The Balancing Act: Sustainable Forest Management, 1 July 2004

Forests must be managed sustainably, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s Vision states.

The National Forests Act of 1998 reflects this vision for the future of forestry in South Africa. It emphasizes sustainable forest management, it explains how people and communities can use forests without destroying them, it sets out rules for protection of indigenous forests and explains how the Act is enforced.

The National Forests Act embraces a completely new approach to forestry by recognising the link between community, conservation and use. Access to and use of forests for environmental, economic, educational, recreation, cultural, health and spiritual purposes must be balanced with protection and sustainability.  This is why the National Forests Act is nicknamed the “Balancing Act”. 

This is shown by how on the one hand, in recognition of the imbalances of the past and the fact that people and communities depend on the forests for their livelihood, communities that live near or around State forests are exempted from applying for a licence to collect wood or remove other forest produce such as mushrooms, herbs, and fruits from the forests for domestic use.   

At the same time, the National Forests Act protects forests and trees from over-utilisation.   Despite modern development a large proportion of South Africans still rely on wood as their primary source of energy.  Some rural communities also utilise saplings as building materials. In certain areas the combined pressure of poverty and population density has led to the depletion of trees and other natural resources.

During the past few decades DWAF has established numerous woodlots of fast-growing Gum (Eucalyptus) trees to provide some of the subsistence needs. Indigenous trees, however, still provide the basic needs of most rural communities. In addition, indigenous trees such as Umzimbeet (Milettia grandis) and Red mangrove (Rhizophora mucronata) are often considered to be superior to Gum trees as building materials. Some experimental plots of fast-growing indigenous trees have been established, and more plantings are needed to relieve the pressure on natural woodlands and forests. 

Southern Africa is richly endowed with more than 1 700 tree species. Some species are now threatened on account of their rarity or the pressure of commercial or subsistence use. For this reason DWAF has undertaken a comprehensive three-year long process to review the current list of tree species protected in terms of the National Forests Act, with inputs from a number of stakeholders. 

The new list of 47 species, developed on the basis of objective scientific criteria with stakeholder inputs, is now ready for enactment under the NFA. Tree species listed as protected may not be cut, damaged or sold without a license.   The listing of protected tree species is not primarily aimed at preventing the use of such trees, but to ensure sustainable use through licensing control measures. This protection applies across the whole country.   In addition, all trees occurring in a natural forest are protected, irrespective of whether the forest is on private, communal or State land. To ensure that communities continue to benefit from the resource and that the resource is protected and managed sustainably, a licence is required from DWAF for any activity which may disturb or damage natural forests. 

Last year DWAF invoked an emergency clause of the NFA to protect a century old English Oak (Quercus robur) from the axe. This remarkable tree is the very essence of the country’s turbulent contemporary history, having served as a meeting place for people from the old Sophiatown community, and then being spared by demolishers who forcibly removed the community in the 1950s. 

In order to pro-actively identify and protect trees of national interest, DWAF has initiated the Champion Trees Project. A number of trees have already been nominated on the basis of their outstanding size, age, cultural or historic value. A multi-disciplinary panel of experts will convene during 2004 to evaluate the nominations received, and to make recommendations on the final list to be protected in terms of the NFA. 

