
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  
 

 

 

The Niassa Carnivore Project (NCP) was founded in 2003 and serves to conserve large carnivores and 
their prey in Niassa Special Reserve (NSR, formally known as Niassa National Reserve, NNR) by 
promoting coexistence and through a shared respect for people, their culture, wildlife, and the 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ  hǳǊ ǘŜŀƳ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ όŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘύΤ ά¢ǎƻǾŀ-¢ǎƻǾŀέ όŀ 
Cyao term for meaning you push, I push), communication, inclusion, teamwork, and opportunities to 
learn.  

 

Why we should care 

Niassa Special Reserve is situated in northern Mozambique on the border with Tanzania and is one of 
the largest protected areas (42,200 km2; 16,000 ml2) in Africa. It is managed through a co-
management agreement between the Government of Mozambique (National Administration of 
Conservation Areas (ANAC) with Ministry of Land, Environment and Rural development (MITADER) 
and Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS). The protected area supports the largest concentrations of 
wildlife remaining in Mozambique including an estimated 800 - 1000 lions, 300-350 African wild dogs 
as well as leopard and spotted hyaena. Free-ranging African lions have declined over the last century 
to fewer than 20,000 today (Riggio et al., 2012; Bauer et al., 2015; Dickman et al, in prep). Well 
managed protected areas, particularly large protected areas like NSR that can support more than 
1000 lions, are critically important for future recovery efforts for lion conservation (Lindsey et al., 
2017). These types of landscapes are becoming increasingly rare.  NSR remains one of the 6 
strongholds for lions, spotted hyaenas, leopards and African wild dogs left in Africa today.  Securing 
these large landscapes with their prey and habitats should be of local, national, and international 
importance and has large landscape benefitǎ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ bƛŀǎǎŀΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ  

Of course, it is not just about the large carnivores.  They do not live in isolation. They really are 
indicators of ecosystem health. Recent research has reaffirmed the important role that large 
carnivores play in ecosystems (Ripple et al., 2014) and the cascading negative ecological effects when 
they are lost. They are also the foundation upon which Nature-Based Tourism in Southern and East 



Africa has been built. Nature-based Tourism is an important driver of poverty alleviation, 
employment, revenue sharing and development for local communities and government in Niassa and 
Cabo Delgado Provinces. However, as we stop the loss of the lions and other carnivores, we also need 
to reduce the costs for people who live with these carnivores and unlock the cultural, economic and 
ecological value of these landscapes and these species for communities and national governments to 
ensure that conservation is resilient and sustainableΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ bŜǿ [ƛƻƴ 
EconƻƳȅΦ ¦ƴƭƻŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƭƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎέ ό{ǘƻƭǘƻƴΣ { ŀƴŘ 5ǳŘƭŜȅΣ bΦ нлмфΦ 
Equilibrium Research, Bristol, UK) illustrates this well.  

Large carnivores in Niassa Reserve 

As the Niassa Carnivore Project we independently monitor lions, leopards, hyaenas and African 
wild dog threats and trends across NSR for the NSR management team, ANAC and global 
conservation efforts.   We look for ways to reduce specific threats to these carnivores in 
partnership with ANAC and our activities and conservation outcomes are presented in detail in 
the report.  Our goal is to find solutions that work and to scale these through collaboration and 
knowledge sharing. It is very important that we share not only our successes but also our failures 
and our journey. 
 
NSR supports a growing population of more than 58,000 people resident across 44 villages inside the 
protected area. Some of the poorest people in the world are living in this region and are the 
custodians of these carnivore populations.  Major current threats to the carnivore population in NSR  
are  bushmeat snaring where lions, hyaenas and leopards and their prey are caught as by catch in 
snares set to catch animals for wild meat and the increase in poisoning for bushmeat, skins, bones, 
teeth and other body parts.  Unlike other areas, conflict with large carnivores is low, largely due to the 
absence of cattle inside NSR, but still needs to be managed to reduce attacks on smaller livestock and 
on occasion, people.  

In NSR at present, lion (932 (810-1084) and spotted hyaena populations (3649 (3100-4100) are 
declining and are showing a patchier distribution compared to 10 years ago with source and 
sinks areas and increasing threats.  A consilience of indicators converges on a conclusion that 
both lion and hyaena populations are declining (trend in call up survey, pack sizes, illegal 
mortality, intelligence). Leopards are likely to be declining as threats are increasing and the 
leopard skin trade continues. In total over the past seven years (2013-2019), a minimum of 82 
leopards, 103 lions, 70 hyaenas and 34 African wild dogs were killed illegally (excluding sport 
hunting). In 2019, we have specific data on 21 lions, 9 leopard and 24 hyaenas killed illegally. 
This is likely to be an underestimate as given low scout presence in many areas, poison and 
snaring events are likely to be overlooked.  There were an additional 8 lion and 17 leopards shot 
by sport hunters as well as 17 hyaenas (n=13; 60% female).  There is also a large amount of 
bushmeat poaching, both subsistence and commercial that is likely to be affecting prey 
populations.  
 
This is a very different landscape to 18 years ago when we first arrived. Given the size of Niassa 
Reserve and the logistics it is critically important that we regularly assess and refine our 
approach to take on new threats and approaches. Most importantly given the new zonation 
plan, we need to ensure that the community development areas do not become  
sinks for carnivores or hotspots of conflict as the large carnivores try and traverse the 
development zones.  To find a way forward that improves the conservation outcome for 
carnivores  in NSR and improves wellbeing for people and finds a way for carnivores and people 
to coexist, NSR needs to urgently develop clearly defined goals and conservation and 
development outcomes  (in some cases species specific), with clear indicators that can be 
measured and reported on each year. All the different partners and stakeholders can then work 
together, bringing their different expertise, funding and time to different aspects of this plan.  



Without a coherent reserve level plan and excellent leadership of all the partners, with strong 
collaboration NSR is unlikely to be successful. We remain committed to help move this forward.  
 
Our work, reported on in this report, highlights the escalating threats of bushmeat and emerging 
threats to carnivores of increasing illegal wildlife trade, perhaps driven in part by a switch by poachers 
from elephant ivory to other high value species, making use of the existing well-established trafficking 
networks.   It also highlights the significant success that can be achieved though community citizen 
science (the MOMS wildlife guardians), household level livelihoods groups and conservation 
agreements with communities that provide joint responsibilities as well as revenues sharing linked to 
key indicators.  At present the threats of human carnivore conflict, unsustainable sport hunting and 
disease (vaccination in 2020 of all domestic dog) across NSR have all be reduced. 

There is an urgent need to do conservation differently in NSR with far greater inclusion of the people 
who live with the wildlife, particularly communities who are forced to live with potentially dangerous 
animals like lions and more collaboration. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ άǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊέ 
participation to shareholder decision-making. We see a need for actions to move away and beyond 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ άŦƻǊǘǊŜǎǎέ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ, innovative approach that it far more 
likely to have a long-term success in the NSR and is having significant success elsewhere.  We hope 
that the detailed examples, successes and challenges in this report can be used to inform other 
conservation programs both within NSR so that we do not reinvent the wheel and can learn from 
ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ and work together to forge a plan that is implemented. 

In 2012, we tendered for concession L5 South with the permission of the traditional leaders of 
Mbamba Village (2,000+ people) and have been working in partnership with Mbamba Village through 
an MOU and conservation agreement linked to performance payments and revenue sharing. We have 
experimented with an approach to partner productively with core values of both conservation and 
community development (that reaches far beyond corporate social responsibility). In total in the past 
5 years alone, (2015-2019) NCP has paid $1,5 million USD in cash to local residents through salaries, 
community programs and revenue sharing mechanisms. In 2019, this includes more than $92,235 
paid in salaries and stipends directly to Mbamba residents and more than $20,000 paid into the 
Mbamba community conservation fund through bed night levies and performance payments.  In 
addition, the agreement supports the school lunch program for nearly 300 children and 18 secondary 
school scholarships. In return, over the past 7 years poaching has declined dramatically and wildlife 
populations have recovered substantially particularly lions, leopards, hyaenas and African wild dog 
that are now breeding near the Mariri Environmental Centre all supported by increasing prey 
populations. This model has shown resilience through conflicts and insecurity and has allowed the 
development of conservation tourism.  

We have been asked to provide recommendations and assistance based on our experience with the 
L5 South /Mariri model for similar programs that are being developed in Botswana, Namibia and 
Tanzania. We firmly believe that there are additional opportunities to implement this type of model in 
NSR, especially in L4 East and possibly L9. We have shown that even with a relatively large village 
(2000+ people and the added complexity of 4 traditional leaders) inside the concession and high 
levels of fishing and honey gathering; wildlife recovery and community development are possible.  

{ǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ άŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅέ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ ǘƻ 
alleviate poverty, meeting basic health needs and improve human wellbeing is essential as a first step. 
Progress in community development has been slow in NSR. Rob Shorter and Rob Hopkins, (2020) 
ǎǘŀǘŜ άƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ƛǎ ŀ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ 
ƭƛŦŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳǊ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƳŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘǊŀǳƳŀέΦ  CƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ 
live in Niassa to be able to meaningfully participate in decision making and conservation they will 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ άǿƘŀǘ ƛǎέ ǘƻ άǿƘŀǘ ƛŦέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǎ b{w ƎǊŀǇǇƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 



number of people living inside Niassa and the impacts of climate change.  But it is important to 
recognise that when your basic needs are not met it is very hard to envisage the future and very 
difficult to be able to be part of this discussion, no matter how important it is and no matter how 
participatory the method is.  

When we asked the leader of our lion monitoring team (from Mbamba Village) a few years ago, 
ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƴŜΚέΣ ƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘΣ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ 
L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΦέ  ²Ŝ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊǳŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳǘǳre and 
decision making is possible at present. This should be a top priority.  We see our household level 
alternative livelihoods program (honey, crafts, agroforestry, small livestock, lion scholars) that 
currently reach 300 people in 11 villages and generated $34 295 in household income in 2019, and 
our focus on local employment in conservation services as a part of this critical first step. Once these 
basic needs are met and people feel safe and secure, then it will be possible to have meaningful 
discussions about what the future looks like and how they can become equal partners in conservation 
and community development in NSR.  Through our community conservation partnership with 
Mbamba Village over the past 7 years, we can see the conservation economy start to thrive in the 
village and more equitable participation in discussions and decision making.  This is a process and 
decades of being excluded in decision making are not simply undone in a mere 7 years. There are still 
often conflicts and misunderstandings from both sides, but we are making good progress.  

Our environmental education (bush visits, wildlife clubs, lion fun days and Joy of Life Niassa) programs  
reached more than 2000 children and adults in the Mecula District in 2019 combined with extension 
work through the community wildlife guardians across 44 villages (90% of villages inside NSR). These 
activities work to increase knowledge of conservation, increase tolerance, and reduce human wildlife 
conflict.  They are engaging communities with locally relevant health, education, and conservation 
messages through a conversation that is both pertinent and timely. The Mariri Environmental Centre 
also offers local residents an opportunity to experience NSR as a visitor, going on game drives and 
seeing wildlife in a safe and engaging manner. In 2019, we had 188 visitors stay overnight in L5 South 
for a total of 1352 bed nights. 61% of these bed nights were for Niassa residents with costs sponsored 
by NCP.     

Many people question how sustainable a model is that relies on philanthropy and donors? For over 30 
years our work has been funded by people who care, and we do not see any indication that this is not 
sustainable into the future and this model has proven to be remarkably resilient. Indeed, many 
conservation areas across the continent rely on some form of philanthropy. The existence of species 
and their landscapes should not be driven by or rely on a simply desire for people to see, photograph 
or shoot them.  The need for conservation exists whether people come to visit and cannot rely on the 
vagaries of a tourism market. We do not agree with an overemphasis on ǘƘŜ άƛŦ ƛǘ Ǉŀȅǎ ƛǘ ǎǘŀȅǎέ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
of conservation. Wildlife cannot through tourism generate the funds needed for effective 
conservation management. While we agree that the revenue generated from tourism can be an 
important driver of the conservation economy it should not be the only driver and conservation 
action should not rely completely on tourism for implementation.  Rather we see conservation and 
poverty alleviation as an essential service and supporting these species, their landscapes and the 
communities who live with them as a global challenge and responsibility requiring multiple revenue 
streams including philanthropy.  

We remain convinced, after 18 years of conservation effort in NSR, that effective conservation 
agreements and partnerships with communities remain the only long term and equitable way forward 
in NSR for long term protection of the large carnivores, their prey and their landscapes. This is never 
an easy process, it does not have quick results and it is difficult to scale, but we have a long-term view 
and keep working towards our vision which is a protected area where carnivores persist with the full 
support and participation of NiaǎǎŀΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ aƻȊŀƳōƛŎŀƴ κ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǘŜŀƳ ƻŦ 



conservationists with more than 80% of our staff from local villages within NSR.  We remain deeply 
committed to Niassa, Mozambique, its carnivores, and people.  We are strongly committed to 
mentoring Mozambican conservationists and recognize that conservation is a process and not an end 
goal. It is therefore essential to have a long-term view of more than 25 years. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON LESSONS LEARNED: A WAY FORWARD  

 

1. We need to publicly acknowledge the value and importance of the NSR lion population as a 
Mozambican priority to unlock the ecological, cultural, and economic value of lions to local 
communities, NSR, tourism operators, Mozambican Government, and the global community. 
This needs to be done to bring lions to the forefront of conservation conversations at local, 
provincial, and national levels in Mozambique as was done with elephants.  

2. It needs to be recognised that antipoaching efforts to protect elephants may not be suitable 
or effective at protecting lions and will need to be adapted to take on this new threat. Many 
lions die quietly out of sight through snares and poison without a large carcass, a shot or a 
flock of vultures and the parts being traded (teeth and claws) are easy to conceal. 

3. A viable conservation model for NSR for the medium term given the large size of NSR will be 
to identify a series of intensive protection areas that align with the new zonation map, 
concessions and existing resources.  These areas (at least 500km2) will be areas with high 
wildlife and lion populations that can be effectively protected and to create source areas. 
Much of the information required to identify these areas is already available with NCP data (in 
this report), prey biomass / km2 (from 2018 aerial survey, snaring activities across NSR (aerial 
survey, operator annual reports, monthly SMART reports), coverage of antipoaching patrols 
and  through expert knowledge of operators on the ground.  Adaptive management does not 
require perfect information. 

4. These areas can be the focus of improved antipoaching efforts with high quality and intensity 
antipoaching presence, key collared lions monitored on Earthranger and SMART and 
specifically protected by scout patrols and community partnerships incentivised for lion 
conservation (through performance payments and revenue sharing). Operators in this area 
can be assisted with funding and technical expertise to implement improved conservation 
management with clear targets and performance indicators.  

5. By focusing attention on lions and their prey in these areas while still maintaining basic 
conservation activities in the rest of NSR, we will ensure that the source areas can restock 
other areas as needed through natural dispersal.  The overall number of lions in NSR will 
stabilise with areas of high density and low density based on presence of people and 
investment. These intensive protection areas can be increased in size as more resources and 
capacity across NSR are in place. The risk at present is that low levels of conservation 
investment everywhere will result in a continuing decline of the lion population in Niassa 
Reserve. We would like to work with NSR management team to develop a plan for intensive 
protection areas. Suggestions have already been provided on multiple occasions.  

6. Improved intelligence with better collaboration is urgently needed to understand the illegal 
trade in lion parts, leopard skins, and an understanding of how the Niassa trade of these 
animals is feeding into regional networks. A trusted team needs to be created to report to 
ANAC with expert guidance from other organisations that have already shown significant 
success like PAMS in Tanzania and WCP in Zambia.  

7. We recommend that additional conservation agreements with clear conservation 
performance payments and responsibilities between communities and private partners are 
set up to ensure consistent and improved revenue and benefit sharing for communities inside 
NSR. 

 



 

 

Why is the report in this format? 

Many conservation reports have become short and beautiful, reporting on successes, and giving 
reasons for hope.  This is not one of those types of reports and it is important to explain why.  

We are an outcomes-based conservation organisation ς we set the conservation outcomes we wish to 
see and then adapt our activities as necessary, monitor our progress through simple indicators until 
we see movement in the right direction towards the outcome we are looking for.  Success, failure, 
challenges and the journey are all equally important.  Conservation success needs to be measured not 
only on by what activities you do but on how the success was achieved.  

To be able to adapt our activities we need to look at our progress clearly and critically each year, 
monitor trends, assess challenges and failures so that we can build activities for the next year. We 
experiment and frequently programs do not work, and we need to change direction.  This report 
builds on what we have learned each year to provide a complete record through which any of our 
program (disasters and successes) can be tracked.  Our annual reports are written not only to report 
to our donors and partners including the Mozambican government but also to provide a detailed 
record of our journey. As much as possible we do not write different reports or present different 
financial reports for different audiences.  

Our annual reports since 2003 form a detailed, and unique record of a conservation organisation and 
our programs. Only through putting it all together in detail at least once a year, monitoring indicators 
and our challenges and assessing challenges can we and others see where we are and establish the 
next ȅŜŀǊΩǎ budget and workplan. A printed copy sits on the table in our reception and is well 
thumbed and read by our team during the year. For shorter updates, our Facebook page is regularly 
updated and or website provides the overview.  We hope you will find the time to look through our 
detailed report and the progress we have made towards achieving our goals or just dip into the 
sections that interest you.  
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WHERE IS NIASSA RESERVE 

 

Niassa Special Reserve is situated on the border with Tanzania in northern Mozambique. It is divided 
into 17 management concessions but managed as one whole by the NSR management authority (a 
co-management agreement between ANAC and WCS. Our headquarters and Mariri Environmental 
centre which is the hub of all our activities is located in the yellow shape inside Niassa Reserve in 

concession L5 South which we manage with Mbamba Village 

LONG TERM GOALS 
 

All NCP activities are achieved in collaboration with local communities, Niassa Reserve Management 
Authority, and tourism operators. Our vision is a unique wilderness of Niassa National Reserve where 
lions and other carnivores continue to persist and thrive with the full participation and support of 
bƛŀǎǎŀΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 

 

 






































































































































































































































































































































































