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The Common Good Foundation

In 2018, members of the Tai Khamyang People of Assam, India started an ecological organization,
the Chala Village Sanctuary Conservation Society, in order to protect the trees within the Chala
Reserve Forest which were being decimated by illegal logging. The community depends on the
Chala Reserve for their livelihood and sustenance, and because of local conservation efforts,
“timber yielding plants such as the ajar and the burflower-tree have been brought back from near

extinction.”!

Sadly, in other parts of Assam, protected forest areas are vulnerable to illegal logging by organized
criminal networks, and the forests also face challenges due to the increasing number of
development projects.?

Illegal logging is not an isolated issue. lllegal logging has far-reaching consequences that extend
beyond the environment and, as highlighted in the example above, can hurt communities and their
cultures. The livelihoods of indigenous people and species are threatened when their forests
experience degradation from unlicensed and unsustainable logging operations. At the same time,
poverty levels incentivize locals to prioritize the money brought in from timber harvesting over
community led conservation efforts. Being a profitable industry, corruption permeates each part
of the logging process, making reform difficult. lllegal logging remains a significant problem,
where the impact of it can be felt by high forest degradation levels, declining environmental health,
the negative impacts on indigenous communities, and increasing rates of corruption and violence.?

Levels of forest loss from logging range from degradation to deforestation. Degradation is a
reduction in tree cover, while deforestation refers to a complete erasure of an area’s forest.
Degradation and deforestation have a variety of causes. lllegal logging is one of these causes.
Illegal logging includes any instance in which trees are felled (cut down and harvested), without
regard for national and international regulations. Timber trafficking occurs when wood which was
illegally obtained is moved from one area to another or sold from the domestic to international
market, often by converting permits, making the timber appear to be legally sourced. Some also
define this process as laundering, as the origins of the timber or amounts collected are forged.

! Aatreyee Dhar, “Like Killing my children”: former loggers now defend Assam’s forests,” THE GUARDIAN, June
10, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/jun/10/like-killing-my-children-former-loggers-
now-defend-assams-forests#.

2 See Rajeev Bhattacharyya, “Mafia wreaks havoc on Assam forests,” PROVE, October 2, 2022,
https://theprobe.in/stories/mafia-wreaks-havoc-on-assam-forests/.

3 For example, “In recent years, settler groups have invaded their territory, bringing drug trafficking, illicit coca leaf
crops and illegal logging to the area.” MONGABAY, “The illegal runways exposing the Kakataibo people to drug
violence in Peru,” November 29, 2024, https://news.mongabay.com/2024/11/the-illegal-runways-exposing-the-
kakataibo-people-to-drug-violence-in-peru/
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This report gives an overview of the damages brought about by illegal
logging. From the local to the international level, the efficacy of
conservation programs against illegal logging operations have proven to
be insufficient. Investigating the state of timber trafficking processes in
Cameroon, Romania, Indonesia, Ecuador, and Honduras, indicators of the
gravity of the situation include the impact on indigenous forest
communities, animal and tree population health, and the frequency and
severity of punishment for unsustainable logging. The accountability
provided by conservation initiatives and governments makes a significant
difference for each of these factors.

Finally, the reader should be aware that while this report will focus on
illegal actions that destroy forest areas and trees, specifically connections
between illegal logging, timber trafficking, and other illicit activities, the
Foundation acknowledges that climate change is also a contributing factor
to forest cover loss, therefore any actions taken to combat illegal logging
should incorporate methods to empower local communities to also address
climate chaos and other related concerns.
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|. Background

Currently, “more than 20,000 tree species are on the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species.”* A number of these are trees popular for logging.
The list includes “mahogany, teak, rosewood and ebony” which “have higher commercial values
than others.” Unfortunately, the forests with the better valued trees are usually richer in
biodiversity. This means that the reduction in tree cover threatens the survival of all other species
in the area.’ Timber extraction leads to major losses in tree and animal populations, and forest
health declines.” After extensive logging occurs, any living thing near the forest will experience
the effects of “severe soil degradation, biodiversity loss, water pollution, habitat destruction and
extinction of flora and fauna.”® Overall deforestation rates have been gradually declining:
“between 2015 and 2020, the rate of deforestation was estimated at 10 million hectares per year,
down from 16 million hectares per year in the 1990s.”” This positive statistic, however, does not
discount the ongoing destruction. lllegal logging also appears to be increasing. Timber trafficking
makes up around “15-30 [percent] of all timber traded globally.”!® The illegal logging industry is
as lucrative as it is prevalent, making up “an estimated value of between $51-152 USD billion
annually, representing a major loss in tax revenues.”!! The United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) claims timber trafficking is also more common in developing countries, because
their governments have fewer resources to delegate to regulating their forests.'?

Multiple factors make comprehensive data collection on illegal logging difficult. There is the issue
of obtaining warrants and respecting privacy in land monitoring.'*> Additionally, satellite imagery
and field monitoring, the most effective ways to measure illegal logging, are difficult to manage
and costly in practice.'* Therefore, surveyors use on the ground estimations, which cannot provide

4J. Kleemann, et al., “Deforestation in continental Ecuador with a focus on protected areas,” LAND, 2022, 11(2),
268. doi:https://doi.org/10.3390/1and11020268.

3 Bosch Matthias, “Institutional quality, economic development and illegal logging: A quantitative cross-national
analysis,” EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF FOREST RESEARCH, 2021, 140(5), p. 1054. doi:https://doi.org/10.1007/s10342-
021-01382-z.

% FAO, “The State of World’s Forests,” 2020, http://www.fao.org/state-of-forests/en/.

7 Hannah Ritchie, “Not all forest loss is equal: what is the difference between deforestation and forest degradation,”
OUR WORLD IN DATA, February 6, 2021, https://ourworldindata.org/deforestation-degradation.

8 Muhammad Nur Haniff Mohd Noor, et al., “Timber Theft: Examining the Factors of Illegal Logging,”
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATION, CREATIVITY AND CHANGE, Volume 13, Issue 12, 2020, p. 608,
https://www.ijicc.net/images/vol_13/lss 12/131256 Noor 2020 E_R.pdf.

° FAO, note 6.

0 INTERPOL, “Forestry Crime,” https://www.interpol.int/en/Crimes/Environmental-crime/Forestry-crime.

1 Ipid.

12 UNODC, “Transnational Organized Crime Fact Sheet, Environmental crime — Trafficking in wildlife and
timber,” p.1-5, https://www.unodc.org/documents/toc/factsheets/TOC12 fs_environment EN_Plain.pdf.

13 FAO, “Improving data and knowledge,” https://www.fao.org/4/a0146e/A0146E10.htm#TopOfPage.

1 1bid.
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timely or accurate data.!> Because of these challenges, much of the information released on the
illegal timber trade relates to smaller areas of land, or of instances where illicit operations have
been uncovered. For example, the Global Illegal Logging and Associated Trade Risk Data Tool
only demonstrates an area’s risk of engaging in illegal logging, not any concrete data.'® The effects
of illegal logging are therefore more easily quantified by studying a combination of individual
cases and measuring the subsequent harm done to the species and communities housed in those
areas.

Il. Regulatory Framework

International, regional and local frameworks related to illegal logging are in need of reflection and
revision given the current circumstances and because of climate change. In many places around
the world, weak or unclear laws have allowed illegal loggers to go unpunished.!” The importance
of strong local and national laws cannot be overemphasized when it comes to addressing the
problems of illegal logging. In addition to national laws, international conventions also have an
important role to play in addressing illegal logging. Namely, the UN Convention against
Corruption (UNCAC) and the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC)
are suppression conventions which provide model laws and emphasize the importance of mutual
legal assistance in combatting these types of crimes. Further, the OECD Convention on Bribery,
which makes it a crime to bribe a foreign official, has a pivotal role to play in illegal logging
situations as one of the connected crimes to illegal logging is corruption.

The Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) initiative was piloted by the EU in
2003 to regulate forests. It was created to provide an internationally standardized regulation for
timber, but participation in the program is voluntary by country. The FLEGT program “is working
with 348 projects in 27 countries of which twelve [are] in Africa, nine [are] in South-East Asia
and six [are] in Latin America.”!® The plan mandates accountability and strives to set up a system
that harmonizes with each country including adapted “laws on taxation and transport, forest
management and biodiversity conservation, [and] community benefits and worker safety.”!® In
2018, the European Commission created a “generic work plan that mentions action lines, but no

15 1bid.

16 FOREST TRENDS, “Global Illegal Logging and Associated Trade (ILAT) Risk Data Tool,” February 2022,
https://www.forest-trends.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/ILAT-Risk-Data-Tool-User-Guide-February-2022.pdf.
17 Hans Nicholas Jong, “Legal failings leave illegal loggers unpunished and certified in Indonesia,” MONGABAY,
February 2, 2021, https://news.mongabay.com/2021/02/illegal-logging-law-enforcement-indonesia-study/.

8 FAO, “Evaluation of the FAO-EU forest law enforcement, governance and trade programme — Phase 111,”
Programme Evaluation Series, 04/2022. Rome. p.9-16 https://www.fao.org/3/cb9469en/cbh9469en.pdf.

19 Jussi Viitanen, “Boosting Rule of Law: Lessons from the Fight Against Illegal Logging,” EUROPEAN FOREST
INSTITUTE, May 21, 2019 https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/boosting-rule-law-lessons-fight-against-illegal-
logging.
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timelines, geographic priorities or responsibilities” for FLEGT.?° The process is slow. As of 2022,
Indonesia was the only country that had “issued FLEGT licenses and in total only a limited number
of eight countries [had] ratified its [Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA)].”>! VPAs are an
integral part of FLEGT. These are “legally binding trade agreements between the EU and timber-
exporting countries outside the EU.”?? Not all countries which are members of FLEGT agreements
have joined VPAs, but in the majority of those that have, FLEGT maintains better management.??
In the current stage of the program, it was found that FLEGT “funds were mostly targeting smaller
civil society organizations ... that would otherwise not have access to funding to engage in forest
governance.”?* The implementation of FLEGT has revealed its strengths, but also its flaws.

Illegal loggers employ numerous strategies to bypass regulations. The offender decides that “a
criminal act will be advantageous rather than disadvantageous as risks to commit the crime remain
low while the rewards are high, from the offender's perspective.”?® High demand for wood
increases the advantage for offenders to perpetrate these kinds of acts. As the value of wood surges,
so do “incentives for illegal commercial harvesting and trade.”*® Simultaneously, permitting and
legal fees can be costly, so loggers can get more money if they work illegally.?” Aside from legal
repercussions, the benefits still come at a significant cost. Those who complete the labor in timber
trafficking are often exposed to dangerous work conditions.?® Basic strategies employed to limit
unregulated timber extraction include “signage indicating boundaries, gates lining access roads,
and checkpoint locations.”” However, it is common that loggers will obtain false certificates and
bypass checkpoints using bribery.>® They also forge their licenses by “fraudulently declaring a
protected hardwood as an ordinary variety or falsifying certificates of origin, thereby declaring
wood obtained in a protected area to be from an authorized source.”!

While states and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have their own national programs to
combat deforestation, REDD+ works as another global initiative, similarly to FLEGT. REDD+
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation), aims to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. REDD+ “offers developing countries financial incentives for reducing GHG

20 FAO, note 18, p. 15.

21 bid, 43.

22 FLEGT licensed timber, “FLEGT and VPA countries” https://flegtlicence.org/www.flegtlicence.org/th/vpa-
countries.html.

2 FAO, note 18.

24 1bid, 16.

25 Sara T. Thompson and William B. Magrath, “Preventing illegal logging,” FOREST POLICY AND ECONOMICS, 128,
July 2021, 102479, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2021.102479.

26 Matthias, note 5.

27 Noor, note 8.

28 Josiane Kouagheu, et al., “Forest Communities' Complicity with Illegal Loggers,” PULITZER CENTER, June 13,
2023, https://pulitzercenter.org/stories/forest-communities-complicity-illegal-loggers.

22 Thompson and Magrath, note 25.

30 UNODC, note 12.

31 Ibid.
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emissions,” and is at work in over 60 countries.*? The economic feasibility of the system is highly
dependent on Carbon prices and Measuring, Reporting, and Verifying (MRV) costs.>* The
execution of the system is therefore possible but also variable. Further, in 2022, a study by the
Forest Declaration Assessment Partners found that many “countries have overwhelmingly
prioritized REDD+ in their forest strategies but failed to lower the rate of deforestation,” because
the program fails to address all types of land use which cause deforestation.’* As there is no
advantage to switching to natural gas or another green fuel, therefore it is projected that REDD+
“is not an optimistic idea to reduce emissions, but just to hold the global emission at the existing
level even in the best-case scenario.”*> Other concerns have surfaced over the REDD+ strategy of
recentralizing forest governance, or keeping forest conservation solely in the hands of the national
governments. It takes power away from local foresters and underutilizes community and
indigenous knowledge within conservation efforts.>® Meanwhile, where REDD+ has yielded some
success could overlap with the success of NGOs from the same areas.?” Satisfactory results have
not been observed in any international program to regulate the world’s forests.

lll. Country Case Studies

a. Cameroon

Cameroon’s expansive forests continue to shrink at the hands of illegal logging operations, despite
a combination of local and international intervention. Cameroon contains a significant portion of
the Congo Basin, which, following the Amazon, is the world’s second largest tropical forest.*® The
Congo Basin “is also home to 70 percent of Africa’s forest cover and one in every five species on
the planet.”*® Naturally, “Cameroon has become the sixth largest exporter of tropical timber and

32 Michael Kohl, et, al, “REDD+ measurement, reporting and verification — A cost trap? Implications for financing
REDD+MRYV costs by result-based payments,” ECOLOGICAL ECONOMICS, February 2020, Volume 168, p.1,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2019.106513, and Kishor Aryal et. al, “REDD+ at risk: Emerging ten questions
that REDD+ must answer,” ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE & PoLIcY, June 2024, Volume 156, p.1,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2024.103744.

33 |bid, Kohl, p.3

3 Aryal et. al, note 32, p. 3
35 Ibid, 3.

36 Ibid, 4.

37 Alejandro Guizar-Coutifio, et. al, “A global evaluation of the effectiveness of voluntary REDD+ projects at
reducing deforestation and degradation in the moist tropics” CONSERVATION BIOLOGY, June 10, 2022,
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13970.

38 Isabelle Tritsch, et al., “Do forest-management plans and FSC certification help avoid deforestation in the Congo
Basin?” ECOLOGICAL ECONOMICS, September 2020, VVolume 175, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106660.
39 UNEP, “In Cameroon, community-led restoration efforts are paying off,” Nature Action, May 2024
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/cameroon-community-led-restoration-efforts-are-paying.
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receives an annual revenue of 60 million US dollars from this industry.”*° The logging industry
alone accounts for 4% of the country’s GDP.*! Unfortunately, the legal timber market and the
illegal timber market — have produced significant threats to endangered wildlife. In the Ebo forest,
the gorilla, chimpanzee, and forest elephant have all met a decline in population, while the red
colobus, leopard, African golden cat, and forest buffalo are all “either close to extirpation or have
been extirpated.”** A 12-year study of these populations, completed in 2020, attributed these losses
to logging, agriculture, and hunting.* The abundant forests of Cameroon must be protected, not
exploited.

Cameroon is under the jurisdiction of COMIFAC (Conference of Ministers in charge of Forests in
Central Africa) which is in place to protect the Congo Basin.** Cameroon is also part of a VPA
with the FLEGT program.* Contrary to the state’s commitments, about 900,000 hectares have
been completely deforested in Cameroon since 1990 and “from 2013 to 2021, Cameroon lost 1
million 260 thousand hectares of forest cover.”*® The country’s vast timber industry makes it easier
for timber trafficking to go undetected, mainly accomplished through permit forgery and
falsification. Timber companies recruit traffickers to help forge their timber’s legality, while both
recruit local communities to help collect timber.*” Officials in Cameroon’s Ministry of Forest
routinely clash with NGOs and Independent Forest Monitoring operations.*® According to various
NGOs in Cameroon, government agents work to avoid personal attention, reducing penalties for
illegal logging.*” Correspondingly, companies caught engaging in illegal logging are often repeat
offenders, as they pay fines but retain their logging permits.>°

Excluding governmental cooperation, Cameroon’s NGOs were found more effective than in other
countries, which may be partially attributed to NGOs strategic communication with local and
indigenous communities.*! Transparency International - Cameroon has a program to report illegal

40 Sarah Sra, “Illegal Logging in Cameroon,” Open Case Studies, THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA,
https://cases.open.ubc.ca/illegal-logging-in-
cameroon/#:~:text=The%20country%20has%20been%20engaged,often%20linked%20with%20illegal%20logging.
41 Kouagheu, et al, note 28.

42 Robin C. Whytock, et al. “Mammal distribution and trends in the threatened Ebo 'intact forest landscape’
Cameroon,” GLOBAL ECOLOGY AND CONSERVATION, November 2021, Vol 31,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gecc0.2021.e01833.

4 1hid.

4 CoMMISSION DES FORETS D'AFRIQUE CENTRALE, “About” https://comifac.org/.

4 FAO, note 18.

46 Tritsch, note 38.

47 Josiane Kouagheu and Madeleine Ngeunga, “Cameroon’s Undeterred Illegal Loggers,” INFOCONGO, June 8,
2023, https://pulitzercenter.org/stories/cameroons-undeterred-illegal-loggers.

# Aurelian Mbzibain and Teodyl Nkuintchua Tchoudjen, “NGO-state relations in the monitoring of illegal forest
logging and wildlife trafficking in Central Africa,” WORLD DEVELOPMENT, VVolume 148, December 2021,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105670.

4 Ibid.

30 Kouagheu and Ngeunga, note 47.

T bid.
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logging to local NGOs: if no change is made then Transparency International contacts the Ministry
of Forest, followed by international authorities.? The United Nations Environment Programme is
working to provide sustainable jobs at the local level while also increasing the reach of legally
protected forests.>* The program targets women and youth, who are impacted more by forest issues
due to disparities in education.>* One goal is to limit the part that locals are playing in unregulated
timber harvesting “by training them to process non-timber forest products into goods such as soap
and avocado o0il.”>> Cameroon is also a member of the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), which aids in protecting its tree species,
while Greenpeace Africa helps the country keep logging corporations accountable for violations.>
Cameroon is working with the United States Justice Department’s Environment and Natural
Resources Division to implement higher levels of prosecution for timber trafficking.’” These
programs hold promise, but with high levels of dependence on forest resources, indigenous
communities are given high incentives to be complicit in illegal timber collection.

Forest communities are caught in the crux of illegal logging in Cameroon. Conservation efforts
conflict with the incentives provided by illegal logging operations. Locals need the forest’s
resources for their livelihoods. In the Bamougoum Chiefdom, around 80% of people are dependent
on the land.*® Their quality of life is restricted to the area of the forest. Communities do not have
access to any alternative from what the forest provides for “food, health care, and products to
sell.” Here, a disadvantage is presented as “sixty percent of the sacred forests have been lost in
the last 30 years” leaving “only small pockets of trees.”®® Meanwhile, trucks used for logging
damage local roads, and the loss of forest cover leads to pollution of waterways. ¢!

The Bagyeli people are paid by illegal loggers that collect from their area.®> While legal logging
operations do not give the villages any reimbursement for using their land, “almost all the
inhabitants acknowledge that “illegal logging brings...more money than legal logging.””% The
younger members of the Bagyeli population are recruited to choose the trees which the
communities least rely on to be felled and search for endangered species around the logging area,

32 TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL, “Climate Governance Integrity Programme: From forest floor to government,”
https://www.transparency.org/en/projects/climate-governance-integrity-programme/data/climate-governance-
cameroon

33 UNEP, note 39.

> 1bid.

3 1bid.

36 Sra, note 40.

57 US Department of Justice, “Justice Department Working with Cameroon to Combat Timber Trafficking,”
November 9, 2023, https://www.justice.gov/opa/blog/justice-department-working-cameroon-combat-timber-
trafficking.

8 UNEP, note 39.

39 Ritchie, note 7. See also Kouagheu, note 28.

%0 UNEP, note 39.

61 Kouagheu, note 28.

2 UNEP, 39.

63 Kouagheu, note 28.
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as damage limitation for both the Bagyeli and the loggers.®* Some farmers choose to illegally sell
the trees on their land to traffickers.%> One Lokoundje village collects up to one hundred thousand
CFA francs for each truck that passes through, while other villages have obtained 4 to 13 million
in illegal logging funds.%® The money is then used to improve schools and infrastructure.®” These
forest communities are left with two options: aid the illegal operation and receive compensation,
or aid the legal operation, and only be left with the environmental damages. Though the losses
yearly in forest cover have met a slight decrease, forest resources are vital to all inhabitants of
Cameroon, making the illegal timber trade a pressing issue.®® Environmental programs must help
indigenous communities become leaders on these issues as they are best situated to respond and
understand the impact of devastation to forests.

b. Romania

It is estimated that over half of the timber harvested in Romania is done so illegally.®® The country
contains “two-thirds of Europe’s last remaining virgin forests,” but over the last decade, illegal
logging has taken two-thirds Romania’s primary forests.”® Stealing wood in Romania is now a
criminal offense yielding jail time. Further, in 2016 the President of Romania, lohanni, signed a
bill that makes “illegal logging of more than one hectare a threat to national security.””! In 2020,
the European Commission announced legal action against Romania in 2020 for its handling of
illegal logging.” The country disobeyed EU law for “failure to carry adequate and strategic
environmental assessments when approving logging in protected areas and lack of access to
environmental information.””* Romania also defied EU policy by allowing illegally sourced wood
into European markets.”* As a solution, from 2023 through 2027, the European Commission
enacted a “€200 million in state aid scheme allowing Romania to pay foresters to leave trees
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standing.”” A result of stricter laws, but also indicative of the issue’s severity, “Romanian
authorities filed about a thousand criminal proceedings over illegal logging in the first half of
2020.”7¢ This corresponds with reports of 650 forest workers injured and 6 dead at the hands of
illegal loggers.””

Despite the EU’s crackdown, there is still progress to be made. Loggers collect more timber than
stated on their documents or conceal trucks full of timber as “logging waste.””® For tracking, “the
GPS data records proved insufficient to curtail legislation breaches because truck drivers would
use fake GPS loading points.””® A significant portion of illegal logging in this area is conducted
by IKEA and its subsidiary Holzindustrie Schweighofer.®’ The Austrian company, Holzindustrie
Schweighofer, has been found “openly accepting illegal wood, offering bonuses for suppliers of
illicit timber, and putting pressure on Romanian’s government to refrain for policy reforms that
could hinder its activities.”®! IKEA, which “owns amount to 50,000 hectares of forest in Romania,
making it the single largest private owner of forest in the country” operates out of multiple
protected Natura 2000 sites.®? These sites are allocated for sustainable tourism, not logging. The
NGO Agent Green found IKEA engaging in illegal logging within three protected areas: Black
Valley Forest, the Dalhauti Area, and Penteleu, marked by heavy soil erosion, incorrect felling
techniques, and loss of forest cover.®® This practice disrupts both the EU’s standards and the health
of the forest for locals and inhabiting species.

Habitat degradation poses a threat to the bear populations in Romania. This is the largest
population of brown bears in Europe, making up 40%, or “a stable population of 6000 to 6500
bears.”®* A combination of logging, mining, and urbanization have led to overall habitat losses.®®
When forest cover is removed, it pushes bears into urban areas, creating conflict with traffic and
livestock.®® These conflicts do not just harm the bears: “from 2016 to 2021, Romania recorded 154
bear attacks, which resulted in 14 deaths and 158 injuries.”®” Excessive removal of Romanian
forests is worsening the collisions between human and bear populations.
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c. Indonesia

Indonesia is another prime location for logging operations. Indonesia is home to the world’s third
largest tropical forest, necessary for the survival of the species and communities it houses.®® The
country also contains 2.3% of the world's forests and third most tree species of any country.®® Most
Indonesian timber producers rent certificates to sell their timber past regulated levels.”® Attempts
to curtail degradation from illegal logging have been minimal in the region. Non-compliance with
timber regulations is instigated by “poverty, scarcity of resources, livelihood insecurity, crisis
situations, nepotism, corruption, political patronage, ineffective state institutions, increasing
product prices, and ownership rights to resources.”®! Similar to Cameroon, Indonesia’s indigenous
communities are at the forefront of sustainability efforts within the timber industry. The Indonesian
NGO, Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara (National Alliance of Indigenous Communities), helped
“the Kenegerian Kuntu community in Riau Province and the Kasepuhan Cisitu community in
Banten Province” to win the rights to their customary forest through a lawsuit in 2013, after a
forestry law put their land under state jurisdiction.”> The friction between state and local forest
policies curtails the implementation of sustainability measures.

Indonesia’s Social Forestry Program

The Social Forestry Program in Indonesia has been praised for promoting sustainable forest
management through indigenous communities. The initiative strives to give communities legal
access to forest resources with a “target of providing communities with legal access to 12.7 million
hectares of state forests, allowing them to manage these resources sustainably for their own
livelihoods and for forest protection.”®* To be used for agroforestry-based businesses and honey
production, “the government [had] granted land titles for 4.7 million hectares (11.6 million acres)

8 Heleena De Oliveira, “A fight to save the forests of Indonesia,” TADAMON, https://tadamon.community/forest-
rangers-in-indonesia.

8 FAO, note 5.
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of state forest to 1 million households as of August 2021.”°* The program’s implementation,
however, has not seen the intended results. A study by the Mercator Research Institute on Global
Commons and Climate Change showed this program to be ineffective.”> Within their “analysis of
4,349 land titles across Indonesia, covering 2.4 million hectares (5.93 million acres), or more than
half the total granted” the researchers found that the program did not lead to improvements for
levels of forest degradation.®® The amount of forest lost actually increased under both village forest
and community forest titles.”” The only forest use permitted under these titles are “non-logging
activities such as the collection of non-timber forest products (such as honey), agroforestry and
ecotourism, as well as restricted logging for noncommercial purposes.”®® In Sulawesi “while the
program succeeded in improving the welfare of the communities there, it also saw a significant
increase in the deforestation rate at the same time.”*” Only one division of land, the Community
Plantation Forests, set for the operation of old timber plantations, managed to revitalize degraded
areas.'® The only area which the Social Forestry Program managed success, was in monitored and
restored timber plantations. Because of the profitability of the logging industry, sustainable
restoration for commercial use was more appealing to locals than reorienting the forest’s use
altogether.

Indonesian communities have engaged in a number of more localized actions against the illegal
harvesting and trade of timber. In Customary Law Communities, residents manage their forests
and impose sanctions on those that defy sustainability measures.!®! Another group, called Hutan
Itu, “targets the youth, namely those living in urban areas of Indonesia far away from the forests”
using social media to gain donors and volunteers.!®> Some of the funds go toward employing forest
rangers, who put themselves at risk to prevent illegal loggers from entering the forests.!%?

The locals are not the only ones put in jeopardy with logging operations. For the Sumatran
orangutan, “if the rate of decline observed since 1985 and predicted continues unabated, the
population decline will exceed 80% over a three-generation period.”!* The degradation caused by
large scale logging operations leads to fragmentation of the forest canopy, prohibiting movement

%4 Hans Nicholas Jong, “Community control of forests hasn’t slowed deforestation, Indonesia study finds,”
MONGABAY, January 4, 2022 https://news.mongabay.com/2022/01/community-control-of-forests-hasnt-slowed-
deforestation-indonesia-study-finds/.
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between orangutan populations.!®> Not only does “the fragmentation that occurs in forests
gradually [lead] to loss of biodiversity, aesthetic views of the landscape and ecological functions,”
it increases orangutan mortality rates.!® The Sumatran orangutan is currently fragmented into 10
populations, which puts the critically endangered species at a high risk of extinction.!” Contrary
to the people that need the forests, orangutans cannot invest in the timber trade to compensate for
their loss of tree cover.

d. Ecuador

Ecuador “is among the five most deforested countries in Latin America.”!% In 2022, “the [orellana]
province lost 15,250 acres of primary forest.”!%” In the span of three months in 2023, “376
deforestation alerts were issued in Orellana between January and March 2023,” each alert
signifying the loss of about 2.5 acres.!!* In the west, the “Pacific Forest of Ecuador...has lost 96%
of its primary forest.”!!! Timber trafficking makes up a substantial portion of Ecuador's forest loss.
The industry is significant as “almost half of the timber sold in the country is illegal, with over a
million cubic meters sold locally every year.”'!? lllegal loggers work out of protected areas like
the Yasuni National Park, “home to the last representatives of the Waorani ethnic group...two
indigenous groups in voluntary isolation,” and “over 130 globally threatened species.”!!* The
Great Green Macaw is critically endangered, with the “rate of decline of 34% over three
generations for the national population in Ecuador.”'* Unregulated logging is also endangering
trees in Ecuador. Traffickers collect Mahogany, the most threatened tree species in the Amazon,
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and “the logging has been so intense that balsa has been completely removed from some areas.”!!>

Ecuador’s forests are centers of biodiversity and control the country’s water cycles, yet “22% of
the forest ecosystems in Ecuador are threatened according to the IUCN Red List of Ecosystems.” !
The prevalence of illegal logging adding to Ecuador’s struggling forests creates grounds for
concern.

For Ecuador, poverty is the dominant incentive for illegal logging. When poverty climbed during
the COVID-19 pandemic, so did the practice of illegal logging. The economy of Ecuador “was
severely impacted by lockdowns as oil demand and tourism declined.”'!” The GDP decreased and
poverty rose.!'® As a result, “satellite imagery revealed an increase in deforestation across several
tropical countries facilitated by higher unemployment—especially of park rangers.”!! At this
point, loggers in Ecuador already targeted teak and gmelina.!?® The industry spiked when the
markets began accumulating demand for wind turbines, made with balsa wood.'?! Less forest
regulation compounded higher poverty levels which compounded an increased demand for balsa
wood, leading to an increase in illegal logging.'?> Though the entire logging industry was
impacted, poverty levels only contribute to levels of illegal trade. In monitoring chainsaw activity
through acoustics, “illegal extraction of timber resources by chainsaws within a protected area of
the endangered Pacific Coastal ecosystem of Ecuador increased during and following COVID-19
lockdowns.”!?* The poverty inflicted by the COVID-19 pandemic encouraged illegal logging.

Locals are also disadvantaged by the increase in demand for timber through the harm inflicted on
their land and the spread of illegal activity. For the “indigenous communities in Ecuador’s Pastaza
River Basin,” the lost balsa wood is not only vital to the animals in the region, but the religion of
the indigenous Sapara Nation.!>* Unlawful operations are also carried out seizing balsa from within
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the protected land of the indigenous Waorani people.!? In other communities, “[wood harvesting]

constitutes up to 50% of family income.”!2¢

Organized-crime groups pay bribes to pass through police and military checkpoints with their
illegally sourced timber, and forging where they obtained it.'>” Narcisa Mashienta, living in the
Achuar territory, says that “after logging commercially valuable tree species, the logger’s plant
illegal crops like coca and marijuana.”'?® The reach of illegal logging operations in Latin America
extends past the timber trade.

e. Honduras

In Honduras, there is an established link between drug and timber trafficking. Within the
Catacamas Pine Forest, drug and timber trafficking go hand in hand. The primary group in this
area is the Los Amador family, who deal in organized crime and timber trafficking.!* The family
is now also prominent in drug trafficking, given the gateway from timber trafficking.'*° The two
industries are closely related: both dealing in illicit trade of forest-derived material. It is convenient
for operations to engage in both at once. In Rio Platano, “50% of the biosphere’s land belongs to
the Miskito and Pech Indigenous communities,” but between 2016-2020 “each day an average of
21.4 hectares (about 54 acres) of forest was cleared.”!*! This was the outcome of poverty, drug
trafficking, and illegal logging combined.!*? Loggers in Honduras have been found “simply
[cutting] more timber than is registered on the permit” or forging it to state the greater amount
harvested.!** Meanwhile, the poverty rate in Honduras currently sits around 50%.'** Organized
crime coupled with poverty has intensified forest degradation in Honduras.
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Rather than cooperation, the logging issue in Honduras has led to violence between loggers and
communities. Logging companies often operate in “the Tolpuan reserve of Montana de La Flor,
where the community still practices traditional lifestyles through agriculture and the use of
resources found in the pine forests surrounding the area.”!3> As deterrence from their native land,
the Tolupan people have been met with threats, “people starting fires on their land, and the
systematic murders of outspoken Tolupan leaders.”!*® The Honduran government criminalized
indigenous protests of logging operations which resulted in the murder of three Tolupan men who
protested logging.!*” The government has also turned a blind eye to unregulated operations,
without undergoing the “proper consultations with the Tolupan people.”!*® This unauthorized
timber extraction in the Tolupan reserve not only robs the land of its resources, but endangers its
people.

Honduras, in 2021, was the first Latin American country to sign a VPA with the European
Union."*? Environmental damages from logging, however, remain in full force. In Santa Rosa,
illegal logging has intensified to the point of creating a water shortage in the region, unyielding to
local protests.'*® Among a number of other Honduran forest species, the spike-thumb frog is
classified as critically endangered by the IUCN, with forest degradation from logging as a primary
factor.!*! Though the FLEGT program is working with organizations of every level in Honduras,
it reportedly struggles with funding and efficiency.'** The subsequent years will be crucial for
Honduras to turn these issues around.
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V. Recommendations

Timber trafficking and illegal logging is a complex concern. There is no established solution which
has been able to prove it can address the crime directly. As this report indicates the challenges
mainly involve corruption, economic survival, and lack of prosecutions. Loggers take multiple
pathways to bypass regulations, and local communities can choose to work with or against their
operations. While these groups sometimes conflict, the environment suffers brutal consequences
and this causes setbacks for the numerous goals and policies which are created to address
indigenous rights, environmental degradation, and climate change.

The Common Good Foundation recommends:

e That local and indigenous communities who have a direct connection with forest areas, be
identified as stewards of these areas and be given technological assistance in order to help
track and rehabilitate the loss of forest cover and species loss in these critical areas. This
report has highlighted successful community interventions.

e That governments and regional organizations work to effectively locally implement and
enforce the UNCAC and the UNTOC. Particularly interlinking these Conventions with
local and regional actions on climate change.

e That forest certification processes should continue with higher standards for enforcement
and intervention which should include routine check-ins, ample protection for park rangers,

and an economic advantage for communities to sustainable timber operations are assured.

e That international governments work together to utilize mutual legal assistance to
prosecute perpetrators of logging crimes.
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