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Dear readers, 

Welcome to the second Forest Echoes newsletter. I hope that you 
find useful information here, not only on the latest developments 
in the DRC’s forestry sector but also on trends in the wider region 
and the impact in an international context.

I would like to thank everyone who has contributed to this edition, 
where we will take a look at some of the latest initiatives and 
developments that are designed to help protect the tropical forests 
of the Congo Basin in the face of numerous challenges – limited 
resources and a lack of political conviction not least among them.

Forests are truly multi-faceted environments. On the one hand 
they are a daily source of nutrition and livelihoods while on the 
other they are fragile and susceptible to a number of threats that 
can lead to alarming rates of deforestation and place the whole 
ecosystem in peril, both in the short and long term.

Irene Wabiwa Betoko, forest campaign manager, introduces us to 
the forests of the Congo Basin and how, over many years, they are 
increasingly being coveted by a host of national and multinational 
companies. These trends have come chiefly at the expense of 
local communities who depend on them for their livelihood.

In the same vein Philippe Verbelen, Forest campaigner, takes a look 
at the proliferation of industrial agriculture projects in the Congo 
Basin and the worrying problem of the timber generated by forest 
conversion for these projects. So-called agro-conversion often goes 
hand in hand with illegality and a lack of compliance at a number 
of levels. Verbelen outlines the potentially devastating social and 
environmental impacts if these problems are not addressed.

The real frustrations felt by communities in the DRC who suffer 
first hand at the activities of unscrupulous logging companies 
is the subject of Irène Wabiwa Betoko's contribution. Through 
several examples, she explains how companies do their most to 
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silence those who dared to voice their opposition to any of the 
activities taking place in their area.

However, following pressure from civil society and donors, there 
are increasingly a number of legal initiatives evolving in the DRC 
that aim to improve forest governance, protect endangered 
species from being exported and logged and to hand more 
responsibility of forest management over to the communities that 
live in and off the forests. We look at several developments.

Continuing our theme of featuring the work of a local civil society 
actor, Gata Dikulukila, of the NGO Centre d’Appui à la Gestion 
Durable des Forêts Tropicales (CAGDFT) updates us on the 
progress of the Community Forestry Decree and the challenges 
facing its successful implementation; Danielle Van Oijen 
meanwhile tells us about two international efforts, the battle to 
protect the endangered, CITES-listed Afrormosia tree and a new 
FSC move to protect Intact forest landscapes (IFLS).

As full of potential as these initiatives are, they ultimately will only 
be as strong and as effective as their implementation. Deep-
set institutional deficiencies and corruption; a lack of public 
awareness and resources all mean realising any potential and 
achieving better forest governance is still an uphill battle.

We hope you enjoy reading this second edition of Forest Echoes. 
We depend fully on your feedback and contributions, so please 
do get in touch and tell us what you think should be addressed. 
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Irène Wabiwa Betoko, Greenpeace Africa

Congo Basin, 
a new eldorado for international companies 

The Congo Basin is home to the second-largest rain-
forested area in the world and is often described 
as the “lungs of Africa”. Teeming with thousands 
of unique wildlife species, home to a huge array of 
biodiversity and providing a livelihood for estimated 
tens of millions of people, it also plays an increasingly 
significant role in stabilising the global climate.

International demand for timber and minerals, coupled with political 
instability within the continent has provoked widespread throughout 
the last few decades. Another new threat to Africa’s trees now 
looms in the expansion of large-scale palm oil plantations.

Although palm oil has played a key role in African culture and 
a long history of production on the continent, industrial scale 
plantations were, until recently, relatively rare. However, viewing 
the ideal conditions represented by the tropical forests of West 
and Central Africa as something of a new frontier, the companies 
at the forefront of the palm oil industry in South East Asia have set 
up shop on the continent. 

Many of the recent plantations are either already established or in 
development can be viewed as part of a wider land grab in Africa. 

In a recent review of all the land acquisitions that have been 
conducted by foreign investors globally since 2006, conducted 
by GRAIN an NGO, Africa was identified as a primary target, with 
Asian and European-based investors account for two thirds of 
that activity.

In another recent report, 56.2m hectares of land deals were 
identified as having taken place in sub-Saharan African since 
2000 and recent research conducted by Greenpeace International 
identified an area of more than 2.6m hectares in 10 western and 
central African countries that is either earmarked or already home 
to large-scale oil palm plantation projects

Put in plain terms that is a lot of land, and a lot of it is forested. And 
following the logic, a lot of people live in those forests and rely on 
them for their livelihoods. Yet all too often these people are often 
the last to have a say in what is done with their land.

Many land deals in Africa are opaque in nature. This means often 
national laws are contravened and residents are not consulted and 
they are paid rates by the companies vastly below their true worth. 

Greenpeace Africa has been working in the Congo Basin 
rainforest region for more than 10 years – a small yet dedicated 
team comprised of local African activists- and seeks to develop 
strong relations at a local level and facilitate the incredible work 
that many grass roots organisations are already doing.

Together with other NGOs, forest peoples, researchers, supporters 
and activists Greenpeace Africa believes that governments and 
corporations should commit to a policy of No Deforestation and 
take decisions that always reflect our own principle of placing 
“people and forests first”.

Given the complex system of villages and governance in the region 
we are aware that we need to be respectful and realise that the 
choice of what people do with their land and forests is their own. 

Continues on page 3...

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. Kinshasa, DRC, 2014.
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If the forests are to be preserved from an ever-increasing array of 
threats then the indigenous people who live in those forests and 
rely upon them for their livelihood have to be the first to stand up 
for their protection. 

As an organisation we are often accused by companies and our 
detractors as “anti-development” or “anti-everything” and yes it is 
true that when done correctly some projects can bring economic 
benefits for communities. But the reality on the ground is that, 
more often on not, this is not the case.

A number of recent global studies show that, in most cases, 
forest-dependent communities are the most effective managers 
of rainforests. They are able to combine sustainable harvests with 
conservation simply because they depend on these forest areas 
as much as they depend upon their crops. Such community-
based alternatives are often underestimated, undervalued and 
undermined by African Governments and donor agency programs. 

Greenpeace believes that such alternatives should be strongly 
promoted and supported. 

Forest conversion for commercial agriculture: 
a growing threat for the Congo Basin
Philippe Verbelen, Greenpeace Belgium

A September 2014 report by the NGO Forest Trends highlights 
how commercial agriculture for export commodities such as beef, 
soy, palm oil and plantation wood for pulp and paper is by far the 
largest driver of worldwide tropical deforestation, causing more 
than 70 % of the global total between 2000 and 2013. Of that 
figure, almost half was illegal.

Illegal deforestation comes in a variety of guises and activities vary 
from region to region. However, a common feature, no matter the 
location, is the presence of high-level corruption particularly when 
it comes to concession allocation. Other illegal activities include 
the use of fire to clear forests, clearance outside legal concession 
boundaries and unfair compensation to indigenous peoples and 
other local communities. 

Two thirds of the illegal agro-conversion estimated to have 
occurred during the first 12 years of this century took place in 
Latin America. The vast majority of the remaining third was in Asia. 

Countries such as Brazil and Indonesia have been battling 
illegal agro-conversion for many years, but the problem is now 

accelerating in other regions – such as the Congo Basin. More 
and more producer countries are now encouraging large-scale 
agricultural investment – where little existed previously –by way 
of spurring economic growth and satisfying ever growing global 
demand for products. However a large number of these countries, 
particularly in the Congo Basin, lack robust governance and a 
legal framework sufficient to ensure forest conversion is carried 
out in a well-planned and legal manner.

The Forest Trends study points out how deforestation caused 
by agriculture results in large quantities of tropical timber on 
the international market. This creates a number of problems for 
buyers and importing countries seeking assurances that wood is 
legal. The problem with “conversion timber” is that, by definition, 
it is the result of complete forest destruction and because a large 
part of the conversion is illegal, the timber also is.

The problems associated with growing trade in such timber are at 
their most acute in Indonesia. Up to 80 % of all the deforestation 
in the country caused by agriculture - mainly for palm oil - is 
estimated to be illegal and almost all of the resultant commercial 
hardwood reaches the international market.

The growth of forest conversion for agriculture is a more recent 
phenomenon in the Congo Basin. However, developments in 
recent years may indicate the beginning of a boom in commercial 
agriculture developments which could dramatically increase 
deforestation rates.

In Cameroon, the American firm Herakles Farms began clear-felling 
rainforests in 2012 for the establishment of a twenty thousand 
hectare palm oil plantation. Greenpeace exposed how the company 
obtained an illegally allocated logging permit to sell the wood being 
cleared from their concession. Thousands of cubic meters of 

Continues on page 4...

Photo © Greenpeace / Jan-Joseph Stok. Kahunga Village, DRC, 2012.
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tropical logs are being exported to China, with no obstruction by 
either the government or the European Union, despite the fact that 
a Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA) has been signed between 
the two - part of the fight against illegal wood.

In the Republic of Congo, the Malaysian company ATAMA started 
large scale forest clearance in 2012 on an 180,000 hectare palm 
oil plantation project in an area of pristine lowland rainforest 
populated by threatened animals such as Western Lowland Gorillas 
and Forest Elephants. A field investigation in 2013 documented 
that 5000 hectares of rainforest were cleared and about 37,000 
m3 of commercial wood stockpiled. The company’s operations 
have been linked to illegal activities. Official forestry inspectors 
found them to be in breach of their forest clearance license, roads 
have been built outside the concession area, and it is suspected 
that illegal logs had entered supply chains through the repeated 
use of the same log numbers. The Independent Observer of 
the country’s forest sector could also not find evidence that an 
Environmental Impact Assessment had been completed even 
though this required by law.

In Gabon, the international agro-commodity company OLAM 
began work on a 300,000 hectare palm oil and rubber project in 
2012. The first phase of the project will see the planting of 50,000 
hectares of oil palm and 28,000 hectares of rubber over a period 
of five to six years. Even though the company has stated that 
it will not clear any forests of High Conservation Value, the area 
that is being cleared is densely forested and contains significant 
carbon and tropical timber stocks. OLAM already cleared over 
3000 hectares of forest in 2012 which may have yielded 130,000-
260,000 m3 of logs. This could represent between 6-13 % of 
Gabon’s formal timber production and this figure is likely to further 
increase in years to come.

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has yet to see new 
large-scale projects but Greenpeace is aware that several large 
palm oil companies are also prospecting for new concessions in 
the country so it may only be a matter of time before it faces similar 
challenges in terms of social conflicts and forest destruction. 

Legal problems related to the trade in “conversion timber” were 
not properly taken into account at the time the European Union 
was developing its action plan on Forest Law Enforcement, 
Governance and Trade (FLEGT). The EU established a series 
of Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs) with major timber-
producing countries such as Cameroon, Congo-Brazzaville, 
Liberia and Ghana which are in various stages of implementation. 
In the DRC, no VPA has been signed with the EU and desire from 
the government to push this process forward seems low.

VPAs are meant to curb the trade in illegal wood and to promote 
better forest management. Unfortunately, they generally pay little 
attention to particular issues that need to be addressed to verify the 
legality of wood from forest conversion. Only recently as the growing 
proportion of wood from illegal deforestation linked to agricultural 
expansion become part of the global forest policy debate. 

Greenpeace recently published the report “License to launder”, 
showing how Herakles Farms obtained a logging permit from 
the government to commercialise wood from its land clearing 
operations. As the permit was illegally allocated, all the wood 
should also be considered illegal. Despite the clear evidence 
presented to the European Union and the Cameroon government, 
no action has been taken to cancel the permit and the illegal wood 
is being exported to international markets. Greenpeace warned 
that inaction on this sets a dangerous precedent for the credibility 
of future VPA implementation. 

There is also a growing recognition that to in order to stop 
deforestation, focusing on legality is not enough. Indeed too 
narrow a focus can even lead to situations where agricultural 
companies that obtained forest clearance permits illegally may 
then try to have them legalised with the complicity of government 
officials. Equally alarming is that certain countries, such as 
Cameroon, may intentionally weaken their forest code to allow for 
more legal conversion instead of enforcing or even strengthening 
the legislation. This means that large scale deforestation projects 
that are considered illegal today could end up being perfectly legal 
in future. 

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.
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The so-called model of socio-economic development that 
industrial logging companies in the DRC claim they promote in 
their concession areas is, in reality, nothing but a nightmare for 
surrounding communities. 

This way of working has demonstrated its limitations on many 
occasions, particularly when it comes to sustainability and 
providing services to local residents.

The most recent example of these failings is the Cotrefor company’s 
operations in Ndobo in Equateur province. Greenpeace Africa 
carried out a field trip in Monzamboli in August and visited the 
communities of Boli South and Bolupi in Bumba territory.

From 2004 onwards, Cotrefor cut trees for the best part of a decade 
in these two areas before hastily abandoning the concession last 
year, for reasons that have yet to be explained. The company 
left and seemed to have failed to carry out practically all of the 
terms of the performance specifications that they had signed with 
communities. The timber has long been harvested, exploited and 
exported but the social responsibilities of the company apparently 
remain almost largely unfulfilled.

The years of logging by the company were marked by social conflict, 
misunderstanding and the arbitrary arrests of several members of 
the local council who questioned the quality of the materials being 
bought by the company in order to fulfil their obligations. 

The former chairman of the Boli South council, Philippe 
Linduku Mbomga, found himself arrested and imprisoned not 
once but twice. He had urged the company to comply with the 
terms of the social agreement and was subsequently accused 
of erecting physical barricades to stop people being able to 
harvest timber – a charge he denies. He was first arrested and 
jailed for 10 days in April last year. He was released and then 
re-imprisoned, having to pay 200,000 Congolese ($US200) 
francs to get out of jail each time.

Mbomga says he was merely voicing concerns that terms of 
the social agreement needed to be implemented. According to 
Cotrefor’s agreement with Boli South community, Cotrefor had 
committed, amongst other things, to set up six schools, a health 
center and construct a new road. A long list of promises that pales 
in comparison when you list the actual tangible achievements 
from the company thus far:

• A primary school has actually been built in the village of  
 Bondunga 3, but no benches or tables were supplied.   
• The school in Boli Mopotu remains unfinished and the existing  
 damaged one in Yaleli has not been rebuilt as promised.  
• The health center has not been built nor indeed has the new road.

Leaving the area, the company shipped all its equipment and 
destroyed the building that was used as an office without even 
informing the population. 

Cotrefor’s Ndobo concession: 
A graveyard for loggers’ promises
Irène Wabiwa Betoko, Greenpeace Africa

Continues on page 6...
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"The company left like a thief in the night,” says one farmer from 
Yaleli who lives in the community. “Without finishing the works 
that our wood was cut for in the first place.”

From the plots of land bordering Yaleli, Cotrefor exploited rare 
species of tropical wood including Iroko, Afrormosia, Mahogany 
and Sapelli. This had an adverse affect on local residents who 
depend on the forests.

"The caterpillars that live in Sapelli trees are high in protein,” says 
one villager. “So they not only form the staple of our diet but their 
market value provides households with a source of income that 
allows families to pay for education and have access to health 
care. Therefore the felling of these trees affects both our eating 
habits and the general balance of our community."

The problems with Cotrefor are by no means an isolated case. 
Apparently repeated conflicts with local communities in areas 
surrounding other projects, in various parts of the country, only 
serve to illustrate the stark shortcomings and limitations of the 
current model of development model that is being touted by the 
forestry sector. Only in September 2014, did residents of the city of 
Nioki take to the streets to voice their opposition to the behaviour 
of another of the DRC’s prominent logging companies, Sodefor.

These examples show that more attention needs to be paid to 
the damaging impacts logging is having on local populations in 

forested areas. Communities often become the victims because 
they lack influence or because they believe the project and its 
consequences are either misrepresented or misinformed.

Logically this has meant there is growing opposition from affected 
communities to the so-called development projects that are 
thrust upon them by the forest industry. Often, to achieve their 
agenda, companies will work hand in hand with local and national 
authorities and collusion and corruption are not uncommon.

According to Mongala local organisation’s report, there have been 
serious violations of human rights in many of the communities 
opposing either the planned arrival of a company in their area 
or their ongoing presence. There have been reported cases of 
violence, intimidation and rape perpetrated against people brave 
enough to voice their opposition to these kinds of project.

There have been many people who have raised their voice to 
denounce the unacceptable social situations and conflicts that 
occur as a direct result of the unscrupulous logging by both a 
national and multinational companies in the DRC. 

Local and international civil society actors have now begun a debate 
designed to include both the communities and the government 
of the country to look at the creation and implementation of an 
alternative model of responsible forestry that is sustainable from a 
social, environmental and economic viewpoint. 

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014. Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014. Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.
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Community Forestry in the DRC:  
heading in the right direction but challenges lay ahead
Théophile GATA DIKULUKILA, Executive Director, Centre d’Appui à la Gestion Durable des Forêts Tropicales

Community forestry should theoretically encourage a sustainable 
and participatory model of forest management in the DRC, even 
helping to reduce poverty in rural areas. However the practical 
process of its development and implementation faces several 
constraints and challenges: 

• Forest zoning initiatives that are in disarray due  
 mainly to lack of funding and the complete absence of a  
 national plan for land use allocation.   
• The further identification of protected areas and the  
 designation of concessions for conservation purposes.  
• There is an increasing amount of pressure to lift the  
 existing moratorium on the allocation of new industrial  
 logging concessions before conditions have been met.  
• There is a trend of new infrastructure projects being  
 started without adequate environmental studies nor  
 assessment of potential social impacts and the lack of  
 any contingency plan to manage these impacts.   
• A new law specifically for indigenous peoples has yet to be  
 adopted by the National Assembly. 

The lack of an adequate process to integrate community forestry 
with forest zoning, land reform and the national REDD + strategy. 

The passing into law of a long-awaited Ministerial decree, fixing 
the modalities for attributing local ‘community forest concessions’ 
is a positive development. However, its implementation may yet 
be compromised if a number of safeguards and measures are 
not introduced.

According to the 2002 Forest Code of 
the Democratic Republic of Congo:

"A community may, upon request, obtain a 
part or totality of an area that falls under the 
designation of customary forests under the 
title of forest concession. The procedures for 
granting such concessions are governed by 
decree from the President of the Republic. The 
award is free of charge.”

We have come a long way…

This innovative model of community forestry in the Congo Basin 
was conceived after a long process of consultation initiated by 
the British NGO Forest Monitor, with technical assistance from the 
FAO (Food and Alimentation Organisation of United Nations) and 
involving a number of stakeholders. 

It took three years of advocacy from DRC’s civil society as well 
as international NGOs to enable the various ministries forming 
the Law Commission of the Prime Minister to all arrive at the 
same viewpoint. After all the hard work the prime minister finally 
issued the decree 14/018 fixing the modalities for attributing local 
‘community forest concessions’ on August 2 2014. 

Civil society and the Ministry of Environment are currently striving 
to reach a consensus with regards to the ministerial order so it can 
be aligned with the decree and signed by the minister. 

...to get the rights of communities recognised 
and institutionalised

The new decree also offers an opportunity to address many issues 
that have suffered from a lack of clarity in ongoing national forest 
reforms and in other related sectors: 

The new decree also offers an opportunity to address many issues 
that have suffered from a lack of clarity in ongoing national forest 
reforms and in other related sectors: 

The text stresses that forest concessions belonging to local 
communities are an inviolable right and can cover an area of up to   
50,000 hectares. This provides reassurances to indigenous peoples 
and local communities that tenure over this land will be guaranteed. 

The decree also recognises the principle of existing possession 
rights on customary forests outside the community concession 
(beyond the 50 000 ha). 

The decree represents the first text, under the 2002 Forest Code, 
that transfers decision-making powers to administrative divisions 
(chiefdom, district, town / province and territory). This reflects 
the decentralisation process that is designed to stimulate the 
development of a solid national democracy. 

Continues on page 8...
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Issues and challenges 

The DRC is such a vast country with a diversity of cultures and 
ecosystems and home to biodiversity that is ranked among the 
richest and most diverse. It is also home to 60% of Africa's tropical 
forests, therefore the implementation of a text that transfers land 
ownership to local communities and indigenous peoples represents 
an enormous challenge for all those involved: 

• There has to be a participatory process to advance the  
 provisions in the Ministerial Order on the management of 
 community concessions that establish safeguards that  
 prevent land-grabbing by the country’s elite and unsustainable 
  management of natural resources.   
• Materials need to be produced that cover the remit of  
 the decree and its ministerial order. A guide is required that  
 caters to the specific information needs of each province for  
 information and covers the training of local communities and  
 indigenous peoples as well as to the traditional authorities,  
 provincial and local administration and politicians.   
• Adequate institutional capacity in the administration needs to  
 be established within the relevant ministries (MECNT, Territory  
 Administration, Rural Development) at both local and provincial  
 level that can deal with the roles and responsibilities that will be  
 necessary to implement the process at an institutional level.   
• Technical, financial and human resource capacities will  
 need to be strengthened at all levels.  
• Representatives of indigenous peoples and local communities  
 should be encouraged to play key roles in management  
 entities (associations, cooperatives or development  
 committees). This should always be adapted to a local context  
 and actively involve communities seeking to acquire a community  
 concession and other related stakeholders.   
• A choice which unit forms the basis of the community  
 (clan or village) is needed in order to reduce the risk of any  
 social conflict and ensure that all benefits of forest ownership 
  are shared throughout the community.   
• Those communities seeking to acquire a concession need to be  
 trained in the following: Participatory mapping, the sustainable  
 management of natural resources, negotiating contracts with  
 third parties, how to resolve conflict peacefully and how to  
 ensure reduce the impact of harvesting timber and non-timber  
 forest products. 

• Facilitate the active participation of indigenous peoples and  
 women especially in the management bodies of the Community  
 Forest and decision-making at local level.

It is clear that collaboration between government and civil society 
is needed to effectively address each of the challenges listed and 
therefore give community forestry in the DRC a chance of success. 
Both the human and financial resources needed to guarantee 
the implementation of this innovative model of participatory 
management of tropical forests need to be in line with the realities 
on the ground. 

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.

Photo © Greenpeace / Clément Tardif. DRC, 2014.



ForestECHOES

9 

finally seizes chance to protect Intact Forest 
Landscapes Danielle van Oijen, Greenpeace NetherlandsFSC

We at Greenpeace are often critical of some of the decisions and 
positions taken by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). But we 
are also quick to give credit where credit is due and we therefore 
applauded the new direction the organisation decided to take 
with its adoption of a motion in September this year to protect a 
majority of Intact Forest landscapes (IFLs).

IFLs are essentially unbroken expanses of natural ecosystems 
within the zone of a current forest that show no signs of significant 
human activity. They are also large enough to maintain all 
biodiversity native to the area, including wildlife species. IFLs are 
chiefly under threat from fragmentation and degradation. It does 
not necessarily take large scale clear-cutting of forest to have a 
serious impact, for example the construction of one road can be 
more than enough to seriously damage, even destroy, a forest.

New maps of IFLs we helped produced along with a team of 
experts that included the University of Maryland, Transparent 
World and the World Resources Institute (WRI) show shocking 
levels of degradation, accounting for more than 100 million 
hectares of forest (roughly the size of Egypt) since 2000. Africa 
lost 10% of its IFL over this period with the principal causes being 
road construction and logging. 

Without better protection, these valuable landscapes will 
disappear and we will witness a huge loss in biodiversity and 
dangerous levels of climate change. Indigenous peoples whose 
lives and livelihoods closely intertwined with these forests will also 
be significantly, if not fatally, impacted.

One of the key mandates of the FSC is to protect high 
conservation values. This is clearly not being upheld as it should 

be. IFL degradation is commonplace in FSC certified concessions 
and in some countries such as Russia, the organisation is even 
considered a driver for such damage rather than a body whose 
main effect is more responsible forest management.

In the Congo Basin it is common for concessions certified by 
the FSC to overlap with IFLs. Such blatant lack of protection can 
only reinforce widely held opinions that the FSC is increasingly 
nothing more than a greenwash. However the General Assembly 
in September and the adoption of the IFL motion could herald a 
change of attitude and hopefully we will see concrete effects on 
the ground.

The motion outlines that indicators in standards will have to be 
revised to ensure protection of the vast majority of IFLs. This 
means work for national or regional standard development groups 
or, in areas where such groups do not exist, certifying bodies. It 
also means a lot of work in the coming years for stakeholders in 
the Congo Basin. 

This motion represents a great opportunity for the FSC to focus 
on alternatives to the industrial concession based system, such 
as community based management and conservation. In the DRC, 
certification is still nothing but a remote dream given the persistent 
and widespread chaos in country’s forestry sector. But the motion 
can still be relevant in terms of setting standards for IFL protection 
and promoting new forest management models and not least 
because the country is, after all, home to the largest area of IFLs 
in the Congo Basin. 

Photo © Greenpeace / Alex Yallop. Cameroon, 2012.
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fails to protect the endangered 
Afrormosia tree

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) is an international agreement whose 
aim is to ensure that the trade wild animals and plant specimens 
does not threaten their survival. 

CITES-listed species from the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) include the Western and Mountain Gorillas, the Bonobo, 
the Chimpanzee and the Grey Parrot. Less well-known is a tree 
species called Afrormosia (Pericopsis elata) that is logged by 
multinational companies for use in luxury goods, with DRC being 
by far the world’s largest supplier.

Theoretically the designation of being listed by CITES should 
afford a safe refuge for threatened species, but the reality is just 
the opposite. 

The DRC’s management of monitoring endangered species is- 
as in many other countries- rife with corruption. Illegal trade, 
including of primates, is very much the norm. Afrormosia has 
been under scrutiny from the CITES secretariat for more than a 
decade, but recommendations to suspend trade were stopped 
by the standing committee in 2012. Instead the country had its 
compliance deadline for what is known as a Non detriment finding 
(NDF) – documentation that backs up trade quota do not threaten 
the species survival - extended to May 31, 2014 and set an export 
quota at 25,000 m3 for 2012 and until such a NDF was made.

The government has missed deadlines for years, and trade has 
been continuing unabated. DRC’s logging lobby, which helped 
draft the EU-financed NDF for the species last May, even gets a 
free ride for 2014. At least 55,000 m3 of Afrormosia cutting permits 
have been issued, which is a more than double the quota set for 
“responsible” trade. 

Last April, CITES published a notification stating that the 
secretariat had “learned of a large number of fake or falsified 
permits apparently issued by the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo”. It claimed it would clear all exports of listed species on a 
case-by-case basis. It also published a long list of “unaccounted 
for” permits. The reality, however, is that many of these permits 
had been issued to the country’s leading multinational loggers 
and the Environment Ministry itself informed CITES of this the 
preceding December. 

Shortly after the notification, the environment ministry began 
uploading permits onto its website and sacked the director 
responsible for the management of permits.

It is all too little too late. Greenpeace Africa, together with a group 
of NGOs, is now demanding the DRC:

Danielle van Oijen, Greenpeace NetherlandsCITES

• Is suspended from trade in all CITES species;  
• Immediately suspends all cutting of Afrormosia;   
• Cancels all authorisations to cut Afrormosia;  
• Takes legal action  against  the companies to whom it issued  
 CITES permits that were later described as “unaccounted  
 for” and against the officials responsible for issuing of them.

It is unclear at this stage what the CITES secretariat is actually 
verifying and our repeated demands for clarification remain 
unanswered. The organisation allows trade in Afrormosia that fails 
even the most rudimentary due diligence checks on legality. 

The companies Forabola and Cotrefor appear to have been 
issued cutting permits for far more Afrormosia in 2014 than 
their online initial management plans detail. The secretariat 
also seems to have been green lighting exports from artisanal 
logging companies. But, as NGOs have pointed out, Congolese 
law stipulates that such logging is reserved for individuals. Titles 
held by artisanal firms such as Ets. Lumak & Fils and Ets TAT 
Bois are therefore illegal. 

Amongst the CITES permits published online  there are several 
awarded to companies, including Cotrefor, La Forestiere, Forabola 
and Sodefor, that the Independent Monitor of Forestry Control 
(OGF) has accused of involvement in illegalities. In the case of 
other loggers who have been exporting Afrormosia after the time 
that the Secretariat promised to crack down, no initial management 
plan has been published online, so it remains unclear how it was 
possible for due diligence to be exercised.

At the CITES’ Standing Committee meeting in Geneva in July, the 
DRC’s official delegation, composed of government officials and 
the DRC’s loggers federation, agreed to limit future Afrormosia 

Continues on page 11...
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exports to companies that could demonstrate the existence of a 
species inventory. The secretariat removed the tree from its review. 

This was a big mistake. Over half of the permits on the Ministry’s 
website were handed out to companies on the NDF’s red list 
of titles that were “not likely to be taken into account for the 
calculation of the 2015 Pericopsis elata quota due to delays in the 
title’s management process.”. Furthermore the DRC is not capable 
of providing reliable information on either origin or “legality.” As 
CITES knows only too well, filing reports won’t save a species.

If the weak application of the convention is continued Afrormosia 
and many other species will face the risk of over-harvesting and 
extinction as illegal trade continues. A CITES failure is also a failure 
of the European Union. The European Timber Regulation (EUTR) 
allows for automatic entry into Europe of any CITES imports 
that are accompanied by a “valid” permit, with no due diligence 
required. Most importantly, however, such weak enforcement 
represents a failure to protect Congo's forests and its biodiversity 
for generations to come. 

Photo © Greenpeace / Jiro Ose. DRC, 2007.
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Greenpeace is an independent global campaigning organisation 
that acts to change attitudes and behaviour, to protect and 
conserve the environment and to promote peace. Greenpeace 
has been working in Africa to end environmental destruction and 
fighting for the rights of Africans to a healthy environment since 
early 1990s with the Africa office being established in 2008.

In Africa, Greenpeace Africa focuses on 4 main issues:
1. Energy: to advocate for the significant reduction in our 

dependency on dirty fossil fuels such as coal, and promote 
renewables as the alternative for all South Africans.

2. Preventing the Degradation of Marine Eco-systems: to end 
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and the elimination 
of destructive fishing practices to ensure sustainable levels 
of marine life as well as sustainable fishing while providing  
food security.

3. Protecting Ancient Forests: to ensure zero deforestation in the 
world’s intact tropical forests, the destruction of the international 

market for illegal timber and to get local communities involved 
in protecting their forests.

4. Promoting ecological farming and sustainable agriculture: 
to ensure a greater support for ecological farming and halting 
support for chemical intensive corporate agriculture.

In the Congo Basin
Over 40 million people depend on the Congo Basin rainforest. As 
a key Congolese activist said “They are fed by it, housed by it, 
clothed by it, and even healed by it.” The rain forest is also home 
to 270 species of mammals, including the endangered gorilla, the 
chimpanzee and the bonobo. Destructive logging is one of the 
biggest threats to the Congo Basin rainforest. Greenpeace seeks 
to expose these logging scandals in the DRC and to halt the 
expansion of large-scale palm oil projects until environmental and 
social safeguards are in place in Cameroon, as well as increase 
pressure on decision makers to ensure strong environmental and 
social safeguards are integrated in national forest policies.

What is GreeNpeaCe all aBout?

DRC Office:
Greenpeace, 1527 Avenue Colonel Modjiba, Commune De 
Ngaliema, Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo

Senegal Office:
2, Avenue Hassan II, 6eme etage, Dakar, Senegal

RSA Office:
10A and 10B Clamart House, Clamart Road, Richmond, 
Johannesburg, South Africa

Postal address:
Greenpeace Africa, PostNet Suite 125, Private Bag X09, 
Melville, Johannesburg, 2109, South Africa

 iafrica@greenpeace.org

 www.greenpeaceafrica.org

 Greenpeace Africa

 @Greenpeaceafric
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