Forestry is a big player in SA’s economy, 1 July 2004

The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s Vision calls for forestry to contribute towards economic and social development.

Forestry already makes a major contribution to South Africa’s economy.  The formal commercial forest sector contributes 2% to national GDP, and accounts for 9% of agricultural output and 8% of manufacturing output.  Forestry contributes 10% of manufacturing employment.  It also provides 4% of South Africa’s total annual exports, contributing R6 billion (net) p.a. to the country’s foreign exchange earnings.

The nation’s parks and conservation areas, which are located for the most part within forest and woodland areas, contribute an estimated R15.5 billion annually to the economy.   The estimated value of subsistence use in woodlands is R4 000 per household per year. 

The commercial forest industry directly employs about 120 000 people; the conservation and related sectors directly employ a further 250 000.  However, an estimated 275 000 people are involved in harvesting, processing and selling non-timber products.

	Forestry sub-sector
	Employment

	Commercial plantations
	60,000

	Pulp and paper
	13,000

	Saw milling
	30,000

	Woodchips
	500

	Mining timber
	500

	Board products
	6,000

	Poles
	5,000

	Charcoal
	3,000

	Tourism (Game parks; eco-tourism)
	Estimated 200,000

	Conservation
	50,000

	Government (DWAF)
	5,000

	Total
	373,000


Opportunities for the Future

Forestry is often a significant employer in many rural areas. Forestry offers opportunities for individual or group enterprise – growing trees, contracting, local wood processing, or harvesting and processing the other products of the forest.  The great attraction of forestry is that it does not necessarily require high skill levels or big investment.  People with limited education and few resources can find opportunity in the forest sector.  

For example, the proposed initiative in the Eastern Cape will bring 60,000 ha of afforestation together with opportunities and enormous benefit to people in one of South Africa’s poorest areas.  Forestry has by no means exhausted its potential.

Improving livelihoods and protecting the most vulnerable

Seventy four percent of the poor live in rural areas.  Millions of South Africans live in or close to the nation’s forests and woodlands, and obtain part of their livelihoods from these forests.   For personal use, people extract fuelwood, construction materials, fruits and other edibles, medicinal plants, grazing and weaving materials, to name a few.  By providing things which would otherwise have to be bought, (or things which might otherwise be unaffordable), the forests offer ‘income substitution’ as a means of contributing to the livelihoods of the poor.  When all else fails, these people, among the most vulnerable in South African society, often turn to the forests for their survival.  Forests provide an important safety net for South Africa’s poorest. 

