Report from Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife (submitted to Minister anonymously)

For a Director to process an application at the Ministry of Forestry (MINFOF), the initial amount required is FCFA 700.000, to which the sum of FCFA 800.000 should be added to obtain a conversion and export permit. The fee of CFA 500.000 is required for a signature by a cabinet member, before the file can be forwarded to the Minister’s office.

Corrupt practices exists in the Ministry on two levels 1) the processing of documents and 2)  administrative procedures and controls on the ground :

I- Requests for authorisations and other related services are not actually invoiced, but paid for after informal illegal negotiations:

· UFA (forested land demarcated for exploitation): To obtain information on bids in order to make a tender that will get eliminate the competition, people pay up to 150 to 500 million.

· Sale of timber: This type of application follows the same lines as above. The amount payable fluctuates between CFA 30 and 50 million.

· Permit for timber collection (ARB): Here also there is an illegal money drain, given that, in accordance with the Ministry of Public Works, between CFA 30 and 50 million is payable to create a dirt track.

· This also applies to the creation of palm plantations or other farms of 1000 hectares which can potentailly be “extended” to 5000 or 10000 hectares. The cost varies between 30 to 50 million..

· Community Forests: In 2005, 247 applications were deposited with your Ministry, 67 were approved, and the others are still pending approval. The illegal cost of obtaining certain administrative documents such as simple management plans, inventories, and land demarcation from ministry agents in the field varies between 7 to 10 millions francs.

Many local people are in debt and have been assisted by some of the local elite, but in the end the effective exploitation of the community forests by the State has proved disastrous: 

1- Originally, the community forests were used to extend the physical area of certain local companies and cover their production of illegal timber by providing permits to transport wood (lettres de voiture) for a particular area.

2- Later, the community forests aided the production of small quantities of illegal timber, but this process was quickly paralysed by demands from forest management committees and the local communities regarding possible production levels. It is at this point that the phase of illegal controls carried out in the field by officials of your Ministry begins. 

II/  Since the profits generated by community or communal forests are deemed insufficient by your provincial, divisional and district officials, they have organised the production of illegal timber on state-owned land, and even in areas already exploited as officially demarcated forest (UFA), and the sale of timber to highly profitable markets: Iroko was sold to Ireland as well as to big French and Italian companies and others owning factories in Yaounde, Mbalmayo etc. as well as for the production of wooden flooring.

This traffic of unauthorised timber organised illegally yields a very high profit for five main types of wood: doussie, pachyloba, iroko, sapelli and wengue.

Quantities exported monthly are between 3500 and 8000 m3 depending on the season. This type of production, on which insufficient tax is paid, costs less that CFA 30,000 per m3 for export, while the official average sale price is between 450 to 550,000F per m3 fob (free on board).

Monthly production for local usage varies between 5 to 10,000 m3 depending on the season in the main cities of Yaounde, Douala and Bafoussam. On the local market, it is sold tax-free in individual pieces from between CFA 150 and 250,000 per m3.

A- Who produces this unauthorised wood?

· The Army: All ranks ranging from generals to corporals. Military trucks transport the wood, whilst aircraft import Lucas Mills Saws or HTT chainsaws.

· The Gendarmerie: Officers of all grades. At each roadblock, they take bribes to allow the perpetrators to pass (known as a ‘droit de passage’).

· The Police: Officers of all grades using the same method as the gendarmerie.

· Magistrates: The entire system is involved as well as lawyers. 

· The Territorial Administration: Divisional Officers, Sub divisional officers, head of districts, quarter heads and village chiefs.

It should be noted that provincial and divisional services, chiefs of posts and the special brigade of MINFOF seem to be the organisers of this vast trafficking network, as well as those who provide administrative documents and those who are responsible for illegally providing information on bids for tenders.  This is how they carefully control production, which is not to be found recorded in any statistics.

Using this illegal operation, a divisional delegate can make up to 16 million CFA each month. 

B- How does this illegal cutting operation work in Cameroon?

Step 1: The producer is obliged to inform the local official of your Ministry that he is starting production, mentioning the type of wood and the geographic area concerned.

Step 2: During transportation of the raw product, he informs this official again, to whom he pays an illegal tax of CFA 15,000 per m3. The wood usually travels by night and is deposited at a sawmill in the nearest town.

Step 3: When the wood is deposited in this sawmill for processing, your officials will stop by and receive 250F per piece. Once these illegal charges have been paid up, the wood can finally be processed.

Step 4: The buyer then collects the wood and takes it to the port in Douala. It is necessary to obtain an LV (permit to transport timber) from your ministry or from your close collaborators. To this end, illegal companies have been created (bearing your signature), with permits for conversion, exporting and with a full discharge from tax liabilities. The cost of this is CFA 23,000 per m3 for Douala or 33,000F per m3, including fob operation.

Then comes the phase of road checks and the payment of bribes ranging from FCFA 300,000 to 500,000 per truck, depending on the distance from Douala. On entry at the port, a new tax of 50,000F is demanded and collected to facilitate the fob (free on board) process per truck. Bribes include charges to avoid weighing stations, which is 50,000F per truck per weighing station for tankers or cement trucks or trucks transporting other goods (which inevitably implicates other ministries).

Step 5: There is no vehicle permit available in areas where illegal tenders are carried out. Consequently, it is necessary to proceed as follows:

The case of a town situated 160 km from Yaounde in the South where there is a delivery – purchase – transport operation of 30 m3 of Sapelli for export.

On Friday, delivery of the wood begins at 8am. At 9:30, tax officials come to stamp their seal (see photos attached); at 13:11 the owner of the unauthorised wood announces that with the sum of FCFA1,500,000 the goods will be released; payment of the said amount against a receipt at 13:25; at 13:40, delivery processing continues; and finally, the loading of the goods is done at night. Arriving in Douala Saturday before midday, the goods enter the port and are loaded three days later on a ship bound for Amsterdam. The FCFA 1,500,000 is shared as follows: Divisional Officer: 500,000F, Tax inspector: 500,000F, Forestry official: 500,000 and the State: Nothing.

C- What is the cost?

The purpose is to assess the impact on the destruction of the forest and how much income the State is losing.  The volume of data linked to these illegal operations is impressive. 

It should be noted that a professional timber merchant with a normal timber mill makes a maximum profit of 40%, that is 1m3 of undressed timber, 0,400 m3 of chopped wood of which 60% is discarded.

An illegal operator only uses 25% of any tree felled in the forest. Thus for an iroko of 20m3 which has been felled, the illegal operator takes 5m3 which, when processed in the timber mill, will lose another 25%.

Considering the number of trees destroyed for these yields in order to obtain 5 to 8000 m3 of timber export every month and close to 10,000 m3 of wood monthly for local consumption, we are facing an ecological catastrophe. 

With the disappearance in the short term of the forest in Cameroon and its consequences on global ecology (the statistics are not yet known by your department), nobody today can measure the real impact on wildlife and on global warming; consequently, all statistics compiled do not represent reality. Let us take the example of temperatures in Cameroon: in 1973 in Bastos, in the months of January-February- March the temperature in the morning was 13 to 15 degrees whilst in the evening it was 17 to 19 degrees. Today, the morning temperature is between 22 to 24 degrees and the evening 26 to 28 degrees.

