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BACKGROUND

Uncontrolled, unsustainable resource harvesting practices and rates in forest and woodland cause the degradation, decline and loss of these systems and important species.  Current control mechanisms are ineffective.  Resource management and research are uncoordinated in terms of ecological, social and economic components, and generally not focused to resolve the critical issues.  In particular, commercial bark use for traditional medicine (muthi) impact severely on some species such as Stinkwood (Ocotea bullata), Red stinkwood (Prunus africana), Assegai (Curtisia dentata) and Cape Beech (Rapanea melanophloeos), and forests.  In the forests of the Umzimkulu district of the Eastern Cape Province (southern KwaZulu-Natal), trees of these species are severely debarked and even cut, with much wasted bark, many dying trees and forest degradation.  At the Durban Muthi Market, and other similar markets, there is a great demand from the large numbers of urbanized rural people for traditional medicine.  There is therefore a need for an integrated action plan for sustainable business development based on sound ecological, social and economic principles.  A solution to this problem was pursued through an adaptive management research approach.

STUDY APPROACH

The study of ‘Bark for Medicinal Use’, a component of the Innovation Fund Project ‘Commercial Products from the Wild’ managed by a University Consortium, was implemented in February 2000 in close cooperation with the Indigenous Forest Management Directorate of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry.  The study was design
ed to address the key components of sustainable rural development:  i) biophysical, i.e. to sustain the diversity and processes of the natural forests; ii) social, i.e. to satisfy the cultural and livelihood needs of the rural people; and iii) economical, i.e. to develop viable alternatives to sustain small business along the trade chain.  The design was based on

· Review of what is known of a) ecology of the target species, b) ecology of the vegetation in which the target species occurs, and c) socio-economic issues related to the target species.  The purpose was to determine the potentials and constraints in the development of the species.

· Development of a commercialization model of the target species, to identify various links in the trade chain from the source areas to the market, to help to determine focus points for development of products, to remove constraints and to capitalize on potentials.  Priority issues for development of technology and skills, management requirements, and potential partners were identified for study in the short term.

· Consideration of short, medium and long-term strategies, for implementation, to solve the problems of resource degradation associated with the particular harvesting practices. 

· Development of a framework for an adaptive management research approach in three main fields: 1) natural resource management, 2) development of alternative resources, and 3) institutional structures, product processing and packaging, and trade chains.  

FINDING THE SOLUTIONS

Basis for improved resource management

A resource assessment in 13 forests in the Umzimkulu district included 39 transects and 389 plots of 400 m² each.  The results showed that

· Bark was harvested from 36 of the 95 species recorded, and 6,1% of the 7280 stems recorded.  Eight of the species were severely harvested.  
· Bark was removed generally to 2-3 m height, often to 10-12 m height, occasionally from the total bole, and often totally around the stem.  Sometimes trees are cut.
· Trees of severely impacted species were harvested down to stems between 10 and 20 cm DBH, and on average between 20% and 40% of the bark on the main stem.  Percentage ringbarking were more important in tree condition decline than total amount of bark removed.

· The severely harvested species had no individual trees smaller than 15 cm DBH, and very few or no natural regeneration inside the forest.

· Harvested stems and stumps of cut trees of the harvested species coppiced, but the coppice is browsed, and when the tree dies, the coppice dies in most cases.  Survival of the dying tree requires that the tree be cut to stimulate coppice regrowth, and provides an opportunity to harvest more bark, and the timber.
An experiment was initiated to assess the impact and recovery rate of different widths of vertical bark strips removed from three of the key species, and the effect of covering the wounds with tree seal.

Formation of Institutional Structures

Collaboration with the bark harvesters was not approached through the normal Participatory Forest Management procedures for community involvement.  In stead, the traditional healers at the Durban Muthi Market, living in the Umzimkulu area and selling bark harvested from those forests, were approached for discussions, first at the market and later in the degraded forests.  The problems related to both forest conservation and sustainable small businesses were addressed.  This led to the formation of the Sizamimphilo Association, with a constitution that binds the members to good harvesting practices.  Negotiations then followed between the Association and DWAF, through mediation from the Bark Project, for the issuing of a Licence for legal and sustainable bark harvesting from the Umzimkulu forests.

Development of alternative resources

Laboratory studies of bark and leaves of Ocotea bullata showed 

· variation in the genetic pool between different areas in its fragmented distribution.  The results suggest that planting material should be obtained from the local forests to prevent potential genetic pollution.

· little variation in the active chemical compounds associated with the healing properties, both between different localities and between the bark and leaves.  This suggests that leaves could also be used.  Leaves could be used from an earlier age of planted material, and would be less destructive.

A survey in a plantation stand adjacent to Nzimankulu forest produced 150 seedlings of seven bark-harvested species, including O. bullata and P. africana that had no seedlings in the forest.  The plantation stands are used as nursery to obtain seedlings for planting studies in progress in forest gaps and margins to restore forest, in production systems within small plantation areas to harvest leaves (from low-growing ‘tea’-like bushes), and in rural village home gardens.

Improved product processing and packaging

Ground bark of different species was used to prepare syrups, tinctures, ‘tea-bags’ in special small bottles or packages with the logo of the Association, for sale at their kiosk at the market (also developed within the larger Project).  This was done on request of the traditional healers to improve hygiene and appearance for those clients who prefer to have such quality products.

IMPLEMENTATION

Management Plan for Umzimkulu forests

A Management Plan for Natural Forests in the Umzimkulu Area was compiled by the Scientific Services team in the Kokstad office of DWAF, with technical input from the Bark Project, and support from the DFID Support Program.  The 5-year Plan includes bark and timber harvesting guidelines, a monitoring plan, a rehabilitation plan, and stipulates the arrangements between DWAF and the Association.  Controlled harvesting will allow 1 m long vertical strips of 5 cm width from healthy trees, and cutting of dying trees with less than 40% live crown, with coppice protection and management.

Training

Two training sessions and one formal field day were held to inform the resource managers (DWAF IFM, KZN Wildlife Services, Eastern Cape Nature Conservation) and resource users on the concepts of sustainable bark use and collaboration between the resource managers and users, practical issues of integrated use of leaves, bark and timber, and of development of alternative resources.

Issuing of Licence

On 30 May 2002, during a function in the Nzimankulu forest, the Director: Regulations of DWAF, officially handed over the General Licence, in terms of sections 7, 15 & 23 of the National Forests Act (Act no 84 of 1998), to the Chairlady of Sizamimphilo Association, for the first legal harvesting of bark by an organized user group for commercial purposes.   It is important to note that the licence requires that the bark can only be harvested under an approved management plan for sustainable resource use.
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