BRIEF SUMMARY OF NATIONAL FORESTS ACT, 1998 (ACT 84 OF 1998)

The National Forests Act implements policy that will ensure a greater contribution of the forest sector towards the renewal of South Africa. The Act departs from the previous dispensation in that it approaches forests from a social, economic and cultural perspective. It is inclusive instead of prohibitive and attempts to redress past imbalances in relation to access to and use of forests.

The Act promotes the sustainable use of forests for environmental, economic, educational, recreational, cultural, health and spiritual purposes and facilitates greater access to the country’s forests. The Act also recognises the relationships between people and the resources provided by forests. An important innovation is a provision allowing communities that have rights in forest land or border State forest land to enter into community forestry agreements with the Minister for joint management of State forests. 

The role of woodlands as an important natural resource is also recognised by the Act and is therefore included in the definition of forests. The Act furthermore recognises that many sectors compete for land, water and other natural resources in South Africa, and therefore promotes the sustainable management of forests and woodlands within the context of overall natural resource-use planning. This overall planning must be people-driven, and ensure the co-ordination of the various government departments so that the best decisions about land and water use can be made. To accomplish this, the Minister is empowered to establish institutions to promote the development of sustainable forestry management principles, setting criteria, indicators and standards for assessing forest management as well as creating incentives to manage forests sustainably.

In the past government used to compete with the private sector, but it has now stepped back and is encouraging deregulation. The Act creates the conditions necessary to restructure forestry in State forests and contains key provisions that help government to engage the private sector and allow private companies to undertake forestry operations on State land without having to own the land.

The Act promotes access with regard to the use of forests and trees, with the emphasis on balancing use with protection and sustainable management. The great intrinsic value of indigenous forests is recognised. All indigenous forests whether on state, private or communal land, are therefore protected by the Act and cannot be cut down or destroyed without a licence.

The Act promotes greater participation in all aspects of forestry and the forest products industry by setting the required legal platform for the creation of mutually beneficial partnerships and encouraging joint responsibility.
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