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1.0 INTRODUCTION
As part of efforts by both the EU and GOG to demonstrate transparency in the implementation of the VPA in Ghana, Civil Society (CS) was invited to participate (as observers) in the field testing of timber verification protocols that have been developed as part of the Timber Verification Manual for Ghana. The field testing took place in Sefwi Wiawso Forest District in the Western Region, with Messrs John Bitar & Co. Ltd as the test site. It is worth noting that the same venue was also used for the field testing of the Wood Tracking System (WTS).
The field testing team was led by an EFI contracted consultant who also doubled as a trainer for the newly constituted TVD Auditors. In all, there were seven (7) trainee auditors drawn from TIDD and FSD who will become internal auditors for TVD and will be auditing the WTS before the external auditors (IM) comes in annually. The external consultant was ably assisted by Dr. Richard Gyimah of the TVD who was part of the team that developed verification protocols. Aside the CS observer; Marketta Juppi and Morne Van Der Linde from EFI were also part of the team to monitor progress. 

2.0 FIELD TESTING PROCESS
The consultant explained that the field testing was designed to achieve three main aims;
1. To assess the verifiability of the proposed verifiers in the protocols.
2. To streamline the verifiers to conform to what is practically done on the field (amendments)
3. As a hands-on practice for the new TVD auditors (7 trainees)
Mickal, the consultant emphasized that the process was not an actual (mock) audit but just a dress rehearsals and that the Sefwi Wiawso FSD and JCM should not see themselves as being audited.

2.1 Administrative Audit
Under the administrative report, the field testing was basically to cross-check the availability of some basic documentations based on some selected criterions under the legality matrix. The documents requested/contained in the checklist cut across TUC allocation and fiscal obligations. 
What became very clear was that there is a major deficiency in the documentations that are available at both the FSD and Timber Company offices as compared to what is legally required to be available. For example, the checklist requests for delineation of TUCs with clear boundaries and a schedule but it does not exist. Rather, the number of compartments and their numbers (which sometime contradict each other) were being used to differentiate between TUCs. Again, copies of TUC allocation documents ratified by parliament  were not even available at the FSD offices. The bigger question that this raises is that, if JCM (that has controlled wood certification) does not have these basic documentations; then what becomes of smaller timber companies?
On the fiscal obligation issues, the main contentious issue in the checklist was the requirement of SRA compliance report and evidence of SRA compliance to be prepared by FSD. This issue became contentious because the CS observer was of the view that how can FSD certify that Timber Companies have complied with SRA without due regards to field auditing or cross-checking. So in effect, if the ‘required’ means of verifying if SRA has been complied with is by getting the FSD to write a report to state so, then what stops Timber Companies from coercing FSD to prepare such reports without regards to what is actually happening on the field?  
One other fiscal obligation issue which was unclear involved the renewal of property marks. It appeared there was a lee-way for Timber Companies to operate without a renewed property mark. This is because the law states that property marks should be renewed every six months, but what became clear was that the timber companies rather apply a few weeks before their property mark expires. Since the renewal process takes a bit of time, the Timber Companies operate for over a month (without a valid property mark) before receiving their renewed property mark.																			
2.2 Forest Audit
The field testing of forest audit checklist covered criterions in principles 2 and 3. The first document on the checklist was forest reserve management plans, which was readily available for Suhuma; but can that be said for other reserves? There were several inconsistencies between the verifiers and what really pertains on the field. Some of them were;
a. Whether the fact that diverse stakeholders (including Traditional Authorities) were involved in the preparation of Forest Reserve Management plan also qualifies as giving consent for timber harvesting. This is because the verification protocol clearly asks for consent letter but the explanation given by FSD was that the TAs were involved in FR Management plans hence they consented to Timber exploitation.

b. On the field there were no identifiable signs to show compartmentation or differentiate between TUCs. The external boundaries pillars were supposedly used but some if not most were nowhere to be found. Hence this verifier was difficult to validate.

c. Conducting of inventory before harvesting was clearly done with all the accompanying documentation. However, the issue that came up was who undertake these inventories, and how can they be verified? The logging manual clearly says that FSD shall undertake these inventories except in situations that the Contractor has a ‘qualified’ team duly certified by FSD can ‘assist the FSD. But what was clearly evident was that the contractor does the inventory (stock survey) and only presents the maps to be certified by FSD (cartographer). Then the contractor pays the FSD for undertaking stock survey just to be able to get official receipt for documentation purposes.

d. All the verifiers for harvest planning and actual harvesting all seemed intact. Probably, the only point of concern was who prepares these documentations and to what extent these plans are utilized on the field. It became evident that some of these plans are prepare unilaterally without consultation with the other party. For example, compartment harvesting plan (map) which by the logging manual is supposed to be done by the contractor was actually prepared by the FSD cartographer. The contractor on the other hand had his own (GPS) maps which the FSD did not have.

The above were some of the highlights during the Forest Audit that required further deliberation and possible dialoguing to ensure that the verifiers actually verify practice and not ‘what is supposed to be’.

2.3 Transport Audit
Under the transport audit, there were basically two areas of concern;
a. Whether transportation of timber were covered by official documentation
b. Whether transportation was done at the correct time periods. 
The verifiers in these areas were all clearly verifiable, except that they were all paper-based with little field evidence. Again there were clear-cut guidelines on dealing with anomalies and challenges in transportation of timber.

2.4 Processing, Trade and Export Audit
The only verifier that was tested under processing audit was records of reconciliation between input and output of timber at the mill. JCM readily had that information available due to their work with FSC on controlled wood. The concern was whether all other timber companies, especially, the smaller GTA or GTMO members who do not export to the international market.
Unfortunately, the CS observer was not able to participate in the field testing of the verifiers around trade and export audit which took place in Takoradi.

3.0 OBSERVATIONS AND IMPRESSIONS
Below are a few of the personal observations and possible way forward for addressing some of the issues;
a. Non-coverage of all timber allocation rights:
The first critical handicap of the field testing was that only the verifiers covering TUC (on-reserve) were validated or tested. This is fundamentally against the spirit and letter of the field testing. One would have expected that rather, the verifiers that relates to salvage permits (off-reserve areas) and confiscated/auctioned timber that normally generate a lot of controversy and community protestations would have been tested. When asked, the consultant explained that since over 90% of the timber that goes to the European market are from on-reserve TUCs that was why the field testing is focusing on that. This response indirectly says that the TVD or FC is more interested in meeting legality standards for the products that goes to the EU market than other markets. 
Possibly, the other excuse will be limited time; again if that argument is made then one can also counter by saying that why then did we include all markets if we knew by including them we might not have time to test their verification protocols.

b. Over-reliance on documentations from FSD against actual situations on the field:
Another observation was the fact that all the verifiers were overly relying on information provided by FSD and the TUC holder without cross-checking with facts on the field. Although the consultant noted that a full audit will also involve field checks, there are no guidelines or verifiers to guide the new TVD auditors on what information to lookout for on the field. For example, all what the verifiers look out for in stock survey is documentations at the FSD office and not who actually conducted the stock survey. Because there is enough evidence to show that the big TUC holders e.g. AYUM, JCM, SAMATEX etc. conduct their own stock surveys, but the records at the FSD office depicts that it was rather done by FSD.
Again, another situation during the field testing that showed that over-reliance on FSD and TUC older documentation could be disastrous concerns prove of SRA compliance. Here, the verification protocol only requires an FSD letter to show evidence of compliance. So in effect, FSD only has to write that SRA has been complied with by TUC holder without field verification to actually cross-check from the community and District Assembly. 


c. Non-inclusion of critical reference materials used by FSD in VPA references: 
Another Achilles heel of the field testing was absence of the draft operational guidelines document that is used by FSD in their operations in the references of the verification protocols. This draft guideline has basic procedures and process for day-to-day management of operations in the forestry sector. It has instructions on how to renew property marks, how to dispose-off confiscated lumber or logs and some   instructions that is not captured in any MOP or even in the forestry legal framework. It became obvious during the field testing that this document is frequently referred to by FSD officials for producing some documents that are in the verification protocols. 
It was generally agreed between the CS observer and the consultant that this document should be included in the references of the verification protocol.     

4.0 CONCLUSIONS AND WAY FORWARD
In conclusion, I must say that generally the field testing was successful except the few concerns that I have already outlined above. The consultant was very open-minded to suggestions and always sort for second opinion on critical decisions.
As a way forward, we (CS) must request for the consultants final report to assess to what extent he incorporated the concerns that was raised during the field testing.
Secondly, we must demand official explanation from the TVD (FC) why only the verifiers for TUC (on-reserve) were test and not the rest of the timber allocation rights as captured in the VPA legality matrix.
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