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Comments on the National Forest Management Strategy (Liberia)

1.0 Introduction

This presentation summarizes comments on the draft (version 8) of the Liberia National Forest Management Strategy from a range of stakeholders that have reviewed and commented on it. This includes comments generated at a meeting convened by the non-governmental organization coalition for Liberia and from other external experts. The Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) has consolidated these comments into a brief for the drafters of the strategy and the Forestry Development Authority (FDA).

These are preliminary comments that we hope will help in the revision of this version of the draft. We hope that the current draft strategy will go through a series of revisions before it goes out for vetting nationwide. The SDI is committed to reviewing revised versions, collecting comments and feedbacks on them at each stage and submitting those feedbacks to the FDA and the drafters for consideration. 

2.0 Summary and General Comments

The current form of the draft strategy clearly illustrates that some extremely vital information is still missing which it could take months to gather. There is also a need to ground-truth the results of the suitability study with other government agencies, especially the Ministry of Lands, Mines and Energy, local government and communities on the ground.

This will be invaluable in order to capture, present and discuss existing land-use conflicts and their implications for the various uses of forest areas identified in the strategy. For example, there is no discussion of mineral exploration and mining licenses that have been issued by the Ministry of Lands, Mines and Energy for forested areas. As far as we can establish, the ministry has already issued a mineral exploration license to BHP Billiton in the region where the Wologisi proposed protected area is situated. It is critical that the strategy illustrates (i.e. perhaps using maps) to present these existing overlaps and land-use conflicts. Finally, there is no discussion on industrial agricultural expansion and a plan for dealing with the problem of clearing natural forest (no matter how degraded the tract of forest maybe) to make way for monoculture plantations (rubber, palm, etc.).

3.0 Summary of Concerns and Recommendations 

The following are some general concerns and recommendations for improving the draft strategy.

1. Concern: The strategy does not address or discuss environmental services provided by the forests of Liberia. It does not discuss other opportunities for ‘commercializing’ the forest (the economics of the sector), for example potentials for generating substantial revenue through schemes such as avoided deforestation. The strategy does not take into account the importance of forests for the protection of watersheds and how this service will be maintained.

Recommendation: The strategy should outline steps towards engaging other options for forest uses that will, in the medium and long-term, shift the focus of the commercial sector away from industrial logging, which traditionally has yielded very limited benefits to Liberia and other forest-rich countries in the tropics. 

2. Concern: The draft strategy unduly favors industrial (commercial) logging by private sector interest and multinationals. Industrial logging in the past has not yielded significant benefits to Liberia; instead it has had devastating effects on human rights and the rule of law by promoting corrupt practices in government while aiding and abetting conflicts during the last decade. The World Bank has stated recently that “Industrial timber production has a poor record in Africa. Over the past sixty years, there is little evidence that it has lifted rural populations out of poverty or contributed in other meaningful and sustainable ways to local and national development
.”  The heavy focus of the strategy on industrial logging therefore needs to be reassessed and evaluated based on the performance of the industry in the past.      
Recommendation: the methodology and criteria used for defining suitability be revisited to ensure a balance between the categories of use. The economic potential of the forest sector is not limited to generating revenue from industrial logging. The strategy should establish a clear distinction between suitability for logging and suitability for other commercial uses. This will provide a more objective analysis on which Liberia can base a decision as to which commercial venture would be more suitable and beneficial to the country and the global community.

3. Concern: The strategy is supposed to classify all forestlands by legal status and potential suitable use. In its current form, the strategy does not classify forestlands by legal status; therefore it is incomplete in its classification of all forestlands in Liberia. It therefore does not satisfy the full requirement of the law
. 

It is difficult to see how the strategy can effectively develop a vision for management of Liberia’s forests without considering the issue of land tenure. Section 4.4 NFRL 2006 states classification of forests in the strategy will be “according to their legal status and potential suitable use”. The current draft strategy only refers to suitability and therefore accounts for part one only of the strategy envisaged by the NFRL. A land tenure review may well find that large areas of forest land classified in this suitability study are in fact private property and/or subject to communal holdings, tribal reserves and customary land interests with important repercussions for forest management strategy.

Recommendation: The Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) has commissioned a land tenure study with a focus on forestlands but also covering general land issues. The findings and recommendations of the study will be published by mid-august. The recommendations will provide very clear guidance on and suggestions for the way forward. The drafters should consider waiting for those recommendations and prepare to subsequently convene a series of stakeholder consultations on the basis of the study’s recommendations.  

4. Concern: There is no discussion on concrete steps or actions for moving the forestry sector towards value added processing of forest products (timber and non-timber products). 

Recommendations: the strategy should outline a clear path for moving the forestry sector towards value-added processing; considering its potential multiplier effect for creating more secure and long-term jobs. However, the strategy must demonstrate how the FDA will ensure that loggers do not have excess processing capacity that could lead them to engage in other illegal activities such as over-harvesting or harvesting outside their concession boundaries. 

5. Concern: The data used in the draft strategy is stated without proper citation. It is therefore difficult, if not impossible, to determine if the data used is the ‘best available data’ without knowing where it originates or how old it is. Some of the data, based on our prior knowledge of the sector, is questionable while other data is used without recognizing the historical context
 as outlined above.

Recommendations: All the data used in the strategy should be properly referenced. As much as possible, the drafters should refrain from using questionable figures that seem to suggest that industrial logging is the key to revitalizing Liberia’s shattered economy. The apparent thinking that restarting the logging industry will create jobs for thousands of unemployed timber workers and generate millions of dollars in timber revenue is unfounded and creates unnecessarily high expectations.  

6. Concern: the suitability models do not consider conflicts with other land-uses, especially mineral development or mining activities. 

Recommendation: forest areas to be impacted by mining activities should be clearly identified in the strategy. There should be an estimation of how much surface area (of forest) will be covered by mining concessions or lost to development of mining camps and sites (mining areas). The ecological, social and economic impacts of mining will drastically impact on the integrity of proposed protected areas. For example, one such social knock-on effect would be increased populations at mining sites, which in turn would lead to increases in demand for bush meat thereby driving supply. 
4.0 Specific comments on various sections

On policy and objectives:

The objectives make no mention of institutionalizing good governance and the gradual decentralization of forest management regime and devolution of forest management authority to the regional and local level. Forest sector reform and rehabilitation in our view (and as reflected in comments frequently made by senior FDA officials) should be geared towards institutionalizing good governance in the sector. It is therefore important that this be clearly stated as a policy and strategic objective.  

Page 4: Objective 3: Should also emphasize that the contribution to national development goals will be from activities that maximize benefits for forest dependant communities. This should be drawn widely as possible since the number of people who stand to benefit from community managed forestry is much higher than even the purported 10,000 laborers that the strategy mentions were previously involved in industrial logging.

Page 4 Objective 4: Suggested text: To ensure tenure security for rural communities’ forestland holdings and safeguard their rights to conserve and use forests on their communal lands for their individual and collective well-being.

Page 4 Objective 5: Suggested text: To institutionalize the principles of good governance, decentralization and devolution in the formulation of forestry policies and in the conservation and management of forests and forest resources. 

Page 8 Objective 8: In addition, (or as a separate objective): To ensure that the working conditions of those within the forest sector are in accordance with internationally regarded best practice.

To ensure that regulations and mechanisms are developed and enforced to prevent bad processing and waste management practices and associated environmental and community health problems.

State of the forest
A lot of the statistics used in this section/chapter are without proper citation/ sources. Where do these figures come from? Are they based solely on the analysis of the satellite images?

Which year in the 1990s did timber contribute 20% to GDP? What is the source of this figure? The year in the 1990’s that officially recorded timber volume reached its highest (335,543.068 CBM with FOB of $23,418,567.19) was in 1999. It would be useful to quote the Central Bank report of 1999 with respect to its contribution to the national GDP. 

It should also be clearly noted:

· This section ignores the fact that all of the logging in the 1990s and up to 2003 was illegal; and 

· That logging was also characterized by over-harvesting and harvesting outside of concessions areas. This means the (commercial) viability of the forest is already greatly reduced. 

It is therefore important to use these figures in their proper context so that readers, especially senior officials of the Liberian government and policy makers, are given a complete picture of the situation. Raising expectations about the (economic) potential of the timber industry is counter-productive and would result in potentially disastrous government policy-making.   

Page 7: The statistic stating that 10,000 people were employed by forest companies is from the OCHA/UN Humanitarian Office and is grossly overstated. Feedback from the concession review clearly points to the fact that individuals working in the industry were mostly casual laborers and contractors not employees. In addition, the majority of these jobs were seasonal (October through May) with very low pay. We suggest that the figures be cross-checked with the Ministry of Finance or National Social Security records to confirm how many of these people were paying taxes or participating in the social security schemes.

Forestry Management Suitability Study

Methodology

Paragraph 4: This section clearly suggests that the methodology used for determining suitability favors industrial logging over all other potential forest uses. It conflicts with the stated philosophy in respect of integrating and balancing the 3Cs. If degraded forest, with very little commercial and conservation value, makes up the bulk of forest areas assigned for community forestry/ uses – then we cannot claim to have achieved a balance between these interests. To put this simply, communities get what no other interest wanted.

It is stated that where conservation and commercial uses conflict the area was allotted commercial suitability. Although the importance of raising revenue goes without saying, this appears not to be in the spirit of a balanced 3 Cs approach. Decisions regarding conservation areas would require an ecological justification, or else a biodiversity hotspot risks being assigned to commercial use regardless of its conservation value.

The criteria for defining suitability should therefore be redefined and the suitability designations adjusted to give communities an opportunity to gradually develop community-based forest enterprises as a critical step towards fighting poverty.          

Paragraph 6: The drafters, with some foresight have tried to address the concern about the criteria and the methodology by stating that “[i]t is important to note that just because an area was most suitable for one use it does not mean it has no value for the other uses.” However, in our view this explanation does not improve the situation of communities in an environment that will undoubtedly be dominated by logging companies’ interest. There is no way that communities can compete with private logging interests for forests determined to be ‘suitable’ for industrial logging. They do no have the capital, expertise, and institutional organization in place to facilitate their engagement in the industry. Their capacity needs to be built and long-term direct assistance provided to enable the development of small community forestry enterprises. 

This strategy needs to outline a plan for achieving this.

Assumptions

The weightings sometimes appear arbitrary. For example, it would be entirely counter-intuitive to give the distance from settlements such a low weighting (10%) in determining community suitability. The degree to which a forest is suitable for a given use by a community is highly influenced by proximity to that community.

Results

Commercial:

As noted above it is unrealistic to envisage communities competing with private logging interests for forests contracts as result of the current lack of community capacity in terms of capital, expertise, and institutional organization etc.

We believe that the essence of this exercise was to establish a sound basis for future planning and management of forests. However, the tone of the presentation or presentation of the analysis points to a thinking that clearly favors industrial logging. Therefore the document should definitely outline in summary – the percentage of commercially viable forest areas that will be available to private logging companies and the percentage that will be put aside for the development of community-based small to medium sized forestry enterprises. In this way there is a guarantee for community forestry that is not limited to NTFP gathering and associated trade.

Community:

If only 18.75% of the community forest area would be suitable for commercial forestry management it is clear that it would have correspondingly little value for the community. This suggests a fundamental error in the weightings system for defining suitability and supports the assertion that the community classification is a dumping ground for areas not considered suitable for commercial exploitation and conservation.

The strategy envisages the 11 target areas as being a first step in developing community-managed areas. Therefore the strategy need to fully outline what further steps will be taken (or would be necessary) to expand the area deemed suitable for community management.

Communities, wherever they are should be empowered to manage forests (1) on their communal lands and (2) on forestlands deeded to them, regardless of whether or not they want to manage it towards a particular end-state.

The ‘Context’ section states total Liberian forest cover to amount to about 4.39m ha. However the areas assigned to commercial, conservation and community (allocated to suitability classification) in this section add up to a total of 4.6m ha. This amounts to a discrepancy of around 200,000ha which is not insignificant. If the 4.39 figure excludes existing protected areas (which the table on p.32 states amount to nearly 200,000 ha) it should say so.

Finally, the criteria for suitability do not consider tenure issues. It is possible that some of these designations will conflict with landowners’ intended uses. It is therefore critical to illustrate/identify areas of potential conflicts to determine how much of the forests suitable for commercial or conservation purposes stand on private or deeded land. 

Ground-truthing would lead to an informed review of options/opportunities for resolving these conflicts.

National Forest Management Strategy

Community Department

Rationale

The statement that ‘few native authority reserves and communal forests materialized’ as a result of the Liberia Code of Law 1956 and that this meant that ‘the government managed the entire forest estate and forest manage[ment] never devolved to communities’ ignores the apparent reality of Liberian customary forest use. Collective forest ownership and management is firmly entrenched in the traditions of forest-based Liberian communities regardless of previous legislation. Consequently, the assertion that the government managed the entire forest estate and that management never devolved to communities appears misleading. The fact is that successive governments have failed to acknowledge the role being played by local people. 

Goals

References to encouraging the ‘creation’ of community rights should be replaced by the responsibility of recognizing existing community rights. In addition there should be a goal of devolving governance and management authority to communities.

The corresponding goal should be to “Restore forest communities’ traditional/customary rights over their forestlands; empower them legally and technically to exercise their rights and responsibilities as managers of their forestlands.”

Mitigating Expectations
The strategy states that a lack of understanding of the rule of law contributed to past conflict, but rule of law is itself dependant on legal certainty (e.g. regarding forest tenure etc.). It should also be noted that any serious disparity between the legal framework and actual customary forest management systems could itself create conflict.

Ongoing Activities

Validating and geographically verifying metes and bounds of all tribal and deeded lands is a priority and should be treated as such. The findings of this exercise will greatly impact on the future direction of the sector and provide a solid basis for strategy development.

� The World Bank and others, “Forests in post-conflict Democratic Republic of Congo – Analysis of a Priority   Agenda”; February 2007


� National Forestry Reform Law (2006) 4.4b


� Page 7 states that “…production of forest products accounted for around five percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the 1980s, rising to 20 percent in the late 1990s. Forest products also accounted for 5-10 percent of export earnings in the 1980s, rising to over 50 percent in 2000”. It also states that “… in 2002 producing timber exports valued at over USD 100 million (or 60 percent of Liberia’s total export earnings) and employing approximately 10,000 people”. In neither case is it recognized that all of the timber produced at the time was illegal (SEE Concession Review Report, May 2003).
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