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SUSTAINABILITY APPROACH
Resource-rich countries and mining companies looking to establish mining concessions 
have an opportunity to improve how this is being perceived and reduce the negative 
impacts of extraction by supporting sustainable development and conservation 
activities desired by the local community. One of the largest global steel and mining 
companies, ArcelorMittal (AML) is pursuing a cooperative approach throughout 
the planning process for its iron-ore concession in Nimba County, Liberia. They are 
partnering with local communities and other stakeholders to implement sustainable 
development and conservation strategies as well as long-term environmental 
monitoring. These partnerships have focused on formalizing conservation agreements 
in several communities whereby stakeholders agree to effectively conserve priority 
environmental resources in exchange for tangible benefits. Business conservation 
partnerships like these can fit into a broader landscape management approach by 
leveraging mineral wealth to support sustainable economic development and human 
well-being. The short-term expense for the company is outweighed by the long-term 
benefits of improved community and government relations, risk mitigation and better 
long-term overall project success.
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CONTEXT
Despite recently celebrating 10 years of peace, the Liberian government is still 
facing many challenges to reduce poverty, but is seeing some success in attracting 
businesses back to the country in an effort to improve employment, income, and 
tax revenues among other things. Nearly 70% of Liberians (down from almost 95% 
in 2007) live on under $2 per day (in 2010), and the country ranks 174th out of 187 
countries in the 2013 Human Development Index. Liberia’s 2012 USD 422 GDP per 
capita trails the USD 1,433 average for Sub-Saharan African countries and is very 
small in comparison with the USD 49,965 of the United States.1  

Despite these challenges, the post-war economy is making an economic comeback 
with the national GDP more than quadrupling from around USD 409 billion in 2003 
to USD 1.77 trillion in 2012.2 The agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing sectors still 
provide livelihoods and sustenance for the majority of the population, but together 
these sectors have declined as a percentage of GDP from 74% in 2003 to 53% in 2011. 
Other segments of the economy such as services and industry (including mining) 
have grown as a percentage of GDP in the same time period from 22% to 37% and 
from 4% to 10% respectively.3 The Liberian government has worked hard to attract and 
secure international investment and now has one of the world’s highest foreign direct 
investment to GDP ratio in the world4 with the largest investments going toward 
mining (including some in Nimba County), palm oil5 and rubber among others.6 

Therefore now is the time to ensure investments result in sustainable and equitable 
benefits for people.

Mount Nimba lies at the intersection of 
three West African countries: Liberia, 
Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire. It also falls 
inside one of the largest and most 
important remaining forests in West 
Africa, the Upper Guinean Forest 
Ecosystem, 40% of which is contained 
in Liberia. Traditionally, chainsaw 
logging and mining have been the 
largest production industries and 
attracted the most investment to the 
country and Nimba County. However, 

these sectors (along with many others) were negatively impacted by the four-year civil 
war from 1999 to 2003. The war not only claimed many lives but also eroded many key 
ingredients for businesses and communities to thrive including: basic infrastructure, 
economic output, skilled labor, land-use rights and government institutions. 

Home to approximately half a million poor people and the most populous area outside 
of Liberia’s capital, Nimba County faces challenges related to health care, education, 
infrastructure, food security, employment, safe drinking water and market access. Those 
living in the northern region of Nimba County rely directly on the Nimba Mountain 
Range for fresh water, food, fuel wood, their livelihoods and culture preservation.

© CI/Bailey Evans 

Liberian Economy by Sector (%)

2003

2011

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Agriculture, Forestry, Hunting,
and Fishing

Services Industry



GABORONE DECLARATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN AFRICA

IMPLEMENTATION
Liberia has created a protected area the East Nimba Nature Reserve (ENNR), and 
three community managed forests, the Gba, Zor and Blei, to safeguard human 
wellbeing and its natural treasures including stone-tool-using chimpanzees and 
several highly threatened endemic species. Despite these actions, the country’s 
natural capital is still facing the pressures of iron ore and artisanal alluvial mining, 
chainsaw logging, hunting, population growth, unsustainable non-timber forest 
products harvesting and intense shifting cultivation for agriculture. 

With private sector’s renewed interests in extracting the region’s high-grade iron-ore, 
mining activities threaten Nimba County’s healthy ecosystems, and thus, the well-being 
of its people. On the other hand, if harmonized properly with conservation objectives, 
responsible-mining could serve as a major economic catalyst to propel Nimba County 
toward prosperity and a successful demonstrated model to be implemented across 
Liberia and the region. 

The immense mineral wealth of the Nimba 
Mountains has attracted global investments from 
major mining companies such as ArcelorMittal 
(AML). The Liberian government signed a 25-
year mining contract with AML in 2007, granting 
part of Nimba County as a mining concession. 
As part of its long-term engagement in the 
region, AML has made annual contributions 
to the Nimba County Social Development 
Fund; a mechanism established to facilitate 
development at the level of the county and 
affected communities. AML is also collaborating 

and partnering with a range of stakeholders to implement a long-term environmental 
and social due-diligence process in accordance with International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) standards and 2010 National Mineral Policy through its Biodiversity Conservation 
Program (BCP). Between 2010-2011, AML commissioned several organizations, including 
Conservation International (CI), to conduct baseline ecological and social studies to 
gauge the impact of mining in the area. Based on recommendations, AML has established 
the Biodiversity Conservation Programme and is also directing investments toward 
supplementary conservation activities as a form of reparation for environmental damage 
caused by AML’s mining operations. 

In 2012, AML’s BCP commited to a 4-year pilot to develop a coordinated landscape 
plan through collaboration and consultation with local stakeholders in Northern 
Nimba County. This includes promoting conservation activities, harmonizing land 
uses, creating long-term sustainable financing options for conservation efforts in 
the East Nimba Nature Reserve (ENNR), and piloting conservation agreements 
to promote community livelihoods and stewardship. The conservation agreement 
approach involves arrangements that ensure the provision of tangible benefits to 
identified resource users in return for their commitment to conserve natural areas and 
resources. To date, this approach, together with other partners’ efforts, has formed 
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the basis for community participation in the co-management of the ENNR with the 
Forest Development Authority (FDA) and facilitated ground-level conditions needed 
to catalyze sustainable economic development in Nimba.

The pilot addresses the fact that the economic viability of the region depends 
on effective governance to balance competing land uses and establish shared 
commitments among government, non-profits, communities and the private 
sector. These participatory conservation measures reflect regional engagements 
in community forest management and resource rights initiatives led by US Agency 
for International Development (USAID) and the US Forest Service (USFS). Through 
community engagement activities, stakeholders are working together to determine 
appropriate benefits for making concrete commitments to conservation. 

MOVING FORWARD 
Recognizing the value of Nimba County’s remaining forests, AML’s BCP along with 
the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund, the Global Environment Facility, USAID, 
and CI, have come together to create the Northern Nimba Planning Area (NNPA). 
The area comprises a mixed-use conservation landscape that includes the ENNR, 
three community-managed forests (Zor, Blei, Gba), and zones for mining and 
agriculture. 

Involved partners are using the NNPA’s most powerful economic driver—mining—
and the local County governance structure to catalyze a development plan that 
links conservation and human development. This partnership model provides 
AML and other mining companies with an opportunity to achieve commercial 
success and sustainable development by promoting good corporate practices as 
well as investments in local communities and the environment. The success of the 
conservation agreement approach is strengthened by complimentary policy reform 
and implementation based on science and stakeholder input. This collaborative 
effort will pave the way for establishing a sustainable development model through 
landscape-scale conservation that can be amplified regionally and around the world.

______________________________ ________________________________________
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