Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Forest Governance and Illegal Logging in Central
Africa

Gerald Kane Department of Computer Science, Balkan University of Technology, Serbia
Donald Hunt Faculty of International Relations, Oceanic Research University, Australia
Douglas Kent Department of Business Administration, Global Policy School, Brazil

Kimberly Stevenson = Department of Information Technology, Universita di Nova Roma, Italy
Michelle Cook Department of Environmental Studies, Zenith Institute of Technology, India

Abstract

Forest governance in Central Africa is at a crucial crossroads. The Congo Basin, representing the second-
largest rainforest in the world, faces significant governance and legal challenges that threaten its
ecological and economic integrity. Illegal logging, poor law enforcement, corruption, and weak
institutional frameworks undermine sustainable forest management, with repercussions for biodiversity,
climate regulation, and regional stability. This article examines the state of forest governance and illegal
logging in Central Africa, identifying drivers, impacts, and potential governance reforms.

1. Introduction

Central Africa's forests cover approximately 228 million hectares, with the Congo Basin constituting the
planet's second-largest tropical forest after the Amazonllizl. These forests are of immense ecological,
economic, and social significance: they store 40 gigatons of carbon annually, regulate regional rainfall,
provide habitat for biodiversity, and support the livelihoods of millions!3l. However, governance
deficiencies and rampant illegal logging have put these resources in jeopardy, raising pressing concerns
for the region’s futurel2ll1l,

2. The State of Forest Governance in Central Africa

2.1. Definition and Principles

Forest governance refers to the framework of rules, processes, and institutions that guide the
management, conservation, and use of forest resources. Good forest governance is characterized by:
Rule of law

Participation (community and stakeholder engagement)

Transparency

Accountability

Equity and inclusiveness

Effective enforcement and capacity buildingl2!4l.

2.2. Key Institutions and Frameworks

COMIFAC: The Central Africa Forests Commission (COMIFAC) coordinates regional conservation policies,
notably through its 2005 Convergence Plan, which harmonizes regulation and fosters resource
knowledge, equitable benefit sharing, and sustainable forest managementlsllél,

National Ministries: In each state, ministries of forests and related agencies (e.g., the Ministry of Water,
Forests, Hunting and Fisheries in Central African Republic) oversee forest policy and enforcement!Zlsl.
2.3. Achievements

Countries have undertaken sustainable forest management projects, improved protected area
administration, implemented agroforestry, and enhanced community forestry initiativeslil.

About 800,000 hectares of forest in Cameroon are now certified under voluntary forest management
standards (FSC and others)!2l.

2.4. Persistent Challenges

Non-compliance with forest laws and policies

Insufficient benefit sharing with local communities


https://www.afea-jad.com/

Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Lack of institutional capacity and inadequate funding

Weak or unreliable forest monitoring and data systems

Overlapping and sometimes contradictory policies1121l5],

3. Illegal Logging: Scope and Dynamics

3.1. Prevalence and Drivers

Illegal logging in Central Africa is pervasive:

In some countries, 80-90% of total logging is illegall2ll8l,

An annual average of about 3.1 million hectares of natural forest is lost in the region, driven chiefly by
illegal logging and unsustainable practices!9.

Major Drivers:

High global demand for African hardwoods (notably from Asia and Europe)

Poverty and lack of alternative livelihoods for forest-dependent communities

Corruption and collusion among elites, officials, and foreign actors

Weak law enforcement and low detection of infractions[10l[11],

3.2. Forms of Illegal Logging

Illegal activities include:

Logging without permits

Logging in protected areas or beyond allocated boundaries

Fraudulent timber documentation and laundering

Illegal export of rare hardwoods[12113],

4. Impacts of Poor Governance and Illegal Logging

4.1. Environmental

Accelerated deforestation and degradation of a globally critical carbon sink

Loss of biodiversity and habitat for endemic species

Disrupted regional rainfall patterns and ecosystem services[141i3]

4.2. Socio-economic

Loss of government revenue (estimated at US$17 billion per year for Africa)10l15]

Erosion of local livelihoods and increased poverty

Inequitable benefit sharing and community disenfranchisement

Exacerbation of rural-urban migrationl2l16l[17]

4.3. Security

[llicit timber trade funds violent groups and fuels conflict (e.g., Liberia, Democratic Republic of Congo,
CAR)[111i8]

Organized crime networks, involving cross-border trafficking and corruption

4.4. Deforestation Trends

Projected shrinkage of Central African forests by 27% by 2050 if current trends persist 131,

5. Responses and Reform Initiatives

5.1. Policy and International Partnerships

Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPA): Bilateral agreements with the EU focusing on timber legality
and trade transparency, implemented in Cameroon, CAR, and Congo Republicl2li4l,

Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT): An EU action plan since 2003 supporting
sustainable legal timber production and markets!4l.

REDD+ Initiatives: REDD+ projects target emissions reduction through incentives for forest conservation
and sustainable management, though implementation is hampered by technical and governance
challenges![211181(191(9],

5.2. Technology and Traceability
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New traceability platforms (SIGIF II in Cameroon, SIVL in Congo, TRABOIS in DRC) are designed for
timber tracking, though gaps in data reliability and enforcement remainf20l(21],

Remote sensing and cloud-based mapping are increasingly used to monitor forest loss and illegal
activity8l.

5.3. Community Engagement

Several efforts aim to integrate local communities in forest management—though legal complexities,
livelihood concerns, and limited stakeholder capacities often restrict effective participationl2lsl,

6. Barriers to Effective Governance

Barrier Description

Corruption and Elite Collusionid Officials facilitate permits, concessions, or protection of illegal actors
Weak Enforcement(2! Inadequate funding, lack of trained personnel, poor monitoring

Unclear Tenure and Benefit Rights!2 Difficulties for communities to secure rights, benefit from legal markets
Contradictory Policies(s! Overlap or contradiction between legislation and practical management
Insufficient Data and Transparencyl Unreliable statistics hamper policy and enforcement

7. Pathways Forward

7.1. Strengthening Governance

Reform and harmonize forest laws with clear, community-inclusive frameworks

Increase political will and accountability at all levels

Streamline benefit-sharing systems for local populations(2l[1ll6]

7.2. Enhancing Enforcement and Transparency

Upgrade monitoring and public reporting (traceability, satellite data, open databases)

Combat corruption through anti-bribery and whistleblower protections13l

Build capacity and provide resources for enforcement agencies

7.3. Promoting Community and Private Sector Roles

Guarantee tenure and benefit rights for local communities

Incentivize private sector compliance through certification and market access

7.4. International Collaboration

Expand funding and technical support (CAFI, REDD+, FLEGT)

Coordinate responses across borders and sectors (including criminal justice and customs){221120]

8. Conclusion

Governance failures and illegal logging jeopardize not only Central Africa’s forests but global climate and
development goals. While there are successful pilot reforms, broad, systemic improvements remain
needed. Disentangling economic interests from illegal activities, enhancing legal frameworks, investing in
capacity, and empowering communities are all indispensable steps to safeguard the forests of Central
Africa for current and future generations.

Figures and Tables

Table 1: Deforestation and Illegal Logging in Central Africa

Country Forest Cover (M % Logging Annual Forest Loss (M Major Impacts
ha) Illegal ha)
DRC ~99 70 ~1.5 Revenue loss, biodiversity
decline

Cameroon ~22 50-60 0.20 Community livelihood loss



https://www.afea-jad.com/

Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Gabon ~23 70 0.13 Carbon sink erosion, elite
collusion

Central African ~23 50-60 0.19 Security, population

Rep displacement

Data adapted from FAO, CIFOR, and recent academic reportsiU2I17].

Figure 1: Annual Forest Loss in Central Africa (2019-2023)
Annual average of 3.1 million hectares of natural forest lost, 2019-202319l.

Table 2: Major Initiatives for Forest Governance Reform

Initiative Focus Countries Involved

COMIFAC Regional policy coordination All Central African states

VPA-EU/FLEGT Legal timber trade, traceability Cameroon, CAR, Rep. Congo

REDD+ Emissions reduction (forest conservation) Cameroon, CAR, DRC, Eq. Guinea, Gabon, Rep. Congo
CAFI Investment frameworks for reform Cameroon, CAR, DRC, Eq. Guinea, Gabon, Rep. Congo
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