
Indonesia is an archipelago of 17,000 islands stretching from the waters off Malaysia to the 
island of New Guinea. Indonesia’s forests are home to 10% of the planet’s diversity of plants and 
animals. Orang-utans, elephants, tigers, rhinoceros, more than 1500 species of birds, and thousands 
plant species are all part of the biological heritage of Indonesia.  The archipelago is also home 
to hundreds of indigenous peoples who have lived from and managed Indonesia’s forests for 
thousands of years.  

Indonesia began to exploit its forests in earnest in the early 1970s, with the development of 
the country’s wood-processing industries. Today, Indonesia is a significant producer of tropical 
hardwood logs and sawn wood, plywood and other boards, and pulp for papermaking. More 
than half the country’s forests—some 54 million hectares—are allocated for timber production 
(although not all are being actively logged), and a further 2 million hectares of industrial wood 
plantations have been established, supplying mostly pulpwood. Agricultural plantation crops 
including tea, coffee, rubber and oil palm are also important for domestic consumption and 
export.1

For the last 30 years, the Indonesian Government has handed out logging, plantation and mining 
concessions covering the majority of Indonesia’s forests without regard for the rights of forest 
peoples.  About ten per cent of Indonesia’s forests have been designated as protected areas, and 
are also managed by the National Forestry Department. As with production forests, the Forestry 
Department has forced indigenous communities out of forests designated as protected areas.

And the latest statistics for deforestation are shocking. Forest loss in Indonesia doubled during the 
1990’s to 3.8 million hectares lost in 2000.2 This is equivalent to six times the rate of forest loss in 
the Brazilian Amazon.3 The remaining lowland forests of Indonesia will be destroyed in the coming 
decade unless the logging industry can be brought under control.4

Mill Overcapacity thirsty for Wood Supply
Indonesia’s wood processing industry was built up in the 80’s and 90’s with the assistance of foreign 
finance, including loans and export credit guarantees from many Western governments.  Today, the 
forestry industry in Indonesia is out of control.  Up to 90% of all industrial wood extraction is 
illegal.5 For 2003 the Forestry Department’s annual allowable cut for the nation’s forests was set 
at 6.9 million cubic meters. 6 This was dwarfed by an estimated 80 million cubic meters that were 
logged to feed the nation’s ply, pulp and saw mills and for illegal export7.
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Most illegal logging operations are in one way or the other connected to and dependent on legal 
logging operations. This is so because of the extremely high demand from wood processing mills, 
which all require more wood than their permits can provide, and the ease with which officials can 
be bribed to issue new permits, accept forged ones, or ignore non compliance with forestry laws. 

Logging Encroaches Protected Areas
No large protected forest in Indonesia is free of illegal logging, and many areas are being severely 
degraded. In October 2003, almost 200 people died when a river choked with debris from illegal 
logging operations in Leuser National Park, Sumatra, flooded, and the debris washing downstream 
destroyed more than fifty houses. Landslides, flash floods and droughts are becoming common 
across the country as forests are destroyed.8

The plight for forest dependent species is also severe.  There are only about 500 tigers left in the 
wild in Sumatra, five per cent of their original population.9 Each year, hundreds of thousand of 
hectares of forests in Sumatra are converted to plantations, leaving little space for tigers, elephants 
or other forest dependent creatures. Legal and illegal logging is also destroying the habitat of the 
Orang-utan, the Great Ape of Asia. The Orang-utan population has been reduced by 90 per cent 
over the last century and could disappear within the next 20 years.10 Illegal logging is taking place 
in protected areas throughout Kalimantan, the Indonesian part of Borneo Island.

International Demand for Cheap Plywood fuels Corruption
The wholesale liquidation of Indonesia’s remaining rainforests is continuing to be fuelled by 
the relentless international demand for cheap plywood, timber and paper products. This trade 
continues to line the pockets of the Indonesia military, corrupt officials and Indonesia’s timber 
barons, as well international traders who continue to buy from the region.

One of the most lucrative parts of this trade is through the exports of plywood. Indonesia is 
the largest producer of plywood in the world, with around 90% being exported11 to countries 
including Japan, which receives over 40% of exports, the USA, Korea, China, UK, Netherlands, 
Germany, France and Belgium

 A lucrative market for Indonesia timber lies within neighbouring countries. Millions of logs are 
smuggled out of Kalimantan and Sumatra every year to be processed by timber related industries 
in Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam and China. These countries in turn ship out timber products, such as 
plywood, lumber and furniture, to unsuspecting markets in Japan, USA and Europe.
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Overcapacity in mills and 
international demand for cheap 
plywood are the main drivers 
fuelling rampant legal and illegal 
logging in Indonesia, which 
is seriously threatening its 
biodiversity and the livelihoods of 
its indigenous peoples. 
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Legal and illegal logging is 
destroying the habitat of the 
Orang-utan, the Great Ape of 
Asia. Today, as few as 20,000 
remain in the forests of Sumatra 
and Borneo.  In 2000, the World 
Conservation Union (IUCN) raised 
the status of the Sumatran Orang-
utan to “critically endangered”, 
and the Borneo Orang-utan to 
“endangered” from “vulnerable”.  
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There is also another more direct route of smuggling of illegal timber out of Indonesia, under the 
eyes of the Indonesia government authorities, which is through undeclared exports (i.e. a form of 
tax revenue fraud). A study published by the Indonesian Ministry of Forestry in 200312 investigated 
the apparent differences between Indonesian export statistics and corresponding data of importing 
countries. The report exposed shocking statistics, with many cases exceeding 90% for undeclared 
exports. Sawn timber exports to France in 2001, for instance, were valued at only US$ 0.17 million 
according to Indonesian statistics, while France customs recorded imports worth US$ 3.9 million. 
For China, the difference amounted to US$ 289 million for sawn timber alone, a huge loss of tax 
revenues to the state of Indonesia. 

Although export fraud is common in Indonesia, the main markets can still be identified. For timber 
products it is Japan, the US, South Korea, China and in Europe the UK, Italy, Germany and France. 
For pulp and paper products it is primarily China, but with Malaysia, the USA, Australia, Italy and 
the Netherlands also taking significant volumes.13 

Greedy Forestry industry confiscate Indigenous Peoples’ Lands and Lives   
Some fifty million indigenous peoples live in and from Indonesia’s forests. Although their rights 
to land and livelihood are recognized in the Indonesian constitution and in various national laws, 
the Government has systematically violated these rights by handing out logging concessions and 
creating protected areas on customary lands without the consent of the owners. Communities 
that used to manage and protect their forests have been forced from their lands or have become 
illegal squatters on the lands of their ancestors.14 The Forestry Department, having presided over 
the expropriation of indigenous lands to make their forests available for logging and parks, is today 
unable to control the vast majority of industrial wood production each year. 

It is in the context of this crisis that environmental and social groups across Indonesia are 
calling for a moratorium on industrial logging. WALHI, the Indonesian Forum for Environment, 
a coalition of 450 local environmental and social groups, has led the call for a moratorium on 
industrial logging.  The Alliance of Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago regards the current 
logging concession system as illegitimate and is calling on the Government of Indonesia to scrap 
the concession system and uphold indigenous peoples’ rights to their customary lands. WALHI is 
calling on consumers of Indonesian wood to suspend purchases from Indonesia until the rights 
of indigenous peoples and local communities are upheld, rampant forestry corruption has been 
eliminated, and overcapacity in the wood processing industry has been reduced to below the 
Government’s level for the annual allowable cut.15
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Containers of plywood destined 
for Antwerp, Belgium waits to 
be loaded on to a Maltese bulk 
carrier, The Greveno, anchored 
near the mouth of Lamandau 
River, on the west side of Tanjung 
Putting National Park, Kalimantan 
February 5, 2004.  Greenpeace 
activists from the Rainbow Warrior 
expose the loading of suspected 
illegal plywood bound for Belgium, 
The Netherlands, and The United 
Kingdom.
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Protect Life on Earth
Life on the planet is rapidly disappearing, our forests are being destroyed and our oceans are being 
depleted. Local peoples are being robbed of the natural resources they need for their survival. 
At this year’s CBD governments must stop this destruction and honour the commitments they 
have already made to stop the trend of biodiversity loss.  Governments must provide money for 
this urgently needed protection instead of wasting it on wars and activities that ultimately end life 
rather than protect it.  Instead of having endless discussions about the devastation, governments 
must stop the destruction now.  As the future guardians of the planet, we have the right to receive 
a planet rich in life.

An Indonesian worker sits on top 
of a large cargo of raw, unmarked 
timber, on a barge anchored off 
the coast of southern Kalimantan.  
Illegal logging and corruption 
within the logging industry is 
widespread in Indonesia.  A World 
Bank report warned that some of 
the richest forests regions could 
be wiped out in 3 to 10 years, 
unless government action is taken 
to halt the rampant illegal logging 
and habitat destruction.

Carved tombstones in Ehing, a 
Dayak village in East Kalimantan. 
To many indigenous peoples the 
forest is considered sacred, it is 
home to their ancestorial lands.
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Indigenous people of Indonesia 
have a close physical, cultural 
and spiritual relationship with the 
land and forests. Expropriation 
of indigenous customary lands is 
frequent done by the government 
to make their forests available 
for logging and parks. Seram, 
Indonesia.
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