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Summary

 “What are the most effective methods of communication and networking to influence conservation outcomes for non-governmental organizations and African partners?”  “How do we promote awareness on key conservation challenges that result in conservation capacity building and action?”

These were the research questions behind the communications assessment carried out by the Africa Biodiversity Collaborative Group (ABCG).  ABCG
, a collaboration by U.S.-based international conservation non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that explores cutting edge and high priority issues affecting Africa, wanted to determine how new conservation concepts, tools and lessons are best shared with conservation decision-makers and practitioners in all regions of Africa.  ABCG conducted four case studies to gain an in-depth view of the effectiveness of different communications methods, activities, and products used in their collaboration as well as other projects.  The case studies included:

1. Biodiversity Support Program (BSP) Armed Conflict and the Environment Project; 

2. ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project;

3. ABCG General Communications Activities; and

4. ABCG Product Cost Analysis.  
The key finding of this study is:
U.S.-initiated projects that articulate conservation linkages and identify key messages and lessons on emerging and high priority issues can more effectively build capacity of field-based partners in Africa (in terms of learning, behavior change, and organizational change) when they develop and implement a focused, effective multi-tiered communications strategy that takes into account different levels of target audiences and identifies the most useful means of communications that considers timing, outreach, and cost. 
Use a Framework for Communications Planning

Based on an analysis of the case studies, the four steps for communications planning outlined in Conservation International’s publication, The 4-P Workshop: Designing Communications and Education Strategies for Conservation Projects
, provide a useful framework for preparing effective projects that share lessons learned for addressing emerging and high priority conservation challenges.
Step 1. Define the problems/linkages
· U.S. initiated projects are useful when they are among the first studies to articulate problems, identify linkages, spell out key messages, and promote lessons learned on cutting edge conservation issues.  They can play an important role to raise the profile on conservation impacts and share coping strategies.  

Step 2. Identify target audiences

· As cutting edge issues impact numerous stakeholders, target audiences at various levels must be identified in order to build their capacity in terms of  learning (development of knowledge, skills, and attitudes), behavior change (changes in individual’s work performance), and organizational change (changes in actions by organizations).  
Step 3. Select communication methods

· Activities that advance cutting edge thinking should be well-documented (e.g. workshop proceedings).  Products should be widely distributed on the web as well as hard copies for those without internet access.  Products should be translated into local languages as well as English, French, and Portuguese to reach intended audiences, where appropriate.  The cost of distributing documents in Africa must also be considered as part of the planning phase as this can be very expensive.
Step 4. Implement communications plan 

· Once main messages and lesson learned on high priority conservation issues are known, a multi-tiered communications approach targeting specific audiences is needed that considers timing, information flow, product distribution, how communication activities build upon one another, outreach and networking, cost and how to leverage additional resources to share lessons learned (e.g. funding and in-kind support).  
Formalize Communications Planning to Promote Messages on Cutting Edge Conservation Issues

The assessment found that the planning for communications activities by the projects analyzed were mainly ad hoc and opportunistic.  The benefit of having this informal communications approach was that activities could be flexible and can be designed to build on previous activities.  Also certain activities such as consultancies, the commissioning of case study reports, and workshops were needed in order to gather results and determine what messages on cutting edge issues need to be communicated.  However, after these messages were identified and refined, the projects may have been able to target more audiences, been able to distribute their products more effectively, and been more cost effective if they had a formalized communications strategy.
One of the reasons for the lack of formalized communications strategies is that it often takes more time, effort, and funding to synthesize results and articulate clear messages on emerging issues than originally anticipated.  Identification of key messages and lessons are often based on consultancies for case study development and regional workshops in Africa that can be costly and time consuming.  Then factors such as the project’s funding, the amount of time remaining for a project, and the cost of producing and distributing materials to the target audience play a role in how new lessons learned are shared with African audiences.  For example, the closing down of the Biodiversity Support Program impacted the production and distribution of the publication, The Trampled Grass.
The communications activities for the ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages project did not occur according to a systematic approach.  Communications activities and projects were ad hoc, opportunistic, and evolved as the project developed.  ABCG identified the impacts of HIV/AIDS on conservation capacity, natural resources and land use, and clearly articulated these impacts and ways to reduce impacts based on a four month consultancy (costing approximately $16,000) and the Nairobi workshop (costing approximately $27,000).  ABCG selected only one audience to target: African NGOs and government agencies that had developed coping strategies to deal with the impacts of AIDS on their institutions and on natural resources and land use.  

According to the assessment those African partners who were the target audience for ABCG’s HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages project stressed that the project helped raise the profile on this issue and promote an understanding of these linkages.  The products and activities that ABCG developed for this target audience were considered very useful in terms of building conservation capacity and impacting organizational behavior such as AIDS awareness, recognizing that the conservation sector has a role to play in dealing with HIV/AIDS, and the development of AIDS organizational policies.   However, as the impact of AIDS is affecting people at so many levels, it would likely have been beneficial for ABCG to consider more audiences and develop more specific communications products and activities in order to reach different target publics such as local communities practicing community-based natural resource management, national decision-makers, and the health sector.  In the future, the ABCG AIDS and Conservation Linkages project can likely have more impact if it implements a more formalized and better planned multi-tiered communications approach that targets more audiences who are dealing with this critical conservation issue and considers more effective methods to distribute information and products in Africa.

Recognize the Importance of Networking Opportunities and the Need to Document Cutting Edge Thinking
Networking opportunities (e.g. through workshops in Africa) with colleagues in other countries facing similar conservation challenges and publications that articulate and document key messages, lessons learned, coping strategies and guidelines are important for building the capacity of African practitioners on emerging conservation issues.   
Networking was identified as one of the most effective activities of U.S.-initiated projects on cutting edge conservation issues by the African conservation practitioners surveyed in both the BSP Armed Conflict project and the ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages project.  For example, networking enabled leaders from local African NGOs to meet and exchange information with colleagues in other countries who were dealing with similar conservation problems with the impacts of armed conflict on the environment.  Most of the networking activities were initiated at workshops based in Africa.  Although workshops can be costly and limited in participation, they often provide a forum for discussing commissioned case studies and provide the basis for synthesizing key lessons to deal with cutting edge conservation problems.  Publications were found to be very helpful as they documented key findings, provided guidelines, and could be widely distributed.  

Share Coping Strategies, Guidelines and Ways to Reduce Impacts to Conservation 

In order to build the capacity on emerging conservation issues, new knowledge, skills, attitudes, and practices must be clearly presented to targeted individuals in order to foster learning.  To promote organizational change, the profile of key issues must be raised, and appropriate guidelines presented to the targeted organizations.  Sharing of examples of similar successful strategies, and help in establishing new partnerships, and securing funding and technical assistance should be provided.
Select Appropriate Methods, Activities, and Products on Case-by-Case Basis
Regarding whether there was one specific method, activity, or product that was the most useful and cost-effective tool to share lessons learned on key conservation issues with African colleagues, there was no clear consensus from the four case studies.  The ABCG Nairobi workshop was considered the most useful activity of all the case studies explored.  However, it was one of the most costly activities.  The general ABCG website was one of the least effective activities in comparison with others (although it was still considered “useful”).  Yet it was one of the least expensive products.  Instead multi-tiered communications approaches need to be created on a case-by-case basis, depending on the conservation messages and targeted audience. 

In general, the activities and products considered very effective for sharing information on cutting edge conservation issues impacting Africa as exemplified by the case studies were:

1. Networking 

2. Publications and List serves
3. African workshops (2-3 days) and Thematic meetings in Washington, DC (2-3 hours) 

4. Regional and international conferences

5. Posters and Websites
The most useful activities for sharing lessons learned by the BSP Armed Conflict and the Environment Project were: 
1. networking- building contacts among African partners who deal with conflict
2. publication- The Trampled Grass: Mitigating the impacts of armed conflict on the environment (considered “useful” by the respondents; criticism was that the case studies were not published in the final publication but instead appeared on-line.)
3. workshops-  the PanAfrican workshop was considered “very useful” while little response was received about the Preparing for Peace workshop
4. presentations- at international conferences such as Society for Conservation Biology were considered “useful” although few African respondents knew about these presentations.
The most useful activities for sharing lessons learned by the ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project were:

1. workshop- 2-day Nairobi workshop for conservation and health sector professionals on HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages

2. publication- Nairobi workshop proceedings report 

3. networking- opportunities provided by the ABCG project

4. website- materials and case studies on HIV/AIDS and conservation linkages on the ABCG website (www.abcg.org) / see:

http://www.frameweb.org/ev.php?URL_ID=6786&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_
SECTION=201&reload=1056639220

5. poster- HIV/AIDS and Conservation poster and
presentations- at international conferences such as the World Parks Congress.

The most useful methods, activities, and products for sharing general information by ABCG were:

1. networking- through ABCG meetings, brown bags and other activities, participants were able to meet colleagues from a variety of conservation and development institutions and gain insight about what their partners and donors were working on and how these organizations functioned
2. list serve- by participating in the email list serve, participants were able to learn about upcoming events, publications, job announcements, etc.

3. meetings- by attending ABCG thematic meetings in Washington, D.C., participants were able to learn about cutting edge issues, who is working on these issues, key resources, and opportunities for next step and potential collaboration 

4. publication- a report by Greenwatch-Uganda about land use policies in Uganda and the legal issues around compensation for land used for biodiversity conservation, protected area management and other uses
5. African workshops- hosting the ABCG Nairobi AIDS workshop and the ABCG AIDS and Compensation sessions at the College of African Wildlife Management symposia, etc.

6. ABCG website- by placing the materials collected from ABCG thematic meetings on the website (www.abcg.org) as well as web links, case studies, and other materials (considered only “moderately useful”).
Assess Impact to Conservation Outcomes

The communications strategies for cutting edge conservation projects should be designed to influence conservation outcomes.  The case studies looked at the conservation outcomes in terms of impacting learning (e.g. the development of new knowledge, skills, attitudes, and practices developed), building the capacity of conservation practitioners, and changing organizational behavior.

Case Study 1. BSP Armed Conflict and the Environment Project

Respondents shared how they learned, changed their work behavior, and influenced their organizational activities as a result of the BSP Armed Conflict and the Environment project.  According to the communications assessment, the following was found:
Articulating Problems and Linkages

The BSP ACE Project:
· was one of the first studies to articulate the relationship between armed conflict and the environment
· raised the profile of the issue of armed conflict and the environment.
Building Conservation Capacity 

The BSP ACE Project:
· improved individuals’ knowledge, skills, attitudes, and practices to deal with issues involving armed conflict and the environment  
· enabled individuals to better articulate the relationships between armed conflict and environmental management 
· enhanced understanding of the need for contingency planning for insecurity
· sensitized individuals and their organizations on the issue
· impacted individual’s work by changing people’s actions and where they focused their attention (e.g. directly with chiefs of communities or within protected areas in dealing with conflict)
· shared information and lessons learned on conflict/environment

· provided opportunities for networking with conservation colleagues in other African countries who are dealing with issues of armed conflict.
Impacting Organizational Behavior

The BSP ACE Project:
· sensitized organizations on the issue of armed conflict and the environment
· encouraged organizational learning on conflict/environment issues 
· changed organizational activities such as project implementation and research [e.g. in terms of focusing on-the-ground in protected areas and conducting surveys after conflict as well as changing how they worked with communities affected by conflict]
· helped organizations to secure funding 

· assisted local NGOs to establish working relationships with major international conservation organizations. 
Case Study 2.  ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project

Respondents shared how they learned, changed their work behavior, and influenced their organizational activities as a result of the ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project.  According to the communications assessment, the following was found:
Articulating Problems and Linkages

The ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project:
· provided a better understanding of the issues surrounding HIV/AIDS and how it impacts conservation and capacity building efforts in Africa. 

Building Conservation Capacity 

The ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project:
· provided networking opportunities to interact with peers from other countries who had developed coping strategies to deal with HIV/AIDS impacts on conservation and capacity

· increased interest on HIV/AIDS and conservation linkages

· assisted conservation programs in obtaining information
· presented quantifiable data on which to base subsequent research
· helped with the ability to secure funding for research.

Impacting Organizational Behavior

The ABCG HIV/AIDS and Conservation Linkages Project:
· made links/contacts with organizations with experience in HIV/AIDS work and anti-retrovirals
· assisted university program to refine conception of issues to be addressed
· made wildlife college’s review their curriculum to integrate information on HIV/AIDS

· provided information at a time when organizations were grappling with these issues, and thus was able to play a very useful role
· helped legitimize the linkages between HIV/AIDS and conservation among members of organizations that enabled greater flexibility to pursue this issue further
· generated a greater commitment by the organization on HIV/AIDS and conservation linkages

· integrated HIV/AIDS into protected area management plans

· created awareness to workers who are very vulnerable to the disease to start taking precautions in fighting it

· implemented various activities on biodiversity and HIV/AIDS including raising AIDS awareness and action levels of biodiversity issues amongst school pupils, communities and the general public 

· enhanced interest and capacity that led to the establishment of a rural-based NGO that works with communities to address impacts of HIV/AIDS, including, through biodiversity approaches
· created substantive changes in the way some international conservation NGOs treats HIV/AIDS both from staff/employee policies and how to operate externally with partners

· established strategic alliances on HIV/AIDS developing an active role by national parks organization to educate its workers on the dangers of the disease 

· encouraged organizations to set aside a budget for AIDS and conservation awareness creation and education
· catalyzed organizations to put a formal HIV/AIDS personnel policy in place.  

Case Study 3.  ABCG General Communications Activities

Respondents shared how they learned, changed their work behavior, and influenced their organizational activities as a result of the ABCG methods, activities, and products.  The key impacts of the ABCG, in general, to build capacity of ABCG members and African partners were:

· sharing information;

· facilitating networking;

· encouraging collaboration;

· learning new approaches;

· gaining new resources;

· providing insight about the work of conservation partners; and

· helping make better management decisions.

When asked what respondents most appreciate about ABCG, the responses highlighted information sharing, networking and collaboration.  For example, respondents appreciated the opportunity that ABCG provided to explore critical emerging African conservation themes and “push the envelope”, learn from in-depth presentations, hold open frank discussions, and interact with various stakeholders.   
Case Study 4.  ABCG Product Cost Analysis

The most cost effective products were:

1. website – ABCG AIDS pages (cost $0.15 per hit and was considered very useful) 

2. website – ABCG general website (cost $0.24 per hit, however, it was only considered moderately useful)

3. poster  – HIV/AIDS and conservation poster (cost $2.43 per copy and was considered very useful)

4. publication – Nairobi Workshop Proceedings (cost $2.63 per report, but was considered the most useful ABCG product tied with the list serve)

5. list serve  – ABCG general email list serve (cost $3 per email, but was considered the most useful ABCG product tied with the Nairobi workshop publication).
The most cost effective activities per person per hour:

1. 2.5-day conference  – regional conference at the College of African Wildlife Management, Tanzania ($2.16 per person per hour and was considered very useful)

2. 3-hour thematic meetings – ABCG’s regular meetings in Washington, DC ($5.83 per person per hour and considered very useful)

3. 2-hour workshop – at the World Parks Congress in South Africa ($12.50 per person per hour was ABCG’s share and considered very useful)

4. 2-day workshop  –  ABCG AIDS workshop in Nairobi, Kenya ($19.81 considered the most useful of all ABCG activities).

Leverage Funding to Advance Conservation Messages

In addition to developing communications products, projects by U.S. based conservation NGOs can also play a unique role by helping to leverage funding for communications activities.  For example, ABCG has been very successful at leveraging funds for various activities that promote its communications products such as obtaining funding for numerous African partners to participate in international and regional conferences where they can help share messages on AIDS and conservation linkages as well as distribute ABCG products such as the AIDS poster and Nairobi workshop proceedings.  U.S. based NGOs with their extensive networks and partners are well positioned to help leverage funding and raise the profile of key conservation messages.

Monitor and Evaluate Impact of Communications Approach

U.S. based conservation projects must actively monitor and evaluate the impact of their communications approach.  Projects should continuously review the effectiveness of their communications strategy, and be willing to change their methodologies and adapt their activities and products as appropriate to ensure that key messages on emerging conservation issues are reaching the targeted audiences.  Long-term monitoring will enable assessment of whether these projects influenced learning, work performance, and organizational change.
Revise ABCG Communications Strategy

The case studies on the BSP Armed Conflict Project, the ABCG AIDS Project, ABCG General Communications, and ABCG Product Cost Analysis provide information about the effectiveness of different communications methodologies.  These findings will help ABCG to revise its communications strategy.  Following are specific recommendations for ABCG based on the communications assessment and survey results.
ABCG needs a multi-tiered communication approach that:

1. Defines the key message of the emerging African conservation issue to be addressed (e.g. on HIV/AIDS impacts to conservation in next wave countries, on human migration and conservation, and on funding priorities for African conservation); 

2. Identifies the target audiences.  Broadly speaking, ABCG has two distinct audiences in different locations; different subsets of these audiences are targets of different messages:

A. Washington-DC based ABCG members, colleagues from the Africa-focused community, and U.S. based policy-makers and donors; and 

B. African partners from local NGOs, universities, government agencies, donors, communities, private sector, etc, from Madagascar and West, Central, East, and Southern Africa.
3.  Selects the most appropriate products and activities that consider costs as it shares tools and information with the intended audience.

4.  Sets forth a communication plan that considers cost, timing, flow of different activities and products for various targeted audiences and whereby one activity builds upon another.  
Proposed actions for revising the ABCG communications strategy identified by survey respondents include:

· Hosting more thematic meetings in Washington, D.C. and workshops in Africa- national level meetings on key emerging issues for decision-makers and sponsor local level workshops to get information out to targeted communities and conservation practitioners in the field (e.g. key protected areas)
· Holding video conferences or web cam conferences with African organizations in the field
· Redesigning the summaries/minutes from ABCG thematic meetings in Washington, DC, into a 3-5 page dissemination notes, fact sheets, or focused synopsis that are more attractive and user friendly so that they can reach targeted audiences in Africa and the U.S. through both electronic and hard copies 
· Translating materials into French and other languages as necessary
· Improving the ABCG website:
-
Put links to the ABCG website on our members and partners’ websites (e.g. AWF, CI, IUCN, WCS, WRI and WWF).   There currently are no links.  This will help improve the visibility of the website and increase information access

- 
Revise the design, navigability, and user friendliness of the ABCG website for

those with internet access.

· Expanding current email list serve to include at least 100 new African participants in order to promote dialogue and networking with U.S. experts.   New partners will be suggested by ABCG members from their extensive networks.  The list serve will be subdivided by different issues
· Developing a monthly enewsletter from ABCG to the members to make them feel connected.  The Enewsletter could summarize activities during the month, talks about upcoming events, and include articles from members on recent conservation successes

· Asking ABCG organizations to include information about ABCG’s lessons learned in their Africa communications products (e.g. African Wildlife Foundation’s Tanzania and Kenya enewsletter to their partners].
5. Is flexible and recognizes that each project requires a different approach and that from project to project the audience might be different and the products used to disseminate the information appropriately might change.
� ABCG comprises African Wildlife Foundation, Conservation International, IUCN-The World Conservation Union, Wildlife Conservation Society, World Resources Institute, and World Wildlife Fund.


� Conservation International. The 4-P Workshop: Designing Communications and Education Strategies for Conservation Projects.  4th Ed. Washington, DC: August 2003.  The 4 P’s stand for: 1) problem, 2) public, 3) products, and 4) plan.
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