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Introduction 
 
MBG has been active in Madagascar since the early 1970s, with a permanent presence in 
the country since 1983. For most of this period, the organisation has devoted its efforts to 
plant exploration and fundamental taxonomic research, and to making botanical and 
phytogeographical information available to the international scientific community as well 
as to public and private sector decision-makers concerned with conservation and 
sustainable use and management of resources. MBG also offers technical assistance to 
the Malagasy Government in the setting up of the new network of Protected Areas 
(SAPM), an ambitious program launched in 2003 that will increase the total area under 
protection from 1.5 to over 6 million hectares (nearly 10% of the country) in five years. 
 
In light of the severe problems faced by the Malagasy biota and its people, who are 
heavily dependent on natural resources for their livelihoods, in 2002 the MBG staff 
decided to become more actively involved in conservation. Consequently, a multi-faceted 
strategy was designed that includes species-focused initiatives, site-focused projects at 
botanically important sites, and proactive advocacy for plant conservation within the 
country. 
 
Over the last several years, MBG-Madagascar has launched on-the-ground conservation 
activities at three priority areas for plant conservation: the forests of Mahabo 
(Farafangana), Analalava (Foulpointe), and Ankafobe (Ankazobe). 
 
In each of the pilot sites described below, the MBG is developing and promoting a 
community-based program that aims to combine and integrate biodiversity conservation 
and economic development needs. In the educational sector, the team has long been 
involved in providing practical instruction in a variety of fields related to plants and 
applied conservation, and has directed graduate students from Malagasy universities. In 
October 2007, in collaboration with the Université d‘Antsiranana in northern Madagascar 
and the Malagasy NGO Fanamby, MBG will run a much-needed training course in 
applied conservation management.  This 12-month course will serve as a model for future 
development of parallel training in the closely related field of ecological restoration for 
university students as well as forestry agents and engineers. 
 
 
Mahabo – Restoring a coastal forest on white sand 
 
For more information contact Ludovic Reza (reza.ludovic@mobot-mg.org) 



 
Mahabo forest is a rare fragment of littoral forest (low elevation humid forest on sand) 
located in SE Madagascar, 50 km south of Farafangana (23°11’S, 47°43’E). Littoral 
forest has been identified as perhaps the most threatened vegetation type in Madagascar. 
Although it once occurred in a 1–5 km wide band along the entire east coast of the 
country, it is now severely fragmented and the remaining stands represent less than 10% 
of the original area, much of which is highly degraded (Consiglio et al. 2006). 
 
Mahabo forest – occupying an area of 1240 hectares – is one of the largest of these 
remaining fragments and one of the best preserved. This forest, which will soon be 
granted temporary protection prior to its official recognition as a protected area, supports 
a rich flora and fauna that includes many species endemic to this vegetation type and 
some that are only found at Mahabo. The forest is also home to a population of the 
critically endangered lemur, Eulemur albocollaris (White-collared brown lemur).  
 
In addition to its biological diversity, Mahabo is also an important resource for the 7000 
Antesaka people who live around its edges, providing them with medicinal plants, food, 
timber, and materials for handicrafts. However, some of the local people’s activities are 
unsustainable. In particular the anarchic exploitation of timber is threatening the 
existence of this forest. Additionally, grassland fires, used in traditional rangeland 
management, sometimes encroach upon the forest and have reduced its area by 7% in the 
last ten years. 
   
In order to conserve forest biodiversity and enhance long-term the utility of the site for 
local stakeholders, our community-based project aims to identify and implement 
sustainable management strategies and techniques. This program includes the following 
main components: 
 

• research to provide the knowledge needed for optimum management 
• environmental education and communication initiatives to promote greater 

awareness of the importance of conservation and restoration to help decision-
makers take better policy and management decisions 

• coordinated and rational resource management to provide alternatives to enable 
people to achieve sustainable use of resources without loss of biodiversity and 
ecosystem health, and 

• poverty reduction to improve human wellbeing and reduce the tendency towards 
abusive exploitation.  

 
The Mahabo Project includes several activities that relate to the restoration of natural 
capital. First, between 2004 and 2007, the project has planted 150,000 saplings of fast-
growing non-native species in the impoverished anthropogenic grassland surrounding the 
forest fragment, with the objective of quickly providing alternative sources of timber and 
firewood for the local population, thereby reducing pressure on the natural forest. 
Second, during the same period the project has produced 20,000 saplings of 15 different 
native tree species and planted them in the more degraded parts of the forest that were 
considered likely to recover only very slowly. These native species were selected on the 
basis of their utility to the local population, their likely capacity to grow under the harsh 
conditions of full sunlight and very nutrient poor soils and, in certain cases, their 
importance as lemur food plants. Third, the project has produced and distributed free of 



charge to the local populations 15,000 saplings of fruit and spice trees, with the aim of 
producing food and generating income while at the same time recreating tree cover in 
areas now lacking it. The saplings were produced by the local population in eight village 
nurseries being guided and supervised by the manager of a central, model nursery.  
 

 

 
 
 

PHOTO - Model tree nursery at Mahabo,  
with background showing three experimental houses made of Eucalyptus treated in 

different ways to seek conditions for maximum durability. 
 



 
 

PHOTO - Village nursery near Mahabo,  
with fast growing tree species for firewood production. 

 
Despite the significant production of saplings, only a tiny part of the huge area of 
anthropogenic grassland surrounding the forest has been replanted to date, and a huge 
amount remains to be done to restore the whole site.  
 
 
Analalava – Restoring a rare remnant of low-altitude humid Forest 
 
For more information contact Adolphe Lehavana (adolphe.lehavana@mobot-mg.org) 
 
The forest of Analalava (17°42S, 49°27E) is one of Madagascar’s rare remaining 
fragments of low-altitude, eastern humid forests. Analalava, covering some 200 hectares, 
is located 7 km west of the coastal town and tourist destination of Foulpointe and about 
50 km north of the large port town, Toamasina (Tamatave). Like the littoral forest, this 
forest type has suffered severe abuse over the past century, which has lead to a critical 
situation for this once widespread forest ecosystem and the flora and fauna that it 
harbours.  
 
According to the latest studies and inventories, the Analalava forest is home to at least 
317 species of plants (including a remarkable 26 species of palms) of which 10 are 
endemic to the site, as well as five species of lemurs, one of which – the White-faced 
lemur (Eulemur albifrons) – is in danger of extinction. In addition, at least 51 species of 
birds occur in the forest, including Lophotibis cristata (Crested Ibis), which is classified 
as vulnerable; 33 species of reptiles, 23 species of amphibians, and seven species of small 
mammals also occur at Analalava.  
 



In addition to its very high conservation value, the Analalava forest also has great socio-
economic importance as the source of irrigation water for the numerous rice fields in the 
vicinity and as source of medicinal plants and honey. The forest is located in the 
Commune of Foulpointe, which has 23,000 inhabitants, of which one third live in the 
town of Foulpointe, and one fourth live in close proximity to the forest: hence the 
pressure on forest resources. 
 
The principal activity of the people living in the Analalava area is agriculture, but the 
expansion of tourism at Foulpointe has resulted in an increase in the demand for 
construction wood. In recent decades, one third of the forest was burnt or destroyed to 
provide agricultural land, and what remains has lost most of its big trees because of 
timber extraction. Without our intervention, it is likely that this exceptional forest 
fragment, with its considerable potential to generate income from nature-based tourism, 
would have been entirely lost. 
 
Faced with this situation, our goal is to find ways to reconcile the imperatives of 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable local economic development. This will require 
developing clear concepts, effective tools, and strategies for sustainable use of forest 
resources that are coherent and convincing, both in economic and in ecological terms.  
 
Over the last two years we have been initiating and promoting relevant activities at the 
interface of conservation and economic development. To achieve our objectives in 
Analalava, the same four approaches as described above for the Mahabo forest project 
have been applied. In collaboration with the local NGO Velonala, we established a model 
nursery and five village-based nurseries as well as a demonstration site for fish-farming 
and intensive, permanent rice cultivation. We will also demonstrate how the forest 
provides critical ecosystem services, including surface and ground water essential for 
aquaculture and agriculture. To date, we have also produced and planted 38,000 saplings 
of fast-growing exotic species in the degraded areas, and we have planted 8,000 saplings 
of native trees in very degraded zones of the Analalava forest. With support from the 
RNC Alliance, we are now transforming the Analalava project into Madagascar’s 
first pilot site for long-term research, training and demonstration of RNC concepts 
and tools. 

 



 
 

PHOTO - Tree nursery with Analalava Forest in back ground. 
 

 
 

PHOTO - Prototype fish-farming unit at the Analalava forest nursery. 
 
In parallel, we have launched a three-pronged effort in the field of environmental 
education focusing on primary schools, NGOs and associations, and the broadcast of 



weekly environmental programs that air on a regional radio station, and which are 
listened to by an estimated 20,000 people on a regular basis. 
  
Our plans for the future include developing and expanding economic activities for local 
stakeholders that are consistent with the conservation of the Analalava forest. One 
obvious way to pursue this goal is through nature-based and cultural tourism in and 
around Analalava. Ecological restoration, educational and communication activities will 
also be developed, using emblematic and sacred plants, as well as multi-purpose, 
nitrogen-fixing species, native palms, and well-known plants threatened with extinction. 
 
 
Ankafobe (Ankazobe) – Using the critically endangered species Schizolaena 
tampoketsana as a focal point for conserving and restoring the severely fragmented 
remnant forests of Madagascar’s central highlands 
(For more information contact Mamisoa Adrianjafy  
(mamisoa.andrianjafy@mobot-mg.org) 
 
One of Madagascar’s most threatened plants is Schizolaena tampoketsana, known locally 
as Sohisaka, which is a member of the family Sacrolaenaceae, one of Madagascar’s six 
endemic plant families. This tree is known only from Tampoketsa of of Ankazobe where 
it grows in four tiny forest fragments or as scattered remnant individuals in nearby highly 
degraded anthropogenic grassland. In total, only 160 specimens of this species are known 
to suvive in the wild, and all of them are highly threatened by selective felling and 
burning from wild fires, which occur annually in this part of the island. According to 
IUCN’s Red List critera, this species is Critically Endangered, the highest level of threat. 
 
In 2004 we launched a project to ensure the in situ conservation of Sohisaka and the use 
of this emblematic species to attract attention to the critical situation of remaining forest 
vestiges in the central highlands. Our first goal is to establish a secure population of 
Sohisika in a 33 ha forest fragment of Ankafobe (18°07’S, 47°11’E). This site was 
chosen because it was one of the largest remaining forest fragments in the area and also 
contained approximately half of the remaining individuals of Sohisaka. Although this 
forest had recently been subjected to selective exploitation of timber that has heavily 
damaged its structure and integrity, and some parts have consequently been burned, if 
these pressures could be removed, the forest – and the population of Sohisaka it contains 
– could be conserved. Indeed, the forest is now showing signs of autoregeneration, and 
where this is not occurring (or is ocurring very slowly, i.e., in the most badly burned 
areas), we are planting saplings or sowing seeds of native tree species, including 
Sohisaka. To date around 8000 saplings of 25 native species have been planted. In order 
to reduce costs, and to assure sustainability, the management of this site is done largely 
by the members of the local community, with guidance from the MBG team. 



 
 

PHOTO - Saplings of a mixture of native species  
being transported to plantation site at Ankafobe. 

 
 
 

 
More elaborate restoration projects are currently being prepared. It is noteworthy that 
Ankafobe is only 15 km from the Réserve Spéciale d’Ambohitantely. This 5600 ha 
reserve is by far the largest natural forest on the central highlands, and will be of 
tremendous help and inspiration, serving as a reference ecosystem and possible future 
source of plant materials and inocula for use in restoration. 
 
We plan to launch similar projects at additional priority sites for plant conservation 
during the next year. Four sites are currently under development: Ambalabe 
(Vatomandry, in low-altitude humid forest), Pointe à Larrée (a mosaic of littoral forest on 
sand, low elevation humid forest on laterite, marsh forest and marsh located 15 km north 
of Soanierana-Ivongo), the Ibity massif (a mountain of quartzite near Ansirabe) and 
Orangéa (a dry deciduous forest near Diego Suarez/Antsiranana in the North). Each of 
these highly threatened sites has an exceptionally rich local flora, including many local 
and regional endemics, but for a variety of reasons they have historically been neglected 
by the Malagasy government and conservation organizations, perhaps because of their 
relatively small size or the absence of highly emblematic vertebrate species.  
 



 
 

PHOTO - Saplings of Sohisaka (Schizolaena tampoketsana; Sarcolaenaceae),  
a critically endangered, locally endemic native species at Ankafobe. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 
While we are proud of our achievements at all of these sites, we realize that many aspects 
of our work can be improved, especially habitat restoration. Thus we are now investing 
more of our limited resources in designing restoration endeavors by establishing a series 
of experiments and monitoring their results. In addition, we are currently recruiting a 
Restoration Facilitator to join Adolphe Lehavana at Analalava. Just as Lehavana is 
responsible for catalyzing conservation activities at the site, the new Restoration 
Facilitator will begin to develop restoration activities there. Our aim is to turn Analalava 
into a full fledged research training and demonstration site for communicating the value 
of restoration in attaining conservation and development goals. Such models are required 
to convince Malagasy land managers that the restoration of natural capital (RNC) could 
have a powerful positive impact on the country’s future and indeed that RNC may well 
be an essential tool for achieving the ambitious goals of the Madagascar Action Plan. We 
need resources to accomplish this, but we also need expertise and knowledge and we are 
therefore anxious to obtain your advice and suggestions on restoration (and indeed all 
aspects of our work). Visitors to all our sites are most welcome. 
 
Reference Cited 
�

Consiglio, T., G. E. Schatz, G. McPherson, P. P. Lowry II, J. Rabenantoandro, Z. S. 
Rogers, R. Rabevohitra, & D. Rabehevitra � 2006 � Deforestation and Plant Diversity 
of Madagascar’s Littoral Forests. Conservation Biology 20: 1799-1803.   


