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VIRUNGA NATIONAL PARK

Green energies to preserve a World Heritage site

Virunga National Park is located at the heart of the conflict, and straddles the border between the
DRC, Rwanda and Uganda. Home to some of the world’s last remaining Mountain Gorillas, it is Africa’s
first national park, a World Heritage Site and is known to contain more species ofmammals, birds and
reptiles than any other protected area on the planet.

In the aftermath of the Rwandan Genocide, 15 years of violent conflict in eastern Congo produced one
of the worst humanitarian tragedies in recent history. Conflict over natural resources is an underlying
cause of armed conflict. Illegal trafficking of forest resources, in particular charcoal, provided armed
groups with one of their primary sources of income. Over 70,000 tons of charcoal is illegallyproduced
every year. Thisrepresents the destruction ofover 15,000 hectares of tropicalhardwood forest.

A 2008 study of the charcoal market in Goma by the
African Conservation Fund estimated that 59,000
tonnes were consumed each year, with 80% coming
from Virunga.

In these circumstances, the Village Briquette Facto-
ries project provided a viable solution to replace the
consumption of charcoal in the region with a viable
and sustainable alternative, thereby preventing the

massive destruction of Virunga’s forests. Combusti-
ble biomass briquettes are an ecologically sustainable
fuel source available to households living in extreme
poverty. They aresignificantly cheaper than charcoal
and can be produced from a verywide range of abun-
dant resources including grass, leaves, agricultural-
waste, sawdust and recycled paper.

The expected impact of the project should be of
34,000 sustainable employments. Complete factory
kits, consisting of the necessary equipment, training,
support and a guaranteed purchase of production will
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be given to 5,000 teams of 6 people. Briquette pro-
ducers can generate enough income to support their
families within 10 days of their 2-day training.

Sustainably financing Virunga National Park. The Vil-
lage Briquette Factories will be developed as a high
yielding business model. Profits will be partly re-
invested to further develop the program, and partly
used to cover a significant proportion of the running
costs of Virunga National Park.

The project is complementary to another project
started by WWF in 2008, aimed to tackle illegal char-
coal production in Virunga in ways that would benefit
local people. It has established local production of ef-
ficient stoves to cut the use of charcoal, and helped
to start small plantations to supply wood for charcoal
production on a sustainable basis.

This project is a true model of international coopera-
tion. The pilot programme for the Village Briquette
Factories was funded by the European Union, The
African Conservation Fund (UK) the US Fish and Wild-
life Service, theBritish Foreign and Commonwealth
Office, the Daey Ouwens Fund, the Belgian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, UNESCO/Région Wallone, Govern-
ment of Germany, the World Wide Fund for Nature
(WWEF), the Greater Virunga Transboundary Collabo-
ration/government of the Netherlands and several
private donors.

A hydro-electric project using water run-off from the
park’s Ruwenzori Mountains has been finalised in
2013. This has allowed Virunga to have an electricity
grid for the first time

The facility has aninstalled capacity of 400 kW to serve
the people of Mutwanga near Virunga’s northern sec-
tor headquarters, and has the potential for increased
economic development in the region and start ensur-
ing access to electricity. The revenue that will be gen-
erated by the Mutwanga hydroelectric plant is also a
big first step on the path toward helping the park fund
operations even when tourism is closed by conflict.

The implementation of an arduous campaign was cen-
tral to the success of the Briquettes Programme. In
2009 there were 500 presses in production, generat-
ing over 4000 sacks of briquettes a month, with over
3000 people involved in that production. Assembling
a team of trainers and business advisors, and build
a very effective logistics, finance and administrative
support system were necessary to drive the project
forward.

The creation of the Renewable Energy and Efficient
Technology Center has been a major supporting meas-
ure. A growing number of businesses and households
are turning away from charcoal as a result.
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