recording patrolling, defendants and application of the dina 
h. Guest book 
i. Receipts book and cash outflow order 
j. Notebook for recording financial transactions 
k. Notebook for recording withdrawal from the controlled resource use zone 
l. Notebook for recording member requests 
m. Notebook for recording follow-up and renewal of “kijana” (approved locations for 

keeping zebu cattle inside the forest area) 
 
Results 
 
The two COBAs 
We focused our efforts to facilitate effective community-based conservation at two sites in the 
western CAZ, Sakalava and Ranomainty, both of which had been identified as priority sites 
for the conservation of Prolemur simus (Randrianarimanana et al., 2012).  
 The Sakalava site is located in the Morarano Gare Commune, Moramanga District, 
and was already the subject of a management transfer agreement between the MEF and an 
existing COBA named Mamelontsoa, although the previous three-year contract signed in 
2006 had expired, and the limits of the forest management zone were not clear 
(Randrianarimanana et al., 2012). As the COBA already existed, for this site we did not need 
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to facilitate the COBA creation phase, and could start directly with the elaboration of the 
renewal of the forest management contract phase, described in the next section below. 
 The Ranomainty site is located 40 km north of Sakalava in the southern limits of the 
Didy Commune, Ambatondrazaka District, and had no previous community-conservation 
initiatives or associations, and indeed there was initially some debate as to whether the site 
was in the Didy or the Fierenana Communes (Randrianarimanana et al., 2012). Our informal 
investigations within local communities in December 2010 illustrated that the inhabitants of 
the local village of Ranomainty claimed traditional “ownership” of the site, and were 
apparently planning to clear it to plant beans. We therefore organised an information and 
communication mission to Ranomainty village in March 2011, by one of us (HLLR) and an 
independent socio-organiser, to collect information about the number of people living there, 
to try to understand local impressions of the project and their plans for the site, and to 
distribute 20 of our project calendars to the village whilst presenting the aims and results of 
our work so far. We followed up this informal gathering with a formal mission to the village 
from 16 to 18 April 2011, involving HLLR, local forestry officials, the Presidents of the local 
Federations of community associations, and the independent socio-organiser, to discuss the 
regional forest rules and rights, and to try to agree on a way of officially conserving the P. 
simus habitat. The elder of the village expressed his desire for the community to be made 
responsible for the conservation of the site, so the discussions focussed primarily on the 
procedures necessary to create a community-managed zone, and on the current regional rules 
regarding bush fires which we had identified as one of the main immediate threats to the site. 
 Given the universal agreement at this meeting to proceed with the facilitation of 
community-based conservation for the Ranomainty site, we hired a consultant socio-organiser 
in December 2011 to begin the process of creating the COBA. By March 2012 the COBA had 
been informally created, with the name of “Ala maitso”, meaning “green forest”, and its 
status, internal rules and list of members had been established. The Ala maitso COBA was 
officially recognised by the mayor of the Didy commune in July 2012. 
 
Elaborating the forest management contract for the Ala maitso COBA, Ranomainty 
Having been legally recognised, the Ala maitso COBA could proceed with the application for 
the management transfer contract. Their official written request was transmitted to the 
respective MEF representatives for the Alaotra-Mangoro Region (DREF Alaotra-Mangoro) 
and the District of Ambatondrazaka (CEF Ambatondrazaka) on the 25 July 2012. The 
participatory delimitation of the zone to be transferred was undertaken from the 19 to 21 
August, by representatives of the two MEF offices, the COBA members, the local population, 
and representatives of the mayor of Didy and of The Aspinall Foundation (Fig. 6). We 
simultaneously undertook an awareness-raising session regarding the process, and local 
conservation issues. Further meetings in September illustrated that local understanding of the 
process was still limited, but progress was made with elaborating the various documents such 
as the simplified management plan, a draft of which was sent to the DREF Alaotra-Mangoro 
the following month. At the end of October we undertook another collaborative mission with 
representatives of the DREF and of the mayor of Didy, to undertake a socio-economic survey 
and a community education session concerning bush fires and slash-and-burn agriculture. 
By mid-November 2012 the process was virtually complete, and in the last week of the month 
we organised a mission to undertake more capacity-building of COBA members, and to 
organise the inauguration festival which took place of the 29 November. Participants included 
the COBA members, other local community members, the mayors of Didy and of Fierenana, 
and representatives of the DREF and of The Aspinall Foundation. Activities included 
numerous speeches, showing of an educational film, sharing a meal, and the signing of the 
management transfer agreement by the president of the COBA and the DREF representative 
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(Figs. 7, 8). We also donated a football to provide the young people with something to do in 
their spare time instead of hunting lemurs. 
 

 
Fig. 6. Map showing the delimitation and zoning of the Ranomainty site for which 
management responsibility was transferred to the Ala maisto COBA. The conservation zone is 
the large green area. 
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Figs. 7 and 8. Inauguration ceremony for the signing of the management transfer contract for 
the Ala maitso COBA, November 2012. (Photos: Lucien Randrianarimanana) 
 
 
Elaborating the forest management contract for the Mamelontsoa COBA, Sakalava 
A previous management transfer contract between the MEF and the Mamelontsoa COBA for 
the Sakalava site had expired, so before being able to renew the contract, the results of the 
previous contract had to be evaluated. We therefore funded two evaluation missions by the 
regional MEF office (CIREF) in Moramanga, which were undertaken in July and August 
2011. Despite identifying some weaknesses within the COBA, the CIREF was generally 
happy with its management of the forest over the duration of the previous contract, and agreed 
in principle to renew the agreement. We therefore organised a subsequent mission from 10 to 
19 October 2011, when one of us (HLLR) accompanied the CIREF agents and representatives 
of the Mamelontsoa COBA to revise and renew the limits and zoning of the management 
area. The field data collected during this mission was discussed further with the Mamelontsoa 
COBA in November 2011, and finalised the following month by the GIS specialist from 
Conservation International (the acting manager of the CAZ protected area) with 
representatives of the COBA, the CIREF, and The Aspinall Foundation. 
 With the zoning completed, the CIREF team worked on elaborating the simplified 
management plan for the site (PAGS) from January 2012, and we organised a meeting in mid 
March to help the COBA elaborate the various administrative and technical documents. All 
the documents were completed in April, and validated and signed by the COBA members in 
May before being submitted to the tribunal in Moramanga. Once the documents were 
validated by the tribunal, we worked with the Topography Representation for Moramanga 
(CIR Topo) to include the management transfer into their maps so that no further change will 
be made in the future. Following this legalisation of the cartography, the final map (Fig. 9) 
was presented to the CIREF, and the ceremony for signing the new contract could be 
organised. 
 The ceremony was held in Sakalava village on 10 August 2012. In addition to the 
Mamelontsoa COBA members, attendees included numerous MEF representatives, for 
Alaotra Mangoro Region, Moramanga Circonscription, and Moramanga District, several state 
authorities for Alaotra Mangoro Region, representatives of neighbouring communities, and of 
The Aspinall Foundation. The day included numerous speeches, traditional dancing, sharing 
of a meal, showing of an educational film, the donation of a football kit, and the signing of the 
management contract renewal (Figs. 10, 11).  
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Fig. 9. Map showing the delimitation and zoning of the Sakalava site for which management 
responsibility was transferred to the Mamelontsoa COBA. The conservation zone is the large 
green area. 
 

       
Figs. 10 and 11. Inauguration ceremony for the signing of the renewal of the management 
transfer contract for the Mamelontsoa COBA, August 2012. (Photos: Maholy 
Ravaloharimanitra) 
 
 
Supporting the COBAs to implement their management contracts 
Following the signing of the management contracts with the MEF, for the Mamelontsoa 
COBA in August 2012 and for the Ala maitso COBA in November 2012, we continued to 
support both COBAs through capacity-building, particularly with training in organisational 
and management aspects of operating a community association, and by providing basic 
materials such as the various notebooks required to correctly document association activities. 
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We financed several information and communication sessions within the four villages 
constituting the Sakalava Fokontany on the Dina for the Mamelontsoa COBA, to ensure that 
these local community-implemented rules are widely understood, and therefore applicable.  

We also provided small-scale infrastructure support, including the donation in 
December 2012 of irrigation kits to both COBAs for alimenting their respective tree nurseries 
prior to their reforestation activities planned for early 2013. As there are several organisations 
working to support rural development activities linked to the management of the Ankeniheny-
Zahamena protected area, we will assist the COBAs in applying for relevant support. For 
example, ANAE with funding from Conservation International has previously granted micro-
projects to several COBAs in the region for short-term livelihood improvements, such as the 
development of winter rice, white beans and maize, and aviculture.  

We also support the COBAs by funding members to patrol the conservation zones of 
their respective management areas, to undertake participatory monitoring of lemur 
populations in general and greater bamboo lemur groups in particular, and to eliminate or 
reduce immediate threats to lemurs and their habitat such as illegal hunting or habitat 
destruction. 
 
Tab. I: Zoning of the two sites for which management responsibility was transferred to the 
Mamelontsoa and Ala maitso community associations.  
Zone Objectives Area (ha) 

Mamelontsoa Ala maitso 
Conservation Conservation of Prolemur simus and 

other species 
2,471 2,564 

Sustainable use Forest restoration to increase natural 
forest cover 

1,039 551 
 

Reforestation to provide for local needs 
Controlled 
occupation 

Habitation 1,131 405 
 Agriculture 

Livestock grazing 
Controlled use General local resource use 776 548 
Total  5,417 ha 4,068 ha 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The signing of a management transfer contract for a local community association signifies the 
successful completion of a long administrative and participatory process, which would 
probably not be possible without the significant technical and financial support of external 
non-governmental organisations such as The Aspinall Foundation. However it also signifies 
the start of the process to realise the underlying objective of the management contracts, that is 
the conservation of the forest and its biodiversity through community-led actions.  
 The two community-based conservation sites that we have facilitated and supported in 
the western Ankeniheny-Zahamena Corridor have resulted in the delimitation of 5,000 
hectares of mid to high altitude rainforest as community-managed conservation zones (Tab. 
I), containing populations of some of the most endangered and highest conservation priority 
primate species in the world, in particular greater bamboo lemur, black-and-white ruffed 
lemur, indri and diademed sifaka. A further 4,500 ha of surrounding areas have been zoned 
for various activities that will support the protection of the conservation zone, including forest 
restoration to replace lost forest cover, reforestation to provide wood and other forest products 
for local needs, and agriculture (Tab. I). Simplified management plans and annual work plans 
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have been elaborated in a participatory manner which if implemented will assure the 
conservation of the forests and their lemur populations whilst improving livelihoods of local 
communities. The challenge now is therefore to ensure the effective implementation of the 
management contracts. 
 Of the two COBAs responsible for these sites, the Mamelontsoa COBA is now fairly 
competent in the management of their association, and of the natural resources under their 
management responsibility, while the Ala maitso COBA has only recently been created and is 
consequently on a steep learning curve. The Ala maitso COBA therefore requires significant 
capacity-building support over the foreseeable future, whilst the Mamelontsoa COBA will 
benefit from a more moderate level of capacity-building support. The zoning of the two 
management areas was based on fairly preliminary knowledge of their features, therefore 
more detailed studies will help clarify the real needs of the local population, the potential 
management strategies for the areas, and subsequently the revision of the annual work plans. 
Regular assessments of the state of the forest and its biodiversity will also be necessary to 
evaluate the impact of the community-based management activities. We have observed that 
our funding of COBA members to patrol the conservation zones of their respective 
management areas led to a rapid reduction in hunting pressure on lemur populations, but that 
reducing habitat destruction is more challenging. Forest clearance, slash-and-burn agriculture, 
and illegal mining and logging continue to represent threats to the sites. Further support to the 
COBAs responsible for managing the sites, through education, capacity-building, and micro-
project development, remains essential if long-term conservation is to be achieved. 
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