Implementing sustainable Forest management in South Africa

During the Rio Summit of 1992, South Africa signed the Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the Management, Conservation and Sustainable Development of all Types of Forests. Following the achievement of democracy in South Africa in April 1994,South Africa started developing a forest policy that embraced the Rio principles and provided for the reconstruction of the forestry sector in South Africa. This culminated in the passing of South Africa’s National Forest Act in 1998.

The Act seeks to:

· Promote the sustainable management and development of forest for the benefit of all

· Provide special measures for the protection of certain forests and trees

· Promote the sustainable use of forests for environmental, economic, educational, recreational, cultural, health and spiritual purposes

· Promote community forestry

· Promote greater participation in all aspects of forestry and the forest products industry by persons disadvantaged by unfair discrimination

In order to achieve these objectives and most especially the promotion of greater participation by South Africans who had been disadvantaged by Apartheid, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry developed a policy of Participatory Forest Management (PFM). This form of co-management draws on international models and is now well developed and implemented in many parts of the country.

South Africa has also adopted a National Forestry Programme and has embarked on a detailed inventory of all natural and planted forests. Voluntary certification has also played a major role in the development of South Africa’s forest sector over the last decade. Almost 80% of South Africa’s plantation forests now have certification with either the Forestry Stewardship Council or through the International Standards Organisation. This is one of the highest rates of certification in the world. There is no doubt that certification has had a positive impact on environmental management practices in the plantations, and has also enabled South African companies to access and retain specific markets.

Until now, certification has only been achieved in the plantation sector. But now certification has spread to indigenous forests as well. For many years, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry has been harvesting logs in the indigenous forests of Southern Cape (Knysna and Tsitsikamma). This harvesting takes place on a selective basis-trees and ferns are only harvested in a quarter of the total area of the region’s forests. Only single trees are harvested, from different sites in the forest, and these trees are carefully selected according to set criteria  which include species and age. The harvesting and extraction techniques aim to ensure the minimum possible disturbance to the forest and have been developed over many years of research and monitoring of the ecosystem. The Department has now obtained certification under the Forestry Stewardship Council for these forests. We are proud of having achieved certification of an indigenous forest and note the benefits that this will bring not only in terms of monitoring but also in terms of market access.

South Africa has also embarked on a process to establish a national set of criteria and indicators of sustainable forest management. This is a further illustration of our serious commitment to managing our forests in a sustainable manner and to meeting our international obligations.       

The assessment was conducted by the Société Générale de Surveillance, the worlds largest independent inspection agency. The Knysna and Tsitsikamma forests have been assessed under the Quality Forest Management Programme, in order to retain its certificate for fulfilling all the requirements of a Well Managed Forest.

The audit took place from 12 to 14 May 2003. Only 1 minor corrective action request has been opened with 6 observations, in comparison with last year’s 6 minors and 15 observations. The auditor has mentioned that this is an outstanding performance and so far the best in South Africa, compared to all the other certifications audited. 

Numerous benefits offered by this certification includes providing international recognition for the systems of timber and non-timer harvested from forest products, demonstrating the department’s commitment in meeting obligations in respect to international conventions, and assuring downstream users of forest products that they (products) are from sustainably managed forests.

The Knysna and Tsitsikamma Indigenous Forests are one of two forest areas that have been certified in Africa. This enhances export potential for the wood and furniture that people make from it. Thus confirming the Department’s commitment to sustainable forests management.

Sustaining our forests through responsible forest management means that we ensure the resource for future generations to enjoy and to benefit from.     

