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Over-hunting of  bushmeat species is 
one of  the largest threats to tropical 
forest ecosystems in Central Africa.  
Yet subsistence hunting is also an 
important activity for the livelihoods 
of  hunter-gatherer and forest-dwelling 
communities in Central Africa, not 
only providing an important source 
of  protein and income to families 
but also forming part of  the cultural 
identity. The bushmeat trade across 
West and Central Africa has recently 
been estimated to be worth as much as 
USD 200 million a year.1 However, when 
hunting becomes commercialized or 
intensified, wildlife populations suffer, 
and dramatic population declines, and 
even local extirpations, of  large-bodied 
species have been reported in heavily 
hunted areas1. One of  the most widely 

discussed approaches to increasing the 
sustainability of  hunting is the provision 
of  alternative protein and income-
generating sources (or ‘alternative 
livelihoods’) to communities that are 
otherwise dependent on bushmeat for 
food and/or income. The Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) recognized 
the importance of  this approach in 2010 
and is evaluating options for alternative 
livelihoods to act as a means of  reducing 
levels of  bushmeat hunting. The 
development of  alternative livelihoods 
is an important strategy in the Central 
African Forests Commission roadmap 
and for many NGOs, and proposed 
investment in Central Africa is expected 
to exceed USD 6 million over the next 
five years. 

There are two types of  alternative 
livelihood projects: those which aim 
to provide an alternative income 
for hunters, and those which aim to 
provide an alternative protein source 
for consumers – although often both 
aims are addressed together by giving 
hunters the means to supply protein to 
consumers. A typical chain of  logic (also 
known as ‘theory of  change’) behind an 
alternative livelihood project is that, if  
hunters are occupied with the alternative 
livelihood, which is assumed to be 
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equivalent to, or better than, hunting, 
they will substitute the new activity 
for hunting, hunt less, and therefore 
wildlife populations will recover (Box 
1). Alternative livelihood projects have 
been implemented at a local level since 
at least the early 1990s; however, despite 
significant expenditure the evidence of  
the impact of  these projects on hunting 
practices, species populations and local 
livelihoods has yet to be reviewed: in 
short, we do not know how effective 
they are.

What are alternative livelihood projects?

Box 1: A common chain of logic behind an alternative livelihood project

Goats 
provided 
to main 
hunters

Goats provide 
equivalent/
higher incomes 
than hunting 
AND/OR take up 
a high proportion 
of hunter’s daily 
activity budget

Main hunters 
spend more 
time in 
the village 
tending to 
goats 

Main hunters 
hunt less 
than before 
project

Fewer 
animals are 
killed in 
the village 
territory

Prey 
population 
increases



    2May 2014

Technical Brief   Moving Beyond Assumptions: Can alternative livelihoods projects reduce hunting pressure? 

The study ‘Learning our Lessons: A 
Review of  Alternative Livelihood 
Projects in Central Africa’,2 

conducted by the University of  
Oxford and IUCN, takes a first 
step to evaluating the effectiveness 
of  alternative livelihood projects. 
The study gathered information 
on 64 past and current alternative 
livelihood projects for bushmeat 
hunting in Central Africa (Box 2) 
using published and grey literature. 
Fifteen of  these projects were then 
analyzed in more detail through semi-
structured interviews with project 
managers. A comparative framework 
was used to evaluate the aims, design, 
implementation and impact of  case 
study projects, and to identify key 
factors affecting the success to date, 
and sustainability, of  the projects.

What did we learn?

A lack of evidence
Despite the numerous monitoring 
and evaluation tools developed for 
conservation projects, the study found 
that few projects have measured 
their outcomes (e.g. changes in 
hunting pressure, wildlife populations 
and local livelihoods). Instead, simple 
measures of  outputs (e.g. number of  
participants, livestock health) were 
often used to evaluate project success. 
Ten of  the 15 projects had done some 
baseline surveys in order to allow the 
impact of  the project to be assessed 
over time. All had monitored project 
implementation and outputs (often a 
condition of  funding). However, only 
four projects had monitored changes 
in hunter behavior and socio-economic 
outcomes, and only one had also 
monitored ecological change.

Many project managers were aware of  

A review of the evidence base

Sixty-four 
projects were 
identified across 
eight Central 
African countries 
as including 
an alternative 
livelihoods 
component. They 
were funded by a 
variety of  donors, 
but mostly by 
international 
and local NGOs 
or multiple donors. The majority (48/64) had an income-substitution 
element, with few (12/64) focused solely on protein substitution. The most 
commonly offered protein substitute was pig farming, followed by fish 
farming and other livestock rearing (goats, sheep and chickens). Frequently 
offered income substitutes included beekeeping, agricultural diversification/
intensification and cane rat farming. 

Box 2:  Project locations 64 projects across 
8 Central African countries

the importance of  project monitoring, 
but cited low levels of  project funding 
and short project timeframes as 
major obstacles to setting up suitable 
monitoring systems. If  these 15 
projects are representative of  
alternative livelihood projects in 
Central Africa, a regional analysis 
of  the success of  alternative 
livelihood projects in reducing the 
threat of  bushmeat overexploitation 
would be extremely difficult, if  not 
impossible.

Insufficient testing of assumptions
Alternative livelihood projects rely on a 
chain of  assumptions about how people 
will react to the provision of  a new 
potential livelihood or protein source 
(see Box 1 for an example). These 
assumptions may not hold, but projects 
are not set up to monitor and evaluate 
whether they are valid. A particularly 
important question is whether the 
alternative livelihood truly substitutes 
for hunting, or whether it merely 

becomes an additional livelihood, which 
is carried out in the hunter’s spare 
time or by another member of  their 
family. Other factors that may break the 
chain of  assumptions include whether 
the number of  people involved in 
the project is high enough to make a 
difference to overall hunting levels, or 
whether the people targeted are those 
who do the majority of  the hunting (e.g. 
if  commercial hunters are causing most 
of  the mortality, a project targeting 
small-scale hunters cannot lead to 
increased wildlife populations). 

The study found that most projects 
had not collected data that would 
allow them to test their assumptions. 
It is crucial that projects explicitly 
identify and monitor each link in 
their chain of  assumptions about 
how the project will actually produce 
conservation outcomes, otherwise it 
will not be possible to evaluate whether 
they are successful, and where in the 
causal chain any issues may lie. 
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Choosing an appropriate 
alternative: existing activities and 
market access
Project managers highlighted the 
importance of  developing locally 
and culturally relevant alternative 
livelihood activities and suggested 
that supporting the development of  
existing activities was more likely to 
succeed than the introduction of  new 
activities. Managers also stressed the 
importance of  the existence of  local 
markets – and access to these markets 
– in order for alternative livelihoods 
to able to generate an adequate and 
reliable income. Some managers 
highlighted that a lack of  market 
analysis during the project development 
had hindered project success.

Targeting project benefits 
In order to tip the balance towards 
alternative livelihoods substituting for 

hunting activities rather than being 
additional to their existing activities, 
projects can target hunters, rather than 
anyone who would like to join, and can 
impose conditions on gaining benefits 
from the project (e.g. by asking them to 
agree not to hunt certain species).

Eight of  the 15 evaluated projects 
allowed all community members to 
participate, six focused on hunters, and 
one on the poorest households. While 
allowing the whole community access 
to project benefits can be desirable 
in terms of  livelihood outcomes and 
community buy-in, it may also mean 
that the project does not focus enough 
on the key people whose behavior 
needs to change in order to make 
hunting more sustainable. Open 
participation could mean that 
non-hunters may be more likely to 
participate than hunters (e.g. elderly 

ex-hunters and women), thereby 
diluting the substitution effect of  
the project.

Six projects did not ask participants 
to follow any rules, while of  the nine 
that did have some conditions on 
participation, two had no sanctions 
if  the rules were broken, four had 
externally imposed sanctions (e.g. the 
hunting was in a protected area) and 
three devised their own sanctions. 
Without conditions on entry and 
credible sanctions if  rules are 
broken, there is little incentive to 
substitute the alternative for hunting 
if  it is possible to keep hunting 
while participating in the project.

Local management and community 
involvement
Proper local participation throughout 
all stages of  community-based 

“Box 3: 
What do community 
participants have to say? 

Site-level interviews were conducted 
with project participants of  five 
projects in Gabon and Cameroon, 
each representing different institutional 
contexts. These interviews confirmed 
the findings of  the project manager 
interviews, and preliminary results 
suggest that for some projects:

• The investment (economic and social capital) made by the communities in 
the projects was perceived by the communities to be far greater than the 
promised benefits. In some cases, local communities reported that projects 
had negatively impacted livelihoods.  

• Project associations had ceased to function after initial project funding 
ended; in some cases, the creation of  these associations had caused conflict 
between the association members and non-members.  

• Husbandry projects suffered from lack of  veterinary expertise when faced 
with epidemics. In Southwestern Cameroon, pork husbandry projects 
were negatively impacted by a swine disease; however, there was no project 
funding for veterinary assistance. Communities asked that this be budgeted 
in future projects. 

• The project timelines were often too short, and projects ended before 
realizing their objectives. In Kessala, Gabon, the project planned to support 
the development of  a community management plan. However, the approval 
process for the plan took longer than the project timeline. As a result, 
community members became demotivated. 

• The creation of  markets is essential. In Ayem, Gabon, a project that focused 
on growing and selling vegetables did not identify potential markets at the 
outset. Due to the short shelf  life of  vegetables and lack of  a local market, 
the project was not successful.
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conservation projects is critical to 
success.3 Almost 40% of  the 64 
projects identified in this study 
were implemented by local NGOs. 
Four of  the 15 projects studied in 
greater detail had been initiated by 
local communities themselves, which 
then approached local or international 
NGOs for financial and technical 
assistance. Project managers indicated 
that they were aiming for a high level 
of  community involvement in project 
implementation. However, project 
managers’ views of  the level of  local 
participation in projects may not 
reflect the true extent of  community 
involvement in project design, 
management and implementation. 
This can only be established through 
research that asks local people about 

their experiences (an Oxford/IUCN/
WCS team is currently carrying out 
such research through in-situ interviews 
with project participants of  five 
projects in Gabon and Cameroon; Box 
3 provides preliminary findings from 
these projects). 

Short-term project funding…but 
high levels of overall investment 
Project funding for the 15 projects 
ranged from USD <20,000 to 500,000 
per annum. Donor-driven timeframes 
often did not match the time required 
for projects to reach fruition: the 
average project timeframe was under 
two years, whereas complex projects 
such as these are likely to take a 
decade to realize their outcomes. Most 
project managers reported individual 

project funding to be inadequate, 
and cited this as a reason for which 
monitoring and evaluation was not 
possible. Collectively, funding for 
these 15 projects alone amounted 
to approximately USD 8 million. 
With such significant investment into 
alternative livelihood projects, an audit 
of  the effectiveness of  these projects is 
essential and overdue. In the coming 
years, an minimum of  USD 6 
million is expected to be allocated 
to alternative livelihood projects 
in Central Africa with the number 
of  projects likely to increase.4 
Investment in improving project 
design as well as in the monitoring 
and evaluation of  project outcomes 
is crucial to ensure that this 
investment is cost-effective.

We have identified four key issues for 
project funders, which impact project 
sustainability and therefore their 
ability to achieve, and to demonstrate, 
conservation or livelihood outcomes:

• Insufficient thought has been 
given to project design, either 
as to how to produce livelihood 
benefits, or how livelihood benefits 
are intended to change behaviors: 
To ensure livelihood benefits 
from the provision of  alternative 
income activities, funders should 
require a robust business plan 
based on market analysis as a 
condition of  funding. To ensure 
livelihood benefits have the 
best chance of  causing changes 
in hunting practice, funders 
should require an explicit and 
quantified description of  the 
project's chain of  logic and all 
major assumptions. 

Key issues and recommendations for funders

• Project timescales tend to be too 
short: Funders should commit 
to longer-term support of  
successful projects in order to 
enable them to achieve their 
outcomes, conditional upon 
satisfactory progress. 

• Projects are inadequately funded: 
The funding offered to projects 
should be based upon a realistic 
assessment of  the cost of  
alternative livelihood projects 
and of  the scale and targeting 
required to make a difference 
to the issue (e.g. a project that 
successfully diverts a small number 
of  hunters to a new livelihood may 
make little overall difference). 

• Projects have no designated 
funding or incentive to carry out 
monitoring and evaluation of  
their assumptions and outcomes: 

Funders should make adequate 
monitoring and evaluation a 
condition of  funding and set 
aside budget for this activity. 

We have also identified strengths that 
can be built upon:

• Projects have tended to 
be bottom-up and locally 
implemented: Actively targeting 
funding to local NGOs, and 
particularly to communities 
wishing to implement their own 
alternative livelihood projects, 
is likely to enhance project 
sustainability and community 
buy-in. International support is 
still likely to be required to support 
capacity-building and to enhance 
access to markets and funding. 
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Key priorities for action

Many of  our recommendations for 
project implementers (which are 
summarized in Box 4, and provided 
in detail in the full report) reiterate 
those of  previously published best-
practice guidelines for adaptive 
management.5. However, this study 
suggests that many of  these guidelines 
are still not being applied. This may 
reflect poor communication between 
conservation practitioners, the 
scientific community and local project 
managers, but it may also be influenced 
by funding structures that neither 
provide incentives nor funding for 
monitoring and evaluation, and that 
do not provide suitable timeframes 
for project implementation. Project 
funders have a key role to play in 
ensuring that these best-practice 
guidelines are applied; this will 
require a substantial reappraisal of  
funding priorities and approaches. 
Given the large sums being expended 
on alternative livelihood projects in 

Central Africa and elsewhere, the 
return on investment from improving 
the execution and evaluation of  these 
projects would be high.

In the immediate future, there are three 
key steps that should be undertaken:

1. Ensure that local managers of  
alternative livelihood projects are 
equipped with the necessary skills 
and tools to ensure that projects 
are well designed and effectively 
monitored. The creation of  
a simple and robust design, 
monitoring and evaluation 
toolkit (based upon existing 
templates in the literature) and 
associated training materials and 
courses is a first step. 

2. Ensure that donors structure 
funding for alternative livelihoods 
projects to permit (and ensure) 
best practice project design 

and implementation. A set of  
guidelines for funders of  
alternative livelihood projects 
in Central Africa on how to how 
to structure project funding 
to ensure, minimum standards 
for project design, monitoring 
and evaluation are met should 
be developed and proposed for 
adoption by COMIFAC and 
CBFP. 

3. A wider review of  the available 
evidence on the successes 
and failures of  alternative 
livelihood projects, and the 
reasons behind them could help 
improve our understanding of  
what works. Given the lack of  data 
for formal evaluations of  success, 
these should be based largely on 
qualitative in-situ evaluations with 
project participants.

Box 4: 
Recommendations for the design and implementation of alternative livelihood projects

Project aims and objectives | 

Project funding  | 

Project organizations and partners | 

Before the design of  a project (and selection of  alternative livelihoods), 
baseline data must be collected to understand how current hunting behaviors 
are impacting the conservation target and drivers of  these behaviors must be 
identified. This information should then be used to formulate clear, measurable 
and feasible project aims and objectives and to identify key project participants. 
Be clear on the scale of  the intervention and the scale of  the problem.

Fund projects over longer periods of  time, factoring in the needed duration 
identified in the project design phase (which may include time to adapt to new 
activities, time required to develop and sustain market access, reproduction time 
for alternative protein sources, etc.).

Where possible, projects should be situated within national decentralization/
community management laws. Donors and organizations should aim to 
strategically ‘join up’ projects working in the same area in order to share 
resources and experiences.

...continued
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...Box 4 continued

Community involvement in 
project initiation, design and 

implementation  | 

Project design| 

Project participant selection | 

Project conditionality and 
sanctions | 

Project monitoring | 

Project sustainability | 

Communities should be involved in project management during project 
initiation, design and implementation in a truly participatory and empowering 
manner. Donors should specifically allocate funding to cover the project 
handover phase (if  full community management is not practicable from 
project inception), and ensure that funding does not end before full handover 
from project NGOs to communities is achieved. 

Project activities should be based on a ‘theory of  change’, using information 
collected in baseline studies to ensure that chosen alternative livelihood 
activities address the drivers of  hunting. Projects should be designed in 
collaboration with local communities and target project participants. Baseline 
studies should include an investigation of  whether an accessible market exists 
for alternatives aiming to replace hunting incomes.

Projects should aim to work with those community members who will have 
the biggest impact on the target species/ecosystem. The impacts of  the 
project on non-participants (benefits and costs) should be clearly understood, 
and costs mitigated.

Where appropriate, conditions for project participation may be required to 
ensure that preferred livelihood activities reduce targeted hunting behaviors 
(also known as quid pro quo agreements). Where conditions and sanctions 
are required, they must be locally appropriate and designed in partnership 
with the local community and project participants.

A system of  outcome-oriented monitoring (and adaptive management) must 
be developed early in project planning, establishing a socio-economic and 
ecological baseline against which to measure project impact. Training and 
specific funding support must be provided for monitoring activities and the 
evaluation of  monitoring results.

A plan for long-term project sustainability should be factored into project 
design at an early stage. For example, project managers and/or participants 
should be assisted in designing simple business plans that can guide the 
production, marketing and sale of  products to local and regional markets. 
Necessary technical support, such as veterinary care, should be factored in.
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