Forests providing employment for rural communities

Marula trees, Casurina pines and noble Yellowwoods are providing employment and income to the rural poor in new ways. This is being done through participatory forest management, where forests are utilised by communities jointly with the State, for their economic advancement. It is through such co-operation that the economic benefits of this natural resource are shared with those who need it most. Great efforts have been made to ensure that there is greater participation in all aspects of forestry and the forest products industry by rural communities. 

The success of sharing in development in the forestry sector can currently be found in several exciting projects around the country. An example is the  Mineworkers Development Agency, that through the support of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry and donor agencies, developed a programme to use Marula trees which are found throughout the northern parts of the country, as a source of valuable oils and other products. This project ensures that economic benefits of commercialisation are realised at the household level of rural communities and that it contributes to poverty alleviation. Communities are further capacitated to develop and produce their own products (cleansing and purifying agents, food and eats) at a household level. The project has already created part-time employment for 4 000 women. 

In the Eastern Cape, a Tree Canopy tourism project has been established. The project allows people to visit Knysna’s unique Yellowwood forests from the top of the trees rather than from the ground. This project has created a number of new jobs and has also given the area’s youth an opportunity to be trained in the tourism industry.

In KwaZulu-Natal a new product made from the leaves of Casurina Pine tree is used to absorb spilt oil on the roads and in rivers. The leaves of the Casurina are collected by local community (with the help of the Department) from the coastal forests of KwaZulu-Natal and are processed to make the product. This initiative is contributing both to local employment and to our country’s exports. Also in KwaZulu-Natal, more than 500 people are employed to collect resin from pine trees .

In the Free State, a community-based nursery in Botshabelo has had great success in selling tree seedlings for the use in mine reclamation. This joint venture with local mining companies serves to assist the environment in a long-term manner.

These projects substantiate the view that forests, particularly plantations; continue to provide jobs and economic opportunities for many rural communities. They serve important industries including sawmilling, pulp and paper and housing. These projects also provide clear evidence that the participative approach adopted by the Department in the management of indigenous forests has began making a major impact on improving the sustainability of the benefits that rural communities receive from forests. The approach of recognising the rights of people living around forests is providing rural communities with the opportunity create a better life for themselves as well as ensuring conservation and sustainable use of the indigenous forests. 

