
COMMUNITY PREFERENCES FOR ECOSYSTEM
SERVICES IN THE SITATUNGA VALLEY, BENIN
The Sitatunga Valley Natural Community Park
represents a unique model of community-based
conservation. However, there is limited detailed
evidence on the ecosystem services (ES) it offers, the
benefits local communities derive from it, and the
threats to its long-term viability. This study addresses
this gap by examining how local communities
prioritize and utilize ES; it aims to generate insights
that can support sustainable decision-making and
conservation practices. 

OVERVIEW
Research on ES in Africa is lacking. This is
especially true in the Sitatunga Valley
Natural Community park, located at the
gateway to Cotonou, the largest city in
Benin. Here, biodiversity is severely
threatened by extreme demographic
pressure (CREDI-ONG, 2024) and
inadequate protection for key ecosystems.
Nevertheless, the park’s wetlands and
forests offer local communities provisioning
services such as food, water, and fibers,
regulating functions like flood control and
climate stabilization; and cultural services
including spiritual, recreational, and
educational benefits (CREDI-ONG, 2024).
Understanding how local communities
value and prioritize these services is
therefore essential for informing
conservation and sustainable management
of the park.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1.  Prioritize drinking water security in
all conservation and development
plans: Policy must ensure that
conservation projects explicitly
safeguard water sources and improve
access. 

2.  Target firewood and wild foods in
gender-responsive livelihood
programs: Women rank firewood,
mushrooms, and wild vegetables
significantly higher than men.

3.Use ES priority data as a needs
assessment tool: Identify the benefits
most important to local communities
and use them to design projects that
better support their livelihoods and
resilience.
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CONCLUSION

RESEARCH APPROACH

The results demonstrate that provisioning
services, such as drinking water,
unplanted palm nuts, and firewood, are
the most valued by the community,
demonstrating a continued reliance on
natural resources for daily subsistence. 

Differences in ES perceptions provide
important information for NGOs and
practitioners building more inclusive,
context-responsive conservation work. 

Cochran’s Formula was used to determine
the sample size. 338 people, including 173
women and 165 men, were surveyed in the
park’s 11 districts. A pre-defined list of 29 ES
was presented alongside photographs and
locally relevant examples for the participants
to choose from. 
They assessed the importance of services
with a 1-5 Likert scale ranging from 1: not
important; to 5: highly important. Mean
scores for each ES were calculated with R
software 4.3.3 and were used to rank services
from most important to least important. 

KEY FINDINGS

Provisioning services, such as drinking
water, unplanted palm nuts, firewood,
and fish, are ranked the highest. 

Separate preference rankings by
gender revealed that drinking water
and unplanted palm nuts are ranked
highest by both groups. 

However, some services showed strong
gender differences in priorities. For
example, women rank firewood much
higher than men do. Conversely, men
value timber more than women do. 
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Fig. 1: ES prioritized by local communities
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