NATIONAL FOREST ACT PROTECTS OUR TREES

Trees are an integral part of the landscape and of our daily lives. From a conservation perspective, however, some trees are more important than others. Almost a hundred tree species are currently listed as protected in terms of Section 12 of the National Forests Act No 84 of 1998. These trees may not be cut, disturbed, damaged or destroyed without a licence. A licence is also needed for the mere posession, collection, transportation or trade in the products of these tree species. Such licences may be issued by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry on application, after careful consideration of all the facts. Guidelines are now being developed to assist officials with the evaluation of licence applications.

The department is currently reviewing the existing list of protected trees with the aid of an expert panel. The process started more than a year ago when government and non-government organisations presented the department with lists of trees proposed to be declared as protected in terms of the National Forests Act. A set of criteria and a scientific review procedure was developed with the aid of scientists and interest groups during two workshops. Thereafter the panel of experts applied the criteria and procedure to the long list of more than 300 tree species proposed for the list. A short list of some 40 tree species was compiled by this panel, which will now be published for public comment in the Government Gazette and in newspapers. 

Some of the current protected tree species are included in the new list, but the majority are new species. The difference between the current and the proposed lists can be ascribed to changes in the status of some species, but also to the fact that species are now selected for the first time according to objectively determined scientific criteria. An important consideration was the degree to which a species already enjoy protection under provincial ordinances, and under other provisions of the National Forests Act pertaining to natural forests. Other criteria considered were the Red List status of species, the importance of a species in the maintenance of an ecosystem (keystone species), the sustainability of the use made of some species (timber, medicinal products etc) and the cultural or spiritual value of species (including landscape value).

The tree species listed by the panel include the Camel thorn (Acacia erioloba), Leadwood (Combretum imberbe), Stinkwood (Ocotea bullata), Outeniqua yellowwood (Podocarpus falcatus) and Wild teak (Pterocarpus angolensis). Many of these species are currently under threat from over-use. Camel thorn and leadwood, for example, are heavily exploited for commercial firewood. The aim of listing these species as protected is to bring their exploitation under proper control. Further actions initiated or envisaged by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry include the appointment of more staff to process licence applications, research on the use and ecological importance of certain tree species and the publication of regulations that would allow for the unique characteristics and uses of various protected tree species.

