Managing forests for people, 1 July 2004
The Vision of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) puts people at the heart of forestry.  “Forests are managed for people”, it states.  There is a greater recognition of the roles that trees, woodlands, forests and their resources play in people’s livelihoods and the need to involve communities in conservation.  

In the past DWAF managed indigenous forests for conservation purposes only.  Now, DWAF is zoning State forests into areas for conservation and areas for sustainable use.  Projects to develop systems for sustainable bark harvesting and to restore access rights to these resources, have already been successfully initiated at several DWAF managed indigenous forests, especially in the Eastern Cape.  In these cases, bark harvesters, mainly women from surrounding communities, have worked alongside DWAF Foresters to identify important species that they wish to collect bark from.  They have then been trained in sustainable ways of harvesting the bark, such as strip harvesting (rather than ring-barking, which kills the tree).  Together with Forestry staff, they have set up experimental plots to monitor what effect harvesting has on the health of the trees, continue to harvest, in collaboration with Forestry staff members.  There are an estimated 28 million users of indigenous medicinal plant products in South Africa and 255 000 traditional healers in Southern Africa.

Another example of putting people at the heart of forestry is the small-scale saw millers that are found around State-owned plantations.  They process saw logs that are not suitable for the larger mills.  The products are mainly marketed to the informal building sector in the surrounding areas where the mill operates.  Some small-scale saw millers add value to the output and produce products like pallets and picket fences.  As DWAF leases its commercial plantations out to the private sector, opportunities for small saw millers will increase, especially in the Eastern Cape.  

The forestry industry also uses the non-timber forest products that are found in its plantations to benefit people.  The Sappi Forest Honey Project first started as a rural development programme in KwaZulu-Natal.  The project fosters community based beekeepers, and tries to address problems with traditional honey collection methods, which use smoke to drive the bees out of their hives, exposing the plantation to fire.  In the communities where the Honey Project operates, Sappi provides hives, sponsors training of beekeepers, provides loans for equipment and protective clothing and access to its Eucalyptus plantations.

