Forestry eradicating poverty and underdevelopment

Every year South Africans celebrate Arbor Week - Iviki Lezihlahla during the first week of September. This week long focus on trees and forests is much more than just an opportunity to celebrate the arrival of Spring. It is a time to reflect on how forestry can, and is; contributing to creating a better life for all of those who live in our country. 

The Department regards our forests and trees as a truly national resource. This is a resource that requires protection and should be used for the benefit of our people, especially for those communities that need it the most, our rural communities. The Department’s endeavours to ensure that forests can be utilised by communities, in conjunction with the state and private sector, for their economic advancement. Great efforts have been made to ensure that there is greater participation, in all aspects of forestry and forestry products industry, by persons disadvantaged by apartheid.

The forestry industry, is based in rural areas and is one of the few ways to make productive use of land that is not suitable for farming. It is also one of the few rural industries that allow us to take manufacturing into the rural areas. This in turn provide’s skilled jobs outside of the urban centres, and also contributes enormously to infrastructure and social development.

Forestry is encouraged as a form of land use in those catchments where water is available. This brings economic and social returns that compare favourably with other forms of development. 

We know that our natural forests are also places of great cultural importance; they are the source of herbs and honey as well as material for building and warmth. In the Umzimkhulu district of KwaZulu-Natal licences have been issued for controlled harvesting of bark from certain forests for medicinal use. This licence has been issued under the National Forests Act, 1998 which provides for the sustainable use of benefits and goods from natural forests. It is estimated that 80% of people living in urban areas utilise traditional medicines and this has led to a dramatic increase in pressure on natural resources and indigenous forests in particular, to meet this demand. Through the issuing of such licences we begin addressing the issue of unregulated and unsustainable harvesting. Such initiatives involve stakeholders taking an active part in the management of forests. 

Over the past few years, a great deal of attention has been given to the restructuring of commercial forests, which has facilitated black empowerment and allowed the previously disadvantaged a share in ownership and control of forestry companies. The department has made good progress in achieving our objective of handing over to commercial management the operations that by their nature are best run as businesses. This has greatly benefited many rural communities. Commercial forestry plantations contribute to poverty reduction through jobs, business opportunities and income.

The private companies concerned have recognised that they cannot operate effectively in rural areas without partnering with their neighbouring communities. As a result, they have engaged in innovative partnerships through which rural communities, including traditional authorities, have gained access to the benefits of commercial forestry and exposure to the realities of large-scale commercial forest management. 

The Eastern Cape North sale, which went throughduring 2001, saw the transfer of 60 000 hectares of forest and a large sawmill to Singisi Forest Products. This is a joint venture between a large community trust and Hans Merensky Holdings with additional shareholding by employees. This was a great milestone in the history of South African forestry because it was the first time that black South Africans became shareholders in a forestry company. 

The sale of the KwaZulu-Natal package to the Siyaqhubeka Consortium was also finalisedduring 2001. This is a first for South Africa, where a black owned company, rather than a community trust, took shares in a forest company running the KwaZulu–Natal plantations previously managed by Safcol. Siyaqhubeka involves a partnership between Mondi Ltd and Imbokodvo Lemabalabala Ltd with Mondi holding55% of the shares, Imbokodvo 10%,community and small growers 10,8%,the National Empowerment Fund 10% while Government and an Employee Stock Ownership/Option Plan took 14,2%.This deal promoted equity participation by communities and workers. 

Aside from our commercial forestry, we all know ours was never a country blessed with plentiful indigenous forests. However we are making the most of our indigenous forests, eg. Marula is one of many such indigenous resources that can be developed into an excellent winning recipe. It is one of the veld products that contribute to our daily livelihoods. The potential and advantages of the products of the marula tree are wide ranging. It’s value in contributing to nutrition and basis of many small-scale industries that are important sources of income cannot be over emphasized.

The Mineworkers Development Agency with the assistance of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry and donor agencies has developed a programme to use Marula trees as a source of valuable essential oils and other products. This has resulted in approximately 4000 women from 27 villages supplementing their income each month.

Indigenous forests such as the Nkandla of Shaka, the Amatola of Sandile and Maqoma, and Funduzi – the Sacred Forest of the Venda people and their Warrior King, Makhado – are also revered as spiritual homes. These forests play an important role as sites of resistance to colonial conquest, retain the sacred remains of great ancestors, are the repository of important herbs and medicines and need to be restored as far as possible. They can become part of the African Renaissance, centres of research and learning and, with proper control, sites for visitors and tourists who bring jobs and income to local people.

The management of our precious indigenous forests is therefore receives  focused attention by the Department. The Department has completed the first inventory of all indigenous forests, which cover less that 1% of our total land area, so that appropriate management standards can be applied to each one.

There is no doubt that forests are being lost through over-exploitation and unscrupulous practices. We need to prevent this happening and ensure that every last remaining hectare is conserved for the benefit of local people and the nation as a whole, and the Department is working towards this goal. 

There continues to be great potential for forestry to be part of rural development and enterprise strategies which the Department is actively pursuing. Other potential forestry businesses will exploit the tourism attractions of indigenous forests through our community forestry service, are also being investigated.

When we plant trees this Arbor Week we will not only be thinking of the importance of our natural forests, or of the way in which trees transform our urban areas. We will also be thinking of the money, which grows on trees. Let us make sure that this important industry grows bigger and stronger and that all South Africans are empowered to share its harvest.
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