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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Conkouati-Douli National Park, the Republic of Congo’s (RoC) most biodiverse
protected area, is facing unprecedented threats from oil exploration. Despite being
legally designated to safeguard critical habitats, biodiversity, and the livelihoods

of local communities, the Congolese government has recently approved
These developments threaten

to irreversibly damage one of Central Africa’s last intact tropical forest and coastal
ecosystems, undermining both national legislation and international conservation
commitments.

THE REPORT CALLS
FOR URGENT ACTION:

1. Revoke oil permits overlapping
Conkouati-Douli National Park and its
buffer zones.

Covering over 8,000 km? of tropical forest, wetlands, mangroves, rivers, estuaries,
and marine areas, Conkouati-Douli National Park is home to a Key Biodiversity Area
(KBA) of global importance. It harbors significant populations of endangered wildlife,
including an estimated 900 Western Lowland Gorillas, 7,000 Common Chimpanzees,
and 900 African Forest Elephants, as well as the Atlantic Humpback Dolphin, whose
small, shallow-water population is particularly vulnerable to disturbance. The park’s

2. Uphold and enforce environmental

founding decree prohibits extractive activities in its core conservation zones and a 5 w7 =R Jaws to ensure protected areas

km buffer, allowing limited development only in designated eco-development zones . E gy

that make up roughly one-third of its terrestrial area. remain free from extractive activities
7 In February 2024, the government licensed the Conkouati oil block to the Chinese 'ncompatlble with their conservation

company China Oil Natural Gas Overseas Holding United, with 930 km?2 overlapping
the park and 440 km?2 in its buffer zone. Less than 700 km? of this overlap lies in eco-
development zones, raising significant legal and environmental concerns. In April
2025, the threat escalated when the Niambi oil block was approved, with 98% of its
area overlapping the park. The Niambi permit was granted to ORIENTAL Energy with
an 85% stake without public disclosure of an Environmental Impact Assessment,

- undermining transparency and due diligence.

goals.

3. Ensure transparent, inclusive decision-
making, including full public disclosure
of Environmental Impact Assessments

e SR

Local communities are on the frontlines of these oil blocks which put the fishing,
farming, and forest-based INEliiGoASOEpPIOXIMatIVIZ000FSoRISEENIEK Ol and meaningful consultation with

exploration risks polluting water sources, restricting access to traditional lands, and

fragmenting habitats through road construction and other infrastructure. Civil society Indigenous Peoples, local communities,

organizations have voiced strong opposition, calling for the immediate cancellation of

oil permits within Conkouati-Douli National Park. Their calls have been ignored. and civil society.

Oil development in Conkouati threatens to fragment intact forest corridors, increase
poaching risk, introduce pollution, and accelerate biodiversity loss. These impacts

. would not only violate the park’s legal protections but also undermine the Republic of
Congo’s commitments under the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework
and climate agreements made at COP28.

: N A s N g\ | P . : - Conkouati lagoon.
;“ wahs 7, = & . Image Credit: ©PNCD/Noé
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(1) Whale passage in the Park’s Ocean Waters - June to September. (2) Release of a pangolin. (3) Mangrove
islands in Conkouati Lagoon. Image Credit: ©PNCD/Noé

Introduction -

Protected areas are some

of the last regions on Earth
where ecosystems can thrive
beyond the reach of industrial-
scale development. As a vital
element of global biodiversity
conservation, protected areas
safeguard critical habitats,
carbon reserves, and support the
livelihoods and cultural identities
of Indigenous Peoples and local
communities.

,,,,,,,,

The meandgrs;of the‘kNgongo;" :
Image Credit: ©PNCD/Arghur Laboureur

In the Republic of Congo (RoC), the tension
between conservation and resource

Under the global 30x30 target,
a cornerstone of the Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity

Framework, governments have

committed to protecting at least extraction is playing out in real time. These developments raise alarms about the
30% of the planet’sland and Extractive industries continue to expand alignment between national development
oceans by 2030-_BUt establishing amid deep structural challenges, including strategies, legal environmental protections,
protected areas is not gnough— weak institutions and underdeveloped and global conservation goals. This report
they need to be effectively governance systems rooted in a colonial outlines what is at stake if oil exploration
managed for conservation in the legacy.* Despite formal commitments to and development within Conkouati-Douli

long-term. This is increasingly

AnkE lnien : conservation and climate action, including proceed, and echoes calls from Congolese
difficult as extractive industries y
Construction of the Cong

its role in hosting the Three Basins Summit civil society for a future free from fossil fuel

move into parks, reserves, and provides essential data for'understanding the forest's role in the, in 2023 and climate and biodiversity and industrial expansion within protected
conservation landscapes meant global carbon and water cycles, aiding in the conservation of the * pledges made at UNFCCC COP28 and CBD areas.

to be off-limits to industrial Congo Basin, the-world's second-largest tropical rainforest. \ ‘ COP15

lux tower in DRC. This research statio'n' ]
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The Congo Basin T Rrunt |
Under Pressure, v . | 7 e

The Congo Basin is a vast expanse of forest
that regulates regional rainfall, supports global
climate stability, and sustains an astonishing
diversity of life, from forest elephants and &
great apes to endemic amphibians. Spanning
six countries, it is also home to millions of

~ people, including Indigenous communities

~ whose cultural and spiritual identities are

~ inextricably tied to the land.’

° Chimpanzees in the Conkouati-Douli mangroves. -
Image Credit: Maryleine via Wikipedia. s
CC BY-SA 4.0 R
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accelerating:| Oil licenses are expanding not

only in the Republic of Congo but also in
neighboring countries like the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), where exploration
blocks increasingly overlap sensitive forest
and protected areas.® With impacts disrupting
local livelihoods and global climate futures,
the stakes could not be higher. The Congo
Basin is the world’s second-largest rainforest
and a vital carbon sink,” yet research has
shown that the Congo Basin is approaching
an alarming tipping point and that continued
industrial expansion in the region could lead
to catastrophic climate outcomes.® Even so,
areas legally designated to be free from fossil
fuel and industrial expansion are now under
threat, as these mounting pressures bleed into
national parks— areas intended to provide the
highest levels of environmental protection for
critical landscapes.

ERSAE. ST
The Buya bog, in the territory of Bikoro, in the province of
Equateur of the Democratic Republic of the Congo Tons of
carbon are stored inside these peatlands. Image Credit:
Ley Uwera/For The Washington Post via Getty Images
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Vegetation on the banks of the Ngongo River. Image Credis: ©PNCD/Arthur Laboureur,



One of the most urgent examples of this encroachment is in the RoC’s Conkouati-
Douli National Park. Covering more than 8,000 km?, Conkouati-Douli is one of the
Republic of Congo’s most ecologically and culturally significant protected areas,

and is home to more biodiversity than anywhere else in the country. Established

by presidential decree in 1999, the park spans dense tropical forests, wetlands,
mangroves, rivers, estuaries, and a marine extension added in 2023, making it both a
terrestrial and marine biodiversity hotspot.

The park’s founding decree stipulates that exploration and exploitation permits can
only be granted within areas of the park designated as ‘eco-development zones,” and
that extractive activities are not allowed within the 5km buffer zone on the south and
east sides of the park.® These eco-development zones, intended to balance human
development with conservation, span approximately 1,700 km? or roughly one third
of the terrestrial portion of the park, and encompass the majority of the park’s human
settlements.
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In Conkouati-Douli
National Park
Exploration
Blocks Threaten:
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Earth Insight, July 2025
Data sources: Oil and Gas: Ministry of Hydrocarbons, Earth Insight Oilbase,
2025; Protected Areas: UNEP-WCMC, 2024, WCS, 2023; Settlements:
CIESIN, 2023; Wetlands: CIFOR, 2017; Satellite imagery: ESRI, 2025.
*Population estimate in Conkouati-Douli NP from One Earth

Exploration Block
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The Niambi Oil Block:
A Closer Look

On April 18, 2025, the RoC Government adopted three draft decrees granting permits for
the exploitation and exploration of liquid and gaseous hydrocarbons during its Council
of Ministers meeting.”? The move sparked serious concerns amongst RoC civil society,
particularly with

This near-total overlap with the such a significant protected area raises
serious questions about the legitimacy of the block as a whole. Despite public outcry
following the approval of the Conkouati oil block a year earlier,” the government has
once again demonstrated a willingness to undermine its own environmental legislation,
deepening concerns about the erosion of legal protections for the country’s most critical
ecosystems.
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Earth Insight, July 2025
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2023; Wetlands: CIFOR, 2017; Satellite imagery: ESRI, 2025.
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Local Opposition and Living
with the Impacts on the
Ground

The approval of oil the delicate balance strong opposition. Local
exploration in Conkouati- between people and organizations have

Douli National Park has nature. For communities issued public statements,
triggered widespread that have long coexisted mobilized advocacy
concern among local with the landscape, campaigns, and called
communities, conservation the arrival of extractive for the revocation of oil
organizations, and activities raises fears of blocks within the park.”
Indigenous groups who displacement, loss of Their demands are not
depend on the park’s livelihood, and irreversible  just about stopping fossil
ecosystems for their environmental harm. fuel development; they
livelihoods and cultural are about defending the

practices. In addition to these direct fundamental principle
impacts, the proposed that national development
oil blocks have already decisions cannot be made

r begun to undermine public Without including the
and many trust in protected area people who will bear the
local communities governance. Community costs. Their opposition
rely on fishing, small- members report limited highlights the growing
scale agriculture, and consultation and a lack of  tension between extractive
forest resources to transparency around the economic agendas and
meet their daily needs.™ permitting process, with the rights and voices

Oil exploration and many learning about the of communities on the
development bring exploration plans only after front lines. As extractive
with them the threat of decisions were finalized.” pressures mount, local
pollution, restricted access resistance has become a
to traditional lands, and Environmental civil critical force in defending
increased infrastructure society organizations the park.

that could fragment have responded with

ecosystems and disrupt

Local and traditional fisherman on the Conkouati lagoon,
in the ecodevelopment zone of the National Park.
e Image Credit: ©PNCD/Noé
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{ The Conkouati and Niambi oil blocks
* overlap one of the most ecologically
important zones of Conkouati-Douli
National Park, placing numerous
endangered species at serious risk.
The park is home to an estimated
900 Western Lowland Gorillas, 7,000
Common Chimpanzees, and 900 African
Forest Elephants, representing some of
the highest concentrations of great apes
and forest megafauna in Central Africa.”
These populations are part of what makes
' this region a recognized Key Biodiversity
Area (KBA), a global standard used to
identify sites critical to the persistence of
biodiversity.

KBAs are identified based on rigorous
scientific criteria, highlighting areas
that contain threatened species, unique
_ ecosystems, or significant ecological

. processes. They are meant to be priority
areas for conservation, yet

Elephant crossing on the Ngongo River.
Image Credit: ©PNCD/Matthieu Labour

Map 3. Oil Threats to Endangered Species
in Conkouati-Douli NP

Gabon

NP

Niambi

Oil Block Congq
| ~900 ~7000
N Ry Western Lowland Common
S eCies X : Gorillas* Chimpanzees*
-
' p 3 Chimpanzee
At Risk g - om

Oil development in this
area threatens to fragment intact forest
corridors, disrupt wildlife movement,
and increase human access, which
can accelerate poaching, disease
transmission, and habitat degradation
for species that rely on undisturbed
ecosystems to survive

The threats from these blocks also extend
to coastal waters that host the Atlantic

Humpback Dolphin, a population of ~900 ~.300
only ~300 individuals whose shallow porgst NIRE S IDpbatk
range leaves them exceptionally §lephants® Dolphins®
vulnerable to noise pollution, spills, and Ji '

other disturbances from oil and gas
activities. From forest canopy to coastal
waters, these blocks cut through KBAs,
undermining the survival of iconic and
endangered species.

Atlantic Humpback Dolphin

Earth9
MSigm

@00 |

Earth Insight, July 2025
Data sources: Oil and Gas: Ministry of Hydrocarbons, Earth Insight Oilbase 2025;
Species range: UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 2016, IUCN SSC Cetacean Specialist
Group, 2017, IUCN, 2018, IUCN SSC African Elephant Specialist Group, 2021.
*Species estimates in Conkouati-Douli NP from Parcs de Noé

African Forest Elephant

Species
Western Gorilla
Chimpanzee
. African Forest Elephant
B Atlantic Humpback Dolphin
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__ : omic
development and societal well-being
with the need to transition away from
fossil fuels like oil and gas. This balancing
act is particularly difficult in developing
countries rich in natural resources but
highly vulnerable to environmental
degradation and infringement on the
rights of Indigenous peoples and local
communities. Catch-all solutions are hard
to come by, and there is a need to find

Aerial view of the Conkouati lagoon and lakes
Image Credit: ©PNCD/Arthur Laboureur

iy

aside for conservation, the path forwar
clear: no extractive activity, especially oil
and gas extraction, should be permitted
within the boundaries of protected areas,
which are legally designated to safeguard
biodiversity, ecosystem services, and
cultural survival. Compromising these
protections undermines both local and
global efforts to conserve nature, protect
local livelihoods, and secure a liveable
planet for current and future generations.

Threat Assessment | September 2025

In light of these realities, the following urgent actions are
needed to uphold the integrity of Conkouati-Douli National
Park and to honor the calls of Congolese environmental civil
society:

The Republic of Congo should immediately revoke all oil
exploration and exploitation permits that overlap with
legally designated protected areas, including Conkouati-
Douli National Park and its buffer zones. Extractive activities
are fundamentally incompatible with the conservation
objectives and legal frameworks of protected areas.

National environmental laws and park decrees must

be respected and enforced. This includes honoring the
restrictions on extractive activity in Conkouati-Douli’s core
zones and buffer areas, as outlined in the park’s founding
legal framework. Government institutions should ensure
that legal protections are not bypassed by economic or
political interests.

All future decisions affecting protected areas and local
communities must involve meaningful consultation with
Indigenous Peoples, local communities, and civil society
organizations. Transparent processes—including the
timely disclosure of Environmental Impact Assessments—
are essential to rebuilding public trust and upholding
democratic environmental governance.
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Methodology

Forest Cover

Forest cover within Conkouati-Douli National Park was quantified by intersecting the JRC Tropical Moist Forest (TMF) Cover dataset
(Vancutsem et al., 2021) with the park boundary using the zonal histogram function. Only pixels with a value of 1, representing intact
or undisturbed tropical moist forest, were included in the calculations. Pixel counts generated by the tool were summed and convert-
ed to area to determine total forest cover within the park. The same procedure was applied to both oil block polygons.

Wetlands

Wetland extent was calculated using the CIFOR Tropical and Subtropical Wetlands Distribution dataset (Gumbricht et al., 2017). Cat-
egory 10 (“open water”) was excluded, and remaining wetland classes were summarized to determine total wetland area.The dataset
was intersected with the park boundary and pixel counts were generated using the zonal histogram function. Pixel counts generated
by the tool were summed and converted to area to determine total wetland cover within the park. The same workflow was repeated
for both oil block polygons.

Protected Area Data
Protected area data were obtained from the World Database on Protected Areas (UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 2024), which categorizes
sites according to primary management objectives (Dudley, 2008):

la - Strict Nature Reserve

Ib - Wilderness Area

Il - National Park

Il - National Monument or Feature

IV - Habitat/Species Management Area
V - Protected Landscape/Seascape

VI - Sustainable Use Protected Area
Not applicable / Unclassified

Onshore Protected Areas

Protected areas with IUCN categories | - IV were selected based on IUCN

recommendations that no oil and gas extraction should occur in these protected

areas. National Parks without IUCN category data were reclassified as Category Il to address missing attributes in some countries.
Duplicate and overlapping features were removed prior to area-based analysis. The refined protected area layer was intersected with
the park and oil block boundaries using the Intersection function and the overlapping areas were calculated.

Marine Protected Areas
At the time of analysis, the marine extension of Conkouati-Douli National Park was not included in the World Database on Protected
Areas. To incorporate this update, the Marine Protected Area (MPA) boundary was manually digitized.

Eco-Development Zones
Eco-development zone boundaries were digitized from the PAPACO Management Effectiveness Training Tool report. The resulting
layer was intersected with the Conkouati and Niambi oil block boundaries. These boundaries are approximate and should not be

used as definitive boundaries.

Key Biodiversity Areas
The Key Biodiversity Area was generated using the World Database of Key Biodiversity Areas data layer (BirdLife International,
2024). The dataset was intersected with the park and oil block boundaries using the Intersection function and the overlapping
areas were calculated.

Geospatial Data Sources

Forest Cover: C. Vancutsem, F. Achard, J.-F. Pekel, G. Vieilledent, S. Carboni, D.
Simonetti, J. Gallego, L.E.O.C. Aragao, R. Nasi. Long-term (1990-2019) monitoring of
forest cover changes in the humid tropics. Science Advances 2021

Wetlands: Gumbricht, T.; Roman-Cuesta, R.M.; Verchot, L.V.; Herold, M.; Wittmann, F;
Householder, E.; Herold, N.; Murdiyarso, D., 2017, “Tropical and Subtropical Wetlands
Distribution”, https://doi.org/10.17528 /CIFOR/DATA.00058, Center for International
Forestry Research (CIFOR), V7, UNF:6:Bc9aFtBpam27aFOCMgW71Q== [fileUNF]

Protected Areas: UNEP-WCMC and IUCN (2024), Protected Planet: The World
Database on Protected Areas (WDPA) and World Database on Other Effective
Area-based Conservation Measures (WD-OECM) [Online], January 2024, Cambridge,
UK: UNEP-WCMC and IUCN. Available at: www.protectedplanet.net

Eco-Development Zones: Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT):
Conkouati-Douli National Park. July 2011. PAPACO. Available at
https://papaco.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/METT-Parc-national-Conkouati-Douli.pdf
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Key Biodiversity Areas: BirdLife International (2024) World Database of Key Biodiversity Areas. Developed by the KBA Partnership:
BirdLife International, International Union for the Conservation of Nature, American Bird Conservancy, Amphibian Survival Alliance,
Conservation International, Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund, Global Environment Facility, Re:Wild (formerly Global Wildlife Con-
servation), NatureServe, Rainforest Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Wildlife Conservation Society and World Wildlife
Fund. September 2024 version. Available at http:/keybiodiversityareas.org/kba-data/request

Oil and Gas Blocks: Republic of Congo, Ministry of Hydrocarbons.

Settlements: Center for International Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN), Columbia University and Novel-T. 2023. GRID3 Re-
public of the Congo Settlement Extents, Version 02. Palisades, NY: Geo-Referenced Infrastructure and Demographic Data for Devel-
opment (GRID3). https:/doi.org/10.7916/nw1r-3b27. Accessed 7th May, 2024

African Forest Elephant Geographic Range: Gobush, K.S., Edwards, C.T.T, Maisels, F., Wittemyer, G., Balfour, D. & Taylor, R.D. 2021. Lox-
odonta cyclotis (errata version published in 2021). The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2021: e.T181007989A204404464.
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2021-1.RLTS.T181007989A204404464.en. Accessed on 10 April 2024

Chimpanzee Geographic Range: Humle, T., Maisels, F., Oates, J.F., Plumptre, A. & Williamson, E.A. 2016. Pan troglodytes (errata version
published in 2018). The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2016: €.T15933A129038584. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2016-2.
RLTS.T15933A17964454.en. Accessed on 10 April 2024

Western Gorilla Geographic Range: Maisels, F., Bergl, R.A. & Williamson, E.A. 2018. Gorilla gorilla (amended version of 2016 as-
sessment). The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2018: €.T9404A136250858. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2018-2.RLTS.
T9404A136250858.en. Accessed on 10 April 2024

Atlantic Humpback Dolphin Geographic Range: Collins, T., Braulik, G.T. & Perrin, W. 2017. Sousa teuszii (errata version published
in 2018). The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2017: €.T20425A123792572. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2017-3.RLTS.
T20425A50372734.en. Accessed on 10 April 2024.

Geoboundaries: Runfola, D. et al. (2020) geoBoundaries: A global database of political administrative boundaries. PLoS ONE 15(4):
€0231866. https:/doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0231866
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