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We would like to thank the Agence française de développement (AFD) for opening to 
comment its sectoral position paper on forests under its Horizontal Framework of Intervention 
on Biodiversity. This document makes clear the significant role the AFD plays as an 
international donor, both in terms of the financial resources invested (EUR 1.1bn spent 
between 1999 and 2015), its reach (intervention in 29 countries), and influence (shaping the 
laws, policies and economic sectors of target countries). 
 
Global Witness wishes to submit comments on one specific area of the paper, namely that 
relating to promotion of the industrial logging sector in rainforests and its related trade.  
 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, there has been wide recognition of the need to 
“sustainably manage” tropical forests, considered indispensable for the planet’s climate and 
the livelihoods of millions of people. With the support of Western donors such as France, 
tools have been created for “sustainable forest management” (SFM) and been oriented 
towards industrial logging in the countries of the Congo Basin. SFM slowly transformed itself 
into “sustainable logging of forests”,1 thereby promoting the logging industry. France, which 
had several logging companies operating in the region from the beginning of the 1990s, has 
been one of the main proponents of this approach.2 The AFD’s position paper proposes to 
maintain this policy.  
 
In order to make logging “sustainable”, the AFD has promoted a tool, developed by Western 
forestry engineers: the Forest Management Plan (FMP). According to its promoters, an FMP 
ensures the natural regeneration of a forest, the preservation of biodiversity and the 
socioeconomic development of the region in question. However, substantial evidence 
indicates that the FMP cannot mitigate the environmental and social harms caused by the 
logging industry and that they are not adapted to the governance context of the countries of 
the Congo Basin.  
 
Threats to the environment and climate 

An increasing number of studies show that this form of logging slows down the 
regeneration of original species. Researchers from the French research institute, CIRAD, 
have highlighted that: “The selective logging of a small number of tree species, with the 
systematic felling of all well-formed stems that exceed the legal diameter, will remove a 
significant proportion of the main mature trees from the forest stand, trees that spread seeds 
for these species. This may lead to a reduction in the availability of seeds for the natural 
regeneration of the targeted species. […] The logging of trees in African tropical forests 
undoubtedly leads to a modification in the initial forest stand”.3 Logging companies 
themselves have observed a clear fall in the availability of their favoured species. This is 
the case in Gabon, the world’s first exporter of angouma: “Wood processors in Gabon have 
difficulty finding good clumps of angouma”.4  
 
There are also wider repercussions on biodiversity. Tropical forests are “fragile 
ecosystems, where essential reserves are concentrated in the fauna and the flora, not in the 
ground like in temperate forests (…). Like many complex structures, they are easily 
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destabilised”, says scientist Jean-Pierre Pascal.5 In 2006 the French biologist Francis Hallé 
explained: “Once cut, the primary forest takes between six and eight centuries to 
recover. A tree that falls drags eight others down with it. After the death of the pioneers, 
a second wave of species takes root. However, the diversity is at least half less with 
conquering species such as the tabebuia, the limba and the angouma. That means we have 
to wait half a millennium to see the primary species again: Tieghemella africana, moabi 
(African pearwood), tiama and mahogany in Africa”.6 For its part, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has observed that “the installation of 
infrastructures and logging starting from an inexactly defined threshold is harmful to 
biodiversity because it fragments the forest and eliminates or puts in peril certain fragile 
species of flora and fauna, thus reducing the variety and the variability of the organisms.”7  
 
Furthermore, several studies show that logging is a polluting activity due to the 
hydrocarbons and chemicals it uses, and to the ‘base camps’ and other temporary 
accommodation used by its employees, creating waste.8 Openings in the forest canopy 
created by industrial logging also create major changes. By letting the light reach the ground, 
these openings favour the appearance of new species that belong to secondary forests. 
They also expose the soil to rain erosion.9 The roads and tracks created by foresters also 
have a strong impact on the environment, facilitating the entry of illegal loggers and 
poachers.10 One major study of endangered elephant populations in the Congo Basin has 
shown that the abundance and range of forest elephants are threatened by poaching that is 
most intense close to roads.11 Elephant presence is negatively affected as far as 50 km away 
from a road. Logging roads also lead to an increase in the human population which is 
accompanied by deforestation for agriculture and pressure on animal and plant life.12 In 
one logging concession in northern Congo, the local population rose by 69%.13 “In the 
Amazon, forests penetrated by roads from selective logging operations are 400% more likely 
to be deforested than are non-logged forests”, William F. Laurance, a leading forest scientist, 
wrote in 2009.14 On average, roads/tracks, wood storage areas and workers’ base camps 
created by logging companies mean that 20% of the total canopy of the logged forest is 
lost.15  
 
In 2014, International Action for Primary Forests, a group of scientists, experts and non-
governmental organisations, stated that: “Industrial logging has not proven sustainable in 
primary forests and in the tropics frequently leads to conversion of forests to agriculture. 
Even with current best practices, industrial logging is not sustainable in primary forests, 
causes extensive carbon emissions, significantly reduces biodiversity, decreases ecosystem 
resilience, degrades water quality and increases risk of fire. In many countries primary 
forests are illegally logged, poor governance is a serious concern and logging in primary 
forests provides few local economic benefits. […] industrial logging is not a conservation 
strategy for primary forests”.16 Many studies corroborate these findings.17 The most recent 
scientific study on threats to biologically and ecologically intact landscapes finds that:  
 
 “Protection of intact forest ecosystems from industrial land uses is particularly important, 
given that they store more carbon than degraded forests and are more resilient to external 
perturbations, including climate variability, fire, and illegal logging, poaching, and mining […] 
there is a clear need to focus on halting current threatening activities that have been leading 
to the recent erosion of wilderness areas, including limiting road expansion; preventing 
industrial mining, forestry, and other large-scale agricultural operations; and enforcing 
existing legal frameworks considering that half of all tropical forest clearing between 2000 
and 2012 was illegal.”18  
 
The AFD has committed to ensuring that forest management plans would “not lead to the 
logging of primary forests or ancient or critical habitats” in the context of its projects.19 In light 
of this commitment, the AFD should already guarantee that intact forest landscapes are 
protected from industrial logging.  
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‘Forest management plans’ not fit for purpose 
 
Substantial evidence indicates that forest management plans recommended by, among 
others, the AFD, do not produce the expected outcomes and do not mitigate the negative 
impacts of industrial logging on the environment. In 2012, a review of the World Bank’s policy 
by its Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) stated that: “A common indicator associated with 
environmental management in World Bank projects that support industrial timber concession 
reform is the “adoption of a management plan” or “an increased number of hectares of forest 
under management plans”. IEG has found that this indicator is insufficient to determine 
whether a concession is being managed in a manner that adequately satisfies agreed 
environmental rules and guidelines”. 20 
 
Data on tropical forests, which are extremely complex ecosystems, 21 is still very patchy. 22 
There are multiple parameters to consider in order to figure out how forests work and these 
are still not fully understood: each space evolves differently and over a timescale that is often 
much longer than the human scale. Scientists have developed certain tools over the last 
twenty years (computers, genetic analysis, isotopic research, etc.) to study models, although 
these can “only be based on the data and knowledge available, and a part of their results 
cannot be verified in the short term”.23 It is not possible, therefore, to know how the Congo 
Basin rainforest is evolving, or how it will evolve. As a result, it is not possible to “manage (…) 
them in a sustainable manner”.24 A document reviewing the AFD’s policy in 2011 noted that: 
“Current scientific knowledge does not allow us to guarantee yet that the technical 
choices made [by the logging industry] (…) will mean the sustainable management of 
the resource. The impact of human intervention on a complex natural milieu is far from 
being understood and the results of research will take several more years to provide all the 
data required for analysis”.25 The most recent research already indicates that selective 
logging in Central Africa’s logging concessions is having long-lasting ecological effects and 
diminishing the carbon storage capacity of its rainforest.26 We must also now consider the 
impacts on forest ecology of a rapidly changing climate. Primary forests including intact 
forest landscapes are more resilient to external perturbations and have greater adaptive 
capacity compared to logged and fragmented forests.27 
 
The way in which the rules for FMPs are defined is also significant: they are generally set up 
in such a way that logging companies do not have to change their practices. Some experts 
cite “more or less lenient management plans”.28 In Cameroon, for example, the FMPs 
authorise loggers not to ‘manage’ species of their choice if their volume does not exceed 75% 
of the total harvestable volume.29  This means that the species that are felled the most by 
loggers need not be subject to restrictions.30  
 
Higher levels of deforestation in concessions under FMPs? 
 
Two recent studies conclude that logging concessions in the Republic of Congo managed by 
European companies – most of them with an FMP – lead to twice as much deforestation 
as no-FMP concessions.31 A study in 2014 underlines: “European concessions had the 
highest rates of total and core deforestation, followed by Asian concessions, indicating that 
the fragmentation of intact forests in Congo is strongly associated with industrial logging 
fuelled by foreign capital. European concession holders were also far more likely to comply 
with SFM policies, followed by Asian concessions, suggesting that compliance with 
Sustainable Forest Management policies may not mitigate degradation in tropical 
production forests”. The reason for this difference seems to lie in the nature of the 
companies’ markets and their logging practices: “Spatial patterns of deforestation indicate 
that the high rates of forest fragmentation observed in European concessions are associated 
with road construction for highly selective logging. European markets demand timber from 
only a few target tree species, and dense road networks are necessary to find those species. 
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Asian and Congolese markets demand a wider variety of less valuable species. Concessions 
serving those less selective markets may have higher incentive to harvest more intensively in 
easily accessible forests, thereby saving money on road construction and maintenance, and 
avoiding penetration into core forests. European concession holders were far more compliant 
with SFM policies”.32 The scientists conclude that: “If, as our results suggest, SFM 
compliance leads to higher production [of timber] and higher deforestation […], then the 
growing global demand for sustainably-managed timber may have unexpected and 
deleterious consequences for tropical forest ecosystems”.33 

Nevertheless, the results of these studies are disputed by a “working document” by a group 
of practitioners and academics,34 published on a website (whose partners, it is to be noted, 
are French consultancies responsible for establishing FMPs for logging companies).35 The 
document concludes:  

“Our results show that deforestation is lower in concessions with FMPs than in those without. 
In a comparative analysis of deforestation with production remaining constant, concessions 
with FMPs are approximately twice as efficient as those without; per cubic metre produced, 
gross loss of forests cover was lower by half in concessions with FMPs. We do not argue 
that forest management planning reduces deforestation because we understand that there 
are other factors which play essential roles. The dynamics of these other factors need to be 
analysed, to avoid systematically attributing deforestation trends to forest management plans, 
or giving them a greater role in than deserved.” 

However, a mapping study on deforestation in the Republic of Congo reveals that between 
2000 and 2014, Congolese logging concessions certified by the Forest Stewardship Council 
suffered a total forest loss of 37,093 ha , an area equivalent to approximately 40,000 football 
fields.36  These different reports indicate that there is an urgent need for independent, 
scientific research to establish whether sustainable management techniques, promoted by 
the AFD, could either cause increased deforestation or allow continued deforestation within 
these forest areas.  

Biodiversity and fauna poorly taken into account  
 
As is the case for trees in logging concession areas, biodiversity and wildlife are generally 
poorly understood. For this reason, they cannot be correctly taken into account by those 
drawing up FMPs. They often “restrict themselves to making an inventory of large fauna and 
identifying conservation areas. Other aspects (fauna that are not flagship species, NTFPs 
[non-timber forest products] and flora) have been neglected”, according to the authors of the 
20-year evaluation of AFD’s policy.37 Companies are quite often content to take measures 
aimed at stopping poaching (setting up controls of access to concessions etc. and preventing 
local people from cultivating fields in concession areas). In general, no system to study and 
monitor the evolution of wildlife is put in place. 
 
The logging industry enriches the few, but impoverishes the many 

The AFD justifies its support for industrial logging in the Congo Basin by arguing that it can, 
along with the timber trade, allow producer countries to fight poverty and be a factor of 
development. Jobs created by the industry and taxes paid to the States would be key to 
development. But this assertion is not supported by evidence on the ground. 
 
First of all, the logging industry, while covering a large area of forest, makes a weak 
contribution to the economy, through the payment of forest taxes, which is often lower than 
that of the informal economy, according to a recent study: “The annual revenues generated 
by the informal sector in rural economies are estimated at 25 billion CFA Francs in 
Cameroon, i.e. four times the sum from the annual forest tax distributed locally; 4.1 billion 
CFA Francs in the Congo, more than the forest tax collected by the State in 2010; 2,2 billion 
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CFA Francs in Gabon, i.e. three-quarters of the forest tax collected in 2010; and almost 522 
million CFA Francs in the CAR [Central African Republic], i.e. more than half of forest 
taxes.”38  
 
It is also clear that industrial logging revenues have not helped the countries of the Congo 
Basin progress economically and socially. In fact the contrary effect can be observed. In 
1987, FAO senior director of forestry Jack Westoby wrote that: “Over the last two decades, 
massive tracts of virgin tropical forests have come under exploitation, in all three under-
developed regions. That exploitation, with a few honourable exceptions, has been 
reckless, wasteful, even devastating. Nearly all the operations have been enclavistic, that 
is to say they have had no profound or durable impact on the social and economic life of the 
countries where they have taken place... Local needs are not being met; the employment 
opportunities are trifling. A significant part of the exports, as logs or as primary processed 
timber, is exported within the firm, and transfer values are fixed to facilitate the accumulation 
of profits outside the country... The contribution of forestry to improving the lot of the 
common people has been negligible so far”.39 Twenty years later, the World Bank, and 
the research institutes, CIFOR and CIRAD, published a study stating: “Industrial timber 
production has a poor track 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”.40  
 
This can be attributed to weak governance, corruption and weak legal compliance, both 
because of producer country administrations and the logging companies themselves.  
 
In fact, there is very weak political will to enforce laws in the logging sector. In the Republic of 
Congo, the Independent Observer (CAGDF, FM, REM, 2012) observed several failings on 
the part of the Forestry Administration, including: “Low frequency of checks on the ground 
by forestry officials (…); a low recovery rate on forestry transactions of 5% in 2012, i.e. a 
revenue shortfall for the State of 1.4 million euros; a high level of debt in logging companies, 
with around 6.5 million euros of felling and surface taxes unpaid (…); major failings in the 
treatment and monitoring of disputes (…); cases of illegal allocation of access rights to forest 
resources”.41 Forests Monitor reported the following on Cameroon: “The checks carried out 
by the authorities are more apparent than formal. For example, in the eastern province, still 
the biggest forest area after the savage deforestation carried out in the centre of the country, 
there are few officials and little resources at their disposal. In this province, where European-
based logging companies are predominant, there is on average only one government official 
for every 20,000 hectares of concession”.42 The situation is the same in CAR, as officials 
from the Administration indicated to Global Witness in 2014.43 CAR’s Forest Minister herself 
explained in 2015 that her ministry only had “six vehicles, of which four were four-wheel 
drive”.44 
 
When companies pay their forest taxes at local level, they are often embezzled by officials 
and local elites.45 In Cameroon, for example, where 10% of forest taxes should be given to 
local communities neighbouring the concessions, the revenue distribution system put in 
place by the government,46 under pressure from aid donors, “is failing to provide the 
expected benefits to the communities it targets: those living adjacent to forest 
concessions.”.47 In CAR, there is a history of money generated by industrial logging not 
reaching the communities either: the funds from the special purposes account for forest 
development (the ‘CAS-DF’) have regularly been misappropriated.48  
 
In the absence of serious checks, companies commit many infractions, as documented by 
several studies and surveys.49 The fraud takes the form, inter alia of exceeding felling quotas, 
false declarations, felling outside the concession area or the felling of protected or 
unauthorised species, the non-payment of taxes due to the State, the violation of the public 
procurement code and the abuse of rights of workers and local communities. In complicity 
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with Administration officials, a vast system of corruption has developed, combining 
racketeering practices and bribery.50 One report on corruption in Cameroon’s forest sector 
went as far as to call an inter-ministerial commission for the allocation of logging permits “a 
well-orchestrated criminal organisation”.51 For civil servants, corruption is a way of topping up 
their low salaries.52 For companies, the calculation is easy: it is more profitable to pay bribes 
than comply with laws and pay taxes. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
and INTERPOL Rapid Response Report in 2012, entitled ‘Green Carbon: Black Trade’, notes 
that: “[obtaining] permits illegally or [passing] bribes, investments, collusive corruption and 
tax fraud, combined with low risk and high demand, make it a highly profitable illegal 
business, with revenues up to 50-10 fold higher than legal practices for all parties involved”.53 
Many companies do not pay the taxes they owe to the State. Tax avoidance is also often 
practised on a large scale.54 
 
Logging deprives local populations of resources essential to their way of life 
 
Bad governance perpetuates the poverty of local populations. In addition, industrial logging 
deprives local populations of resources essential to their traditional way of life. Logging 
removes species that have a great cultural, economic and social value for them. The fruits of 
certain tree species whose wood is in high demand in consumer countries are used for 
medicine and cooking by forest communities. 55 Research by the NGO Friends of the Earth-
France has shown the consequences of the felling of moabi (African pearwood) by a French 
company in eastern Cameroon: the populations who traditionally use the fruit of the moabi 
have been harmed by the activities of the company, as 90 % of the old moabi that can bear 
fruit are felled. 56 In particular, women lose a source of income with each tree that is felled. 
 
A study of a forest management unit in Gabon has shown that “the felling of trees that have 
many uses […] and a high market value is a source of conflicts between the company and 
villagers, especially as the species become rare”.57 A report by the NGO Agence d’aide à la 
coopération technique et au développement (ACTED) states that: “Logging produces indirect 
negative effects on the availability or continuity of certain NTFPs (non-timber forest products). 
The felling of trees in which caterpillars exploited by the communities live (e.g. Sapele, Sipo, 
Ayous [Abachi], Moabi…) and the opening up of roads have been mentioned by the local and 
indigenous communities as fundamental reasons for the present reduction in the number of 
certain NTFPs”.58 These observations have been confirmed by 83 communities affected by 
logging operations in Cameroon and the DRC surveyed by Global Witness in 2010 and 
2011.59 Indigenous peoples are particularly concerned. For many years, a number of NGOs 
have been alerting public authorities about the impacts on them. In 2005, a survey showed 
the extent to which pygmy communities in Gabon had been affected by the activities of a 
logging company: “The destruction of the natural habitat of the pygmies in UFA1 [a forest 
management unit] forces them to move closer and closer to villages and try to integrate into 
the so-called ‘civilised’ world. This increased closeness with the villagers is done with a lot of 
difficulty”. 60 Indigenous communities visited by Global Witness in Cameroon in 2010 shared 
similar experiences and problems.61 The loss of forest resources forces them to settle along 
the roads on land belonging to the Bantu settler community, without any property rights or 
assistance from the State. Indigenous and settler communities, now competing for access to 
land and wildlife resources, can end up fighting with each other.62 Conflicts thrive on such 
displacement and increased poverty. Whatever the level of forest tax paid by the companies 
to the State, it will always be lower than the resources the forest provides to local populations 
in the long term.  
 
As for the jobs created by industrial logging, local populations hardly benefit; only rarely can 
they get access to skilled jobs. “It is quite common that most of the skilled jobs are held by 
workers from outside the area, and only a few are offered to local workers”, explain Brown 
and Ekoko.63 According to a study carried out in Cameroon, a logging company set up 
operations near two villages (Gouté and Djémiong) but only employed two people from these 
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two localities in 1995, and only five in 2008 from an active population of 250 people64. 
Indigenous communities are at a particular disadvantage in this respect. Generally, the jobs 
offered by logging companies are “temporary”65 and the working conditions often dire.66 
 
The jobs are even more precarious because industrial logging is highly dependent on the 
world market. The 2008 global financial crisis highlighted its extreme fragility and its lack of 
viability in the medium and long term: the crisis quickly resulted in the halting of work on 
several logging sites and wood-processing plants throughout the Congo Basin.67 According 
to estimates, 25,000-30,000 people in the Congo Basin lost their job – definitively or 
temporarily – during the financial crisis.68  
 
This is another example of the FMP being inappropriate and inefficient. It fails to take 
account of the culture and consumption habits of local populations. It even has a perverse 
effect. An FMP usually forces logging companies to follow a set of specifications agreed with 
the affected populations, also involving the local authorities, to provide facilities for the 
community such as schools, health centres, roads, etc. However, this system, a legacy of the 
colonial era (the concessionary companies were charged with developing the colony’s 
infrastructures), takes responsibility away from the State and does not lead to ‘sustainability’. 
Indeed, when a logging company leaves after its concession has ended, the investments it 
has made are not maintained. In a 2010 survey carried out in Cameroon, Global Witness 
saw derelict villages without any social infrastructure after the logging company had left the 
scene. After the end of logging operations, the population in these old logging sites tends to 
decrease quickly, due to the departure of immigrant labour, shopkeepers and providers of 
different administrative and technical services linked to logging. A part of the local population 
can become dependent on the sale of goods and services to the employees of the logging 
companies. This situation is made worse by the fact that the forest, now degraded, is no 
longer capable of fulfilling the needs of the communities, which previously depended on it to 
sustain their traditional way of life.69  
 
The evaluation of the AFD’s policy noted that “the social dimension is seen to be one of 
the weak links in the chain in the FMP approach, including those supported by the 
AFD, which is probably the most disappointing thing”. 70 It adds: “The socioeconomic benefits 
for local communities are still weak (particularly as there have been no benefits for them from 
forest taxes).”71 This means that the FMPs simply describe the situation “without going into 
detail on the socioeconomic elements required to define actions that could contribute to 
development at local level”.72 Furthermore, “the companies have not gone very far in terms of 
specific actions, being more guided by a concern for buying social peace from a few local 
leaders than a desire to carry out authentic development projects”.  
 
The importance of the informal sector for socio-economic development  
 
The interest shown in the logging industry by aid donors and producer country governments 
overlooks the hundreds of thousands of jobs in the informal economy arising from forests 
(artisanal wood-sawing, non-forest timber products, fuelwood, hunting etc.). Rarely taken into 
account in official statistics, their value is often much higher than that generated by the 
logging industry. As just one example, in recent years, the informal production of artisanal 
sawn-wood has increased considerably to respond to the demand for wood in the countries 
in the region.73 Indeed, the artisanal sawing sector has become the biggest in terms of 
volume of wood produced, income and jobs. In Cameroon it accounts for 45,000 direct jobs, 
that is three times the number of jobs in the logging industry (13,000).74 More broadly, 
informal forest-related sectors provide employment for several hundred thousand people in 
Cameroon, e.g. through village hunting (in which 460,000 people are involved).75 However, 
despite the importance of this informal economy, it is not valued by the authorities and only 
the logging industry is considered worthy of support. The activities of the informal sector, with 
an impact on the environment, clearly need to be properly monitored and controlled.  
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The non-implementation of FMPs 
 
Several studies indicate that companies do not apply their FMPs. According to GTZ, in 
Cameroon not one FMP of 20 met legal standards in 2006.76 In CAR, testimonies and at 
least one report show that companies do not observe their management plans.77 In the DRC 
too, one study points out that “management plans [are] not always applied in the way they 
should be”.78 The evaluation of World Bank policy by its Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) 
explains that “[…] experience in Cambodia and in Central and West Africa has shown that 
governments have either been unable or unwilling to effectively oversee the sustainable 
management of industrial timber concessions. The lessons emerging from 15 years of 
engagement in Cameroon and Gabon − where a combination of weak laws and regulations 
and inadequate oversight and enforcement has resulted in operations that are causing 
substantial environmental and social harm − point to the need to examine whether forests, 
particularly tropical moist forests, can be managed sustainably in a concession regime in a 
weak governance environment. In Cameroon, for example, the World Bank has included the 
high proportion of approved management plans (66 percent as of 2009) as one of its major 
achievements, but a body of independent analysis has shown that approved management 
plans are not meeting the intended sustainability or social objectives.” 79 For its part, 
the evaluation of the AFD’s programmes indicated that the forest management approach is 
suffering “a general deficit of monitoring”,80 and in addition, “It is to be noted, however, that 
50% of the surface areas [of AFD projects in the Congo Basin] are focused on one country, 
Central African Republic (CAR), without any guarantee of a real commitment to sustainable 
management on the part of the company beneficiaries.”81  
 
This evidence seems to confirm that the FMP was not created to protect the environment, 
but rather to enable large European companies to respond to the concerns of environmental 
NGOs about the damage caused by logging: “The FMP approach was adopted by the large 
companies for mainly commercial reasons to maintain markets following pressure by 
international NGOs (boycott threats in the period between 1990 and 2000), the FMP being a 
tool that responds to criticisms and avoids a boycott by the large groups under 
attack”, according to the official evaluation of AFD policy.82  
 
The lack of commitment to SFM on the part of producer states  
 
There is yet another problem that challenges the implementation of FMPs. Compliance with 
FMPs has been undermined or rendered impossible by increasing government allocation of 
mining, agro-industrial, infrastructure and oil exploration permits across the forest estate in 
the Congo Basin.83 This has led to forest clearance of areas supposedly under the 
“sustainable management” of logging concessions and conflicts between overlapping rights-
holders. Maps of overlapping permits in Cameroon and DRC illustrate this phenomenon, a 
growing problem across the Congo Basin. The desire to monetise the forest since colonial 
times – ignoring the diverse values of the ecosystem – has inevitably led to the realisation by 
today’s producer States that they can make more money from the extractive industries, agro-
industry like palm oil and large infrastructure projects than from logging. Hence the logging 
industry is not a “third way” between deforestation and conservation, but appears as a stage 
on the road to deforestation. This represents a challenge for donors like AFD, which will see 
its investments in logging concessions nullified over time. Certainly the partnership between 
donors and Congo Basin states will have to be thoroughly reviewed to ensure they uphold 
the new Paris climate accord and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).      
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Democratic Republic of Congo (source: Réseau Ressources Naturelles, DRC, 2015)
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Responding to global demand for timber or reshaping the market?  
 
The AFD’s sectoral position paper outlines the forecast that “global demand for industrially 
logged timber should multiply by four from now until 2050 and a deficit in supply will reach 
4.5 billion m3 in 2050.84 The paper expects that this demand should be satisfied by 
plantations and natural forests. It also claims that there is no substitute for wood: “These 
specific products made from wood have special characteristics that limit the options for 
substitution by other raw materials”.85 However, alternative fibres already exist, such as 
hemp or bamboo, and new technologies have a capacity for innovation that could reduce the 
pressure on forests.86  
 
According to the International Action for Primary Forests: “We can develop solutions to meet 
global wood demand that do not involve resorting to exploiting primary forests. A much larger 
proportion of global timber demand can be met through using existing plantations on 
previously cleared land or degraded forests with low biodiversity value, or by using 
alternative fibers, alongside a reduction in wasteful consumption. Industrial logging of primary 
forests in developing countries often targets niche luxury markets, or markets for products 
that could be substituted from plantations, such as decking or plywood.”87 

 
 
Conclusion: for a genuine ‘sustainable management’ of tropical 
forests 
 
Currently, the priority of actors involved in the forest sector in the Congo Basin seems to be 
to ensure, above all, that logging remains “profitable”, to the detriment of the conservation of 
these forests or the future of their inhabitants. As the AFD’s own evaluation has stated: “The 
environmental and social objectives that sustainable forest management could achieve are 
basically analysed and experienced as constraints on logging that need to be internalised, 
and less as fundamental strategic issues of innovation for the management of these 
ecosystems and the conservation of their environmental qualities”.88  
 
It is clear that there has never been a proper evaluation of the real impacts and contributions 
of the logging industry. In order to carry one out, one would have to take into account the 
cost of corruption in the sector, the impacts on customary and land rights, access to land and 
forest resources by local and indigenous communities etc. As things stand, the evidence 
indicates that the Congo Basin’s logging industry has harmful environmental, social and 
economic effects, even when it is under ‘management’.  
 
In this context, it appears very problematic that the AFD continues to promote ill-adapted 
tools and to support the logging industry financially and politically in complex and fragile 
tropical forests. This is certainly not a conservation strategy for biodiversity, which is the 
primary objective of its Horizontal Framework of Intervention on Biodiversity. 
 
It is time to redefine what is meant by ‘sustainable forest management’ to ensure a genuinely 
sustainable future for the Congo Basin rainforest.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS89  

We call on the AFD to: 

- End its support for industrial logging in the Congo Basin, through a phase-out 

according to an established calendar, and instead support genuinely sustainable 

alternatives that protect tropical rainforests and forest-dependent local and 

indigenous communities. The AFD should support innovative, alternative approaches 

to sustainable forest management, which secures the land and customary rights of 

local and indigenous communities, such as community forests or the co-management 

of forested areas.  

- Guarantee that no logging should take place in intact forest landscapes, prioritise the 

protection of intact forest areas, and commit to not supporting companies where 

independent reports signal illegalities, complicity with human rights violations and the 

non-respect of the free, prior and informed consent of local and indigenous 

communities.  

- Oppose the lifting of the moratorium on new logging concessions in Democratic 

Republic of Congo, in view of the sustainability and governance problems described 

herein, and in order to allow the piloting of other models of forest management that 

secure the rights of local communities and ensure ecosystem preservation.  

- Ensure that French funds made available for tropical rainforests through the COP21, 

FLEGT and REDD+ processes are not used to subsidise industrial logging via the 

failed model of ‘sustainable forest management’.   
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