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Overview of Wood Production in sub-Saharan Africa

Trade
The top exporters of wood products from sub-Saharan Africa in 2016 were Cameroon, South Africa,
Gabon, the Republic of the Congo, and Nigeria. 1
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Other top exporters include Equatorial Guinea, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Zambia, the Democratic Republic
of Congo, and Swaziland. 3
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The top importers of wood and wood products from sub-Saharan Africa were China, Belgium, India,
Japan, and France. China is the most significant importer by far, 4 accounting for about 75 percent of all
timber exports from Africa, with more than 60 percent of those exports coming from the Republic of the
Congo, Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, and Mozambique. 5 In Mozambique specifically, nearly 90 percent
of timber goes to China, about half of which is logged illegally. 6 Previous analysis has noted Chinese
circumvention of protocols intended to improve sector governance. For example, in 2011, Gabon
banned export of unprocessed wood in an attempt to increase Gabon’s value share of the timber supply
chain. However, after a brief drop off in exports to China, trade has mostly continued unabated. 7 In
some cases, this circumvention of regulation may involve corruption, bribery, smuggling, and
underreporting of trade. 8

Features of Production and Supply Chain
Africa has significant forest resources. In the Congo basin alone, roughly 200 million hectares are
forested. 9 Forest products contribute about six percent of Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP) and
more than half of GDP for West and Central Africa. Revenue comes primarily from high-value forest
products such as mahogany, found in the Congo basin where the forest is densest.
Illegal logging and overharvesting in general is a significant issue, with over half of all forestry activities
characterized as illegal in several African countries. 10 Illegal logging can take several forms: logging in
conservation/environmentally protected areas, logging protected species of trees, or logging in excess of
production limits. To complicate matters further, informal logging is widespread and represents an
important subsistence activity for many local populations, but the legality of these activities varies
depending on context. 11 Overall, Africa experiences deforestation at a rate of about four million
hectares per year. 12
Illegal logging also decreases tax revenue base for governments. An estimated 5.3 million USD is lost
annually in Cameroon while 10.1 million USD is lost annually in Gabon. 13 Illegal logging also generates
significant revenue for armed groups and organized crime. 14
In addition to logging for exported woods, round wood is used predominantly as a fuel source for local
populations. Most round wood production in Africa occurs in natural forests. South Africa is the
exception, where round wood is produced on plantations. 15
In general, wood product supply chains in sub-Saharan Africa are characterized by low value addition,
with a low-overall level of processing that happens on the continent, although some national
governments, like Cameroon, are making efforts to change this by controlling exports of unprocessed
wood. 16
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Logging also occurs on commercial plantations. In Swaziland, for example, over nine percent of land –
which was formerly grassland or evergreen forest – is used for timber plantations. These plantations are
owned and operated by large companies, although they may make arrangements for outgrower
schemes with local people. 18

Key Documented Trafficking in Persons Risk Factors in Wood Production

Undesirable and Hazardous Work
Work in the forestry sector tends to be highly hazardous for workers under any conditions and is
considered one of the most hazardous sectors. 19 These risks are increased in illegal operations that lack
oversight. Heavy equipment, such as chainsaws, manual saws, and logging machines can cause serious
injury. Further, many logging sites are inherently isolated, offering minimal or no options for medical
care. The logs themselves are extremely heavy and may roll or fall around the logging site. 20 According
to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, forest sector workers globally are
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typically not adequately trained on health and safety. 21 Workers in densely forested tropical regions are
at increased risk of diseases including those “transmitted by insects, such as malaria or dengue fever,
intestinal worms or dysentery caused by contaminated food or water.” 22
Due to the geographic location of many forestry sites, workers often stay at work camps in remote
areas. The contractor responsible for the forestry operation often manages these temporary camps. The
International Labor Organization has noted that the isolation of workers at these sites can be
challenging in terms of labor standard enforcement. 23

Vulnerable Workforce
Indigenous Populations
Indigenous peoples, such as the Baka pygmy populations, who live in forested areas may be displaced by
concessions as described below. they are at risk for becoming a captive labor force on plantations or
surrounding infrastructure. They may also be vulnerable to trafficking into other sectors as they lose
access to livelihoods. 24

Associated Contextual Factors Contributing to Trafficking in Persons
Vulnerability
Associated Conflict
In several African countries, profits from illegal logging have been used by armed groups to fund
conflicts. Typically, the military or other armed groups secure control over a forest concession area and
use the proceeds as a source of revenue. 25 In some historical cases, governments in control during civil
wars – such as during President Taylor’s regime in Liberia – have used logging as a means to finance
arms. It should be noted however, that in other cases, previous research has noted that eruptions of
civil conflicts can actually halt operation of preexisting logging concessions, which played out in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. 26 Although the main linkage between logging and conflict has been
the use of forest resources to fund conflict, a USAID report notes that “many African countries, because
of their very lack of forest resources, appear far more vulnerable in the future to conflicts emerging
from competition over forest resources.” 27
In a 2015 report by Global Witness, exported wood from Central African Republic was described as
“conflict timber.” This report documented how Chinese, French, and Lebanese companies made
financial deals with Seleka rebel leaders for “protection services,” thus financing the group to procure
additional arms. After 2014, the same companies made similar payments to another militia. By funding
the conflict in Central African Republic, conflict timber has indirectly enabled the trafficking of child
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soldiers. Both parties to the conflict, have been documented to use forced child soldiers, and UNICEF
has reported that nearly 10,000 child soldiers have been recruited since 2013. 28
In countries with active or recent conflict histories, identification and protection of land rights become
more challenging, particularly when claims are made by multiple stakeholders. 29 Given the overlap of
forestry and conflict contexts in Africa, this is a compounding factor for displacement of indigenous
peoples (see description of large-scale land acquisition below).

Association with Large-Scale Land Acquisition; Association with Environmental
Degradation, Association with State Corruption
In many African countries, illegal logging or semi-legal logging has been facilitated by corrupt
management of forest concessions. According to Global Witness and the Guardian, permits intended for
local forestry companies are instead granted to large foreign industrial operations. In addition to the
ability to log in these otherwise restricted areas, these companies operate broadly without government
oversight. These practices were noted specifically in Ghana, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Liberia, and Cameroon. 30 Global Witness’s reporting stated that “corruption is still the main threat to
tropical rainforests, and is robbing communities and local people of their livelihoods.” 31 The role of
government corruption in land grabs and displacement of local people is critical as governments
administer or otherwise control the vast majority of forested areas in Africa. 32
Land grabs in forested areas can be particularly detrimental to indigenous populations who rely on the
forest for their livelihoods. The Baka pygmy populations in Central Africa, for example, have been
displaced from traditional land by forestry concessions. These populations are marginalized by less
access to citizenship documents and discrimination, which can act to prevent access to protective
agencies and government programs. Given their close ties to ancestral land, they are at risk for
becoming a captive labor force on plantations or surrounding infrastructure. They may also be
vulnerable to trafficking into other sectors as they lose access to livelihoods. 33
Large-scale commercial forestry plantations can also have environmental impact. According to the
Oakland Institute, a foreign company in Tanzania is clearing over 7,000 hectares of natural fauna for
pine and eucalyptus monoculture. 34 In Swaziland, commercial timber plantations use large amounts of
water resources, which is particularly challenging in terms of Swaziland’s propensity for drought, and
contributes to food insecurity for local people. Pollution from timber mills reportedly contributes to
asthma and other illnesses for local populations. 35
Any logging activity – regardless of legal status – requires heavy infrastructure investment, particularly
around road construction. 36 A surge in logging operations, particularly in remote locations, may create
an isolated population of workers vulnerable to trafficking. This increased infrastructure then opens
access to forest previously inaccessible to any outside populations. For example, the logging sector has
reportedly increased the bushmeat trade in Gabon as workers in the logging sector supplement their
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income with sales of bushmeat. 37 This increase in hunting in previously inaccessible areas may decrease
biodiversity and contribute further to environmental degradation and loss of traditional livelihoods. In
the Central African Republic, sales of bushmeat driven by the logging sector have increased so much
that ape populations have been significantly threatened. 38 The increased contact with wildlife and
bushmeat can encourage the spread of diseases like Ebola, creating negative impact on human health. 39
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