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More than 140 people gathered in Den Haag on 31 May to hear from experts from the Central African region 
and those who have worked there. They told the assembled participants, from the Dutch government, 
private sector, academia, NGOs and civil society from the region and Europe, on the importance of the Congo 
Basin forests but also the increasing threats they face. But there was also much hope, with the sharing of 
concrete actions that have worked, and what more can we do, including suggestions for a Dutch 
development agenda that could support private sector engagement in the sustainable use of Central African 
forest landscapes.  
 

 
 
“Organize, don’t agonize”, was a key message from Alphonse Maindo, Director of Tropenbos-DR Congo from 
Kisangani in the eastern part of the country. “Forests are crucial for local people and governance and 
guaranteeing their rights are immediate issues” he explained, “Invest in the people, 150 million lovely people 
– that is a resource as great as our forests.”  
 
Cécile Ndjebet from Cameroon and President of the African Women’s Network for Community Management 
of Forests (REFACOF) with members in 17 countries, added that “If you don’t invest in rural women, then the 
future of Congo Basin forests can be in no way assured. We see what women can do, but if rights are not 
secure, poverty will never be overcome and sustainable forestry will never be achieved…”.  
 
 

 
 
Congo Basin forests are of great significance to Africa and to the world, and together, they make up the 
second largest contiguous tropical forest on Earth. Tens of millions of people depend on them directly for 
their livelihood, hundreds of millions more depend indirectly and they are essential for maintaining climate 
and rainfall regimes over all of Africa. This was confirmed during the opening session, from Ardi Stoios-Braken 

Key points 

 Congo Basin forests are an essential resource for those who live in and around them, and for 
regulating climate far beyond, so we must ‘think beyond the forest’ at the landscape level, 
and consider energy, agriculture, mining, etc. 

 To safeguard the forests, we must focus more on smallholder land use development and invest 
in women, improve land rights, tenure and participatory land use planning, responsible 
production and trade. 

 Help to engage the private sector with local communities to develop inclusive business 

models, and strengthen institutions as an added step to improving land and forest 

governance. 

Highlights 
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of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, André van Heemstra of the Global Compact Network-
Netherlands, and René Boot of Tropenbos who also chaired the conference. Verina Ingram of Wageningen 
University and Henk Hoefsloot of Tropenbos introduced the region, trends in deforestation, and the 
precarious present situation. And we also heard about a very different approach to the problem and a 
solution from Renzo Martens of the Institute for Human Activity, and their success in linking art to a more 
sustainable and equitable use of land in DR Congo.  
 

 

There are many issues and 
challenges, but we also shared 
examples of ways forward, and 
how Central African 
governments - and its people, 
in partnership - overcome the 
social and environmental 
challenges the region faces. In 
the panel debate, were Leslie 
Ouarzazi of the Central African 
Forest Initiative, Jaap van der 
Waarde of WWF-Netherlands, 
Hans Beeckman of the Royal 
Museum for Central Africa and 
Tullia Baldassarri of the timber 
company Interholco, in 
addition the other speakers. 

 
After the key presentations and a panel discussion, Rene Boot, Director of Tropenbos International, who also 
chaired the conference, summarized the views. “All panellists emphasized the importance of Congo Basin 
forests, both locally and globally. And the importance of women, land tenure and participatory land use 
planning was driven home - involving local people in meaningful dialogue and not with top-down approaches. 
We must strengthen institutions and governance, and while this will not be an easy task, examples such as 
the Voluntary Partnership Agreements for timber show under FLEGT us that this does lead to better 
governance. And we must look to work with the private sector to develop inclusive business and financing 
models.” These should include commodities such as cocoa, timber, rubber and oil palm, but also specialised 
high-value but low-volume non-timber forest products. And what roles the Dutch government could play 
were suggested, such as to support compliance with relevant international agreements, curbing trade in 
conflict minerals, and to influence policy and trade reforms that support any of these recommendations.” 
 
Central African Forests Forever, Meindert Brouwer’s new book, was also launched at the 
end of the conference. With its mix of eyewitness reports, interviews and expert opinion, 
it offers and inspiring view of the opportunities, and solutions, to conserving Congo Basin 
forests and their megabiodiversity. It is essential reading to everyone interested in 
knowing more about this exceptional and beautiful part of the world. There is also a 
French edition; and for a preview and to order a copy, see www.centralafricanforests.org. 
 
 

The conference was co-organized by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Global Compact Network – 
Netherlands, and Tropenbos International.  
For information, contact Herman Savenije (herman.savenije@tropenbos.org). 
  

http://www.centralafricanforests.org/
mailto:herman.savenije@tropenbos.org
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12.30 Welcome  

13.30  Setting the scene 

 Introduction  Seminar Chair: René Boot, Director, Tropenbos 
International 

 Why care for the Central African forest and its 
people. A business and policy perspective 

Ardi Stoios-Braken – Deputy Director IGG, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs  
André van Heemstra - NL Global Compact Network  

13.45 Voices from the forest 

 Congo Basin forests - importance, trends and 
developments 

Verina Ingram - Wageningen University 
Henk Hoefsloot - Tropenbos International 

 Women and forest – and the impacts, roles, 
prospects and needs of rural people 

Cécile Ndjebet – President, African Women's 
Network for Community Management of Forests 
(REFACOF) 

 From illegal loggers to tax-paying forest managers. 
The Tropenbos experience in DRC. 

Alphonse Maindo – Director, Tropenbos DR Congo 

14.45 Break 

15.15 The Repatriation of the White Cube; at the Lusanga 
International Research Centre for Art and Economic 
Inequality (LIRCAEI) in DRC  

Renzo Martens - Institute for Human Activity, 
Amsterdam with Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de 
Plantation Congolaise 

15.30 Panel debate: What can we do? Moderator: René Boot 

  Cécile Ndjebet - REFACOF 

 Alphonse Maindo – Tropenbos DR Congo 

 Jaap van der Waarde –WWF Netherlands  

 Hans Beeckman - Koninklijk Museum voor Midden Afrika, Tervuren 

 Leslie Ouarzazi - Central African Forest Initiative (CAFI) Secretariat, UNDP  

 Renzo Martens - Institute for Human Activity 

 André van Heemstra - NL Global Compact Network 

16.30 Next steps, ways forward -  René Boot 

16.45 International Book Launch - Central African Forests Forever 

17.00 Close  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The conference was co-hosted by: 
 
Global Compact Network Netherlands (GCNL) is an initiative of Dutch business leaders to further the 
contribution of private business within its sphere of influence towards the Sustainable Development Goals, 
stimulating collaborative actions and dialogue between companies and other actors in the Netherlands and 
with counterparts in developing countries. GCNL is a partner in the Central African Forests Forever Initiative 
 
The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Through Development Cooperation and Trade the Dutch 
government promotes sustainable economic growth in developing countries working towards global stability 
and security and fostering human rights. It does so by focusing on the fields in which the Netherlands itself 
excels, for example water management and food security 
 
Tropenbos International (TBI) is a non -governmental, non-profit knowledge network working on improving 
tropical forest governance and management as a means to contribute to the sustainable development 
agenda. Created in 1986 it has presence through partner programmes in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Ghana, Indonesia, Viet Nam, Colombia and Suriname, and projects in Liberia, Nigeria, Uganda, Philippines, 
Bolivia and Honduras. 

 

Programme 
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René Boot, Director Tropenbos International 
 
Congo Basin forests are of great significance to Africa 
and to the world. They make up the second largest 
contiguous tropical forest on Earth. Tens of millions 
of people depend on them directly for their 
livelihood, hundreds of million more depend 
indirectly. And these Central African forests are one 
of the last large wilderness areas on earth, 
supporting what is now called megabiodiversity. This 
conference brings together participants from 
government, business, civil society, knowledge and 
media organizations, and a space for exchange and 
networking.  
 
The aims of the conference are to hear the experts tell us about the current situation, trends, issues…; to 
answer the key questions, and debate options and possible solutions; to highlight what concrete actions 
have worked and what more can we do; to propose a Dutch development agenda supporting private sector 
engagement in sustainable use of forest landscapes in the Congo Basin; and to launch the new book, 
Central African Forests Forever. 
 
This conference aims to offer answers to three key questions 
 
What can be done to put forests at the heart of the region’s development? 
Deforestation has increased greatly in recent decades, and some 800,000 hectares of forest disappear 
every year. The causes? Mostly to be converted to unsustainable agriculture that does not even meet the 
growing needs of regions population, as well as legal and illegal logging for timber and charcoal for Africa’s 
growing urban populations. Large scale production of oil palm and rubber is increasing too, and will if 
unchecked, have devastating effects on forests and forest peoples’ livelihoods. Roads, mining and other 
developments all also take their toll on Congo Basins forests.  
 
What do Central African countries want to do with their forests and will their visions and strategies 
deliver the desired results?  
The region faces major challenges - poverty, inequality and food insecurity, poor economic growth and 
poor business climate. And weaknesses in governance, institutions and infrastructure make it difficult to 
successfully address these challenges. However, several countries in the Central Africa region seek to 
become emerging economies, and are at a turning point. They must decide how much of the required 
growth will be achieved at the expense of forests and other natural resources, or how to enhance the value 
of the region’s standing forests. 
 
And what can European countries like the Netherlands do to leverage the business case for sustainable 
forestry and smart land use, and ensure that economic development is sustainable and inclusive and 
provides for equitable long term benefits? These and other questions will be the focus of this conference. 
We will take stock of current trends in the region and their effects. We will highlight sustainable results of 
public, civil society and private business initiatives and address the question how Dutch policy, business and 
civil society initiatives can contribute to keep the Congo Basin forests standing and support sustainable 
development in Central Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Setting the scene 
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Ardi Stoios-Braken, Deputy Director IGG, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of the Netherlands 
 
Thank you for inviting me to provide the ‘policy 
note’ for this important conference, with the 
presentation of the book Central African Forests 
Forever which has grown to be a beautiful tree with 
strong branches and rich fruits. In the on-line 
version, we have seen it grow with each new 
chapter. The Congo Basin is a region of extremes. 
This is well illustrated by another great book on the 
Congo by the Belgian writer David van Reybrouck. It 
shows the turbulent history of this country through 
the eyes of people who personally witnessed these 
extremes: colonial domination, political violence, 
dictatorship, wars, corruption. However, it also 
describes the country’s beauty, wealth of natural 
resources, pristine forests and ‘mega-biodiversity’. 
 
At this conference, I hope we can do the same: experts that work in the region with smallholders and 
women and organizations like CAFI (Central African Forest Initiative) will tell us about the problems and 
challenges, but more importantly they can tell us about opportunities to keep the second largest rainforest 
in the world standing. We need to learn from their stories on success and failure. How do we give value to 
the forest? To put economic value on keeping the forest intact is a basic condition for success!  
 
Why is this important to the Netherlands? First and foremost, it is part of our climate policy. In many 
developing countries, deforestation is the largest source of greenhouse gas emissions. Worldwide, this 
sector together with other forms of land use is responsible for some 20% of total emissions. One of the 
underlying causes is commercial agriculture fueled by a growing international demand for commodities like 
palm oil, soya and beef. This brings us to our responsibility as consumers. Over the period 1990-2008, the 
EU was responsible for more than 35% of all deforestation through the import of crop and livestock 
products. Another cause is local deforestation, often poverty-driven, driven by slash-and-burn agriculture, 
artisanal wood production, wood energy and charcoal production, and mining activities. In DR Congo, this is 
even the biggest driver of deforestation. The reduction of poverty is of course at the core of development 
cooperation, but action to stop deforestation is particularly rewarding, as forest-dependent communities 
are crucial agents of change.  
 
What should the Netherlands do? With our development cooperation funding, we aim to preserve carbon-
rich forests by fighting illegal logging and promoting deforestation-free supply chains. Improving 
governance is a key aspect and therefore a priority in this connection. To reach our aims we apply a double 
focus: (1) on key players to keep the forest standing: smallholders, especially women; and (2) on doing 
what we are good at: spatial planning (in our small country) and stakeholder involvement (the ‘Dutch 
diamond’). 
 
How can we achieve this? Work both top-down and bottom-up. Top-down, with multilateral programmes 
working for example on improving policy and legislation and its enforcement. Bottom-up, by applying an 
integrated landscape approach in regions to solve concrete problems and find sustainable business models. 
Reducing deforestation is not simple and often we see tension arise. Therefore, we keep looking for 
innovative ways to obtain tangible results. I am convinced this Conference will help us find those ways.  
 
  



 7 

André van Heemstra, Director, Global Compact Network - Netherlands 
 
There is an African saying, that if you want to go quick, go 
alone, but if you want to go far, go together. As we see in 
the Congo Basin, extraordinary challenges and leading to 
a strong desire for collaboration across sectors. And 
collaboration is essential to achieve the 2030 agenda and 
the Sustainable Development Goals. We also talk about 
the elimination of poverty, hunger and inequality… 
 
Global Compact is an example of how collaboration can 
succeed, and have 80 local networks, and look for 
external partners with which to work with. Then we met 
CAFI [the Central African Forest Initiative]. Everyone 
knows the Amazon, but not everyone knows the Congo 
forest. Now we shall all learn more about them, and what 
we do – together. 
 
 
 
 

Congo Basin forests: Importance, trends and developments 
Verina Ingram, Wageningen University, and  
Henk Hoefsloot, Tropenbos International 
 
Basic facts of the region were introduced at the outset 
(see for example CAFI Facts and Figures, above). 
Population density is highly variable with areas very low 
and very high areas, and regarding the economic 
importance of the forests, woodfuel is the main use, then 
timber, commercial and artisanal. There are multiple 
social uses and values, ecosystems services, 
environmental, and provision of water, clean air, etc. 
 
Trends include increased rates of deforestation and land and forest degradation, but these are very 
different between different countries in the region and between different regions of the same country. 
Causes are primarily charcoal and clearing by smallholders, as well as from large commercial logging, with 
underlying causes being poverty, population growth (with an increase of 1.7 million people in the Central 
African region, annually), poor governance, the funding of conflicts… Impacts include biodiversity loss (e.g. 
60% loss in large mammals). There are positive sides, however, with an increasing rule of law, with >152 
protected areas will real growth in the past 20 years or so. International organizations are established, but 
still, enforcement is poor. There is also much conflicting land use, especially with the expansion of mining 
 
There is a trend in financial investments in the region, 
with a dip following the financial crash, but we now see 
an increase in investments from outside, and also from 
the (urban) ‘elites’. There are climate change trends, 
with increasingly hot days and nights. There are also 
positive trends in forest resource use, and regarding 
timber, there are now 25.6 million ha forest managed 
state-approved plans (2010), 17% of all forest 
concessions are under management certification 
schemes (2015), with 5.7 million hectares FSC certified 
in Gabon, Cameroon and Congo.  

Voices from the forest 
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But timber extraction rates are very low, of around 0.5 m3/ha, but with more than 100 timber species 
though only 13 or more are commonly harvested. Congo Basin countries are also only small players 
internationally, supplying only some 3% of the trade in global tropical Roundwood, but Congo Basin 
countries are active in EU legality verification agreements such as with the Brazzaville Declaration. 
 
New developments are making large differences and we can see the impacts where governments and their 
actions are less apparent. New roads across the regions are increasing access, and deforestation. Mining is 
expanding. But in contrast many governments are now undertaking national landscape plans, and this is a 
big step forward and many countries. Also, there is hope with the private sector, and landscape-level 
approaches, and developing certain value chains, especially timber, palm oil, cocoa, tea, even water? By 
certifying commodities, and through direct investments such as with PES and REDD, and new interests in 
investments in plantations, this may help to secure a more sustainable future, by bringing companies in, or 
back in, but in a responsible manner.  
 

 
 

 

Women and forest: impacts, roles, prospects and needs of rural people 
Cécile Ndjebet, African Women's Network for Community Management of Forests (REFACOF) 
 
REFACOF was created in May 2009 in Yaoundé, Cameroon, 
with members in 17 West and Central African countries and 
Madagascar. REFACOF is an advocacy platform focused on 
African women’s tenure rights in land and forest reforms, and 
our moto is: Securing Women’s Forest and Land Property 
Rights! Our mission is to promote women’s rights in Africa and 
advocate to shape policies and practices for gender equity in 
relation to land and forest tenure, with four strategic pillars. 
These are (1) capacity building, (2) tenure reforms, (3) 
advocacy, and (4) experience sharing between out 17 member 
countries. 
 
There are 60 million people living in our forests. But the Congo Basin as a whole – when we talk about 
water we are ten countries, but when we talk about the forest we are only eight – but still, the combined 
population of those eight (Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Gabon, Central Africa Republic, Congo, DR Congo 
and Rwanda) is 93 million people, with 59% rural. And the importance and impacts of forests on rural 
women’s livelihoods cannot be underestimated. Women are the primary users of the forest. The forest for 
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them, is their life. Rural populations in general and rural women in particular depend on forests and forest 
resources for their livelihoods, cultural practices and social values. Rural women have good knowledge of 
forest, forest resources and use, and are primary users of forest and other natural resources such as food, 
firewood, water, soil, fodder, medicine, agricultural activities. Women represent on average 60% of 
agricultural producers and around 70% of agricultural labour. And women control 80% of the collection, 
production and processing of non-timber forest production (NTFPs) and related activities. They are thus 
severely affected by the negative impacts of deforestation and forest degradation. 
 
A number of examples were presented of women’s groups and association in different countries in the 
region, and how they use the forest and benefit from it. It also shows the scale, and offered ideas on how 
easily – with adequate investment – production could be scaled up… For examples, one small group 
produced 15 tonnes of honey per year and made from this US$37,000. Another groups (MALEBI) of only 14 
women make 160 tonnes of charcoal per year leading to an income of US$30,000. 
 
Forest are REAL – capital for the rural people, as a source of wealth, food, for LIFE – and for women in 
particular. Women’s role moving from subsistence to business development with added value commercial 
products. And this will improve forest governance. So, how to support women’s role in forest 
management? Firstly, emphasize livelihood development for local people in general and women in 
particular. But women work mostly in the informal sector, which needs efforts to strengthen their technical 
and financial capacities, and to put in places laws and regulations that protect rights and access to 
resources. There are six clear entry points. These are (i) business development, (ii) empowerment, (iii) 
supporting equitable decision-making, (iv) rights ‘mapping’, (v) increasing credit and market access, and (vi) 
developing private sector partnerships. 
 
Business, invest in women. We are serious. We are careful. You can trust us. If you don’t invest in rural 
women, then the future of the Congo Basin forests will be chaotic. Women are successful and their success 
works and can be scaled up. But, if women’s rights are not secure, poverty will never be overcome and 
sustainable forestry will never we achieved… 
 
 

From illegal loggers to tax- paying forest 

managers - The Tropenbos experience in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo 
Alphonse Maindo, Tropenbos International – DR Congo 
 
Let me first put things into perspective. I live in 
Kisangani, in DRC’s Province Orientale. Neighbouring 
Tshopo province is six times the area of the 
Netherlands, and is home to five million people, mostly 
Bantu, some pygmies. And 87% of the province is still 
forested. There is some farming, but bush meat is the 
main source of animal protein.  
 
Drivers of deforestations are conflict, and that there is no coordination between sectors (e.g. mining, 
forestry, etc). However, one forestry concession (SAFBOIS) is turning to conservation for the carbon 
market. Also, to be considered, is that the volume of artisanal timber in DR Congo is estimated at 3.5 
million m3 per year, and in Tshopo, provides 3000 direct jobs, and indirectly, many more. The results? The 
export artisanal timber has been authorized, with legal status improved from one to five years for a fee of 
US$600. There are reduced abuses, and taxes are now paid increased, from 0.5% of all artisanal millers to 
20%, from a base of increasing legalization: from 0.5 to 40% artisanal loggers identified complying with 
regulations. 
 
Forests are crucial for local people, and governance of the supply is the main issues, but people will adapt. 
Oganize, don’t agonize – help to stop trafficking. Invest in the people – the 150 million lovely people. And 
help to keep youth and dynamic people in the region 
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Open floor Q&A 
 
Q. How can we ensure indigenous land rights?  
A. (Cecile) – we must work with traditional groups, and also at a higher level, nationally and regulatorily, 
and we must push for provisions for women and IP in all related laws so that they are taken into account 
Alphonse – one way is to mapping customary rights and put onto a cadastre – and must recognize 
traditional and indigenous property rights and that they are given title and that this is organized  
 
Q. Are we really talking about people, or just trees?  
A. (Cecile) – what do you CHOSE if you want to contribute to the sustainable future of CB forests and 
people – then you need to talk to women, to communities and move from rudimentary ways to business 
development – and get into community-based forestry managed. Come in, and you will realise that you can 
work with this diversity. We call for partnership to create wealth in the CB while protect the resources. 
 
Q. Where are political parties in all of this?  
A. (Alphonse) – Parties in the region are there for power and economic reasons and not for defending any 
particular ideology. They also tend to support certain ethnic groups… And they don’t play a fair role in 
managing the forest. Forests are not an issue for political leaders. They think that ‘forests ARE forever’, that 
you can cut and cut but there will always be more. So we make efforts to sensitize political leaders and 
parties, to tell them – “that if there is no more forest left, there will be no more political parties!” And we 
must all understand that we are dealing about humanity first! 
 
Q. What about the enabling environment for investment? What can we do to speed up the process 
towards good governance, as we have little time before 2030…?  
A. (Alphonse) – We have an issue of governance and conflict, overexploitation of natural resources, human 
rights violations – so we ask the Dutch, use your influence in the EU to stop trafficking of arms that fuel the 
undermining of governance – and lobby governments in the region as the EU is the main donor (e.g. 55% of 
aid supports our country), and support and promote civil society to help make governments accountable. 
A. (Cecile) – You have VPA-FLEGT, but can the government of the Netherlands help to strengthen this, and 
support and enforce implementation – and help us build capacities… So please push for implementation 
and help us with better governance to meet the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
Q. We hear much about women, but what about men?  
A. (Cecile) – We must work with men as partners. We had to work with parliamentarians and traditional 
chiefs as they have to understand that their laws were unfair not only to women but to men too. Don’t be 
worried! We have to work with men, and we do. 
 
Q. How do you see the future with illegal exploitation of natural resources in DRC?  
A. (Alphonse) – If there is no change in our behaviour and in our minds, the future of the Congo Basin is 
dark, as we are heading towards the wall… The major issue is the state – we need reform, or we need a 
revolution. The provinces are being governed with no sanction against those who take from our forest. We 
need to think about state change. Military vehicles are used to carry illegal timber – so what can you do? 
We must empower our civil society to voice the issues, and to monitor and advocate… We must organize, 
and not agonize… 
 

The Repatriation of the White Cube; at the 

Lusanga International Research Centre for Art and 

Economic Inequality (LIRCAEI) in DRC 
Renzo Martens, Institute for Human Activity 
 
I mostly speak in museums and art spaces – in white cubes. 
We have brought back a quintessential ‘white cube’ in what 
was formerly called Leverville, now Lusanga. White cubes 
take away the context, politically, etc., so are good for art.  
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See the Tate Modern for example – it is full of dissent, critiques, freedom… In contrast, look at plantations 
– where there is no dissent, and anything that goes against profit maximization must be wiped out. See 
the Lady Lever Gallery in Liverpool, paid for from slave labour in the DRC.Plantations have historically 
funded white cubes. Unilever labourers earnt $20-30/month in 2000-2012 when Unilever funded such 
white cubes in Europe. These people “work and shut up”, so we tried adding a ‘critical curriculum’ … We 
not only built this white cube in the former plantation, we helped to developed art forms. Artists created 
statues, we replicated them using 3D printers, but in chocolate. And with these chocolate statues – with 
added ideas and inspirations, we made $70,000 profit.  
 
Next – how to attract money/interest - Our International Institute for Art and Inequality is trying. But not 
simply to invite capital and investment – it needs more than that – as there is a need to use that money to 
change the dynamic. We have an order book for €2.3 million for artwork from plantation workers – and 
now, they use this money to buy back land from the old plantations that they can plant food and cash 
crops. Per hectare, if only workers can add ideas and diversity, we see small smallholders are much richer 
than plantations. Much better business is possible if people are allowed to think, and love. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
Leslie Ouarzazi, Central African Forest Initiative  
– “We must put land-use planning at the heart of the matter” 
This region is key to meeting the aims of the Paris Agreement. At CAFI, we share the concerns regarding 
governance, land tenure insecurity. And for solutions, we need to develop economic activities – but this will 
cause increasing conflicts with competing land uses. So, the International community must support these 
countries to follow sustainable development pathways. CAFI believes that forest preservation by holistic 
approaches and to coordinate and not by scattered projects to taking multiple drivers of deforestation, 
with land-use planning at the heart of making decisions at all levels. This needs to be elaborated, and we 
expect countries to push through land reform. Forest preservation in this region is not a mere 
environmental issue, but is a key development one which touches upon rural development, food security, 
the fight against poverty, etc. Of key importance is land use planning and the need to define a shared vision 
over land uses at different decision-making levels, and it is critical to engage with a broad range of partners. 
Governments must be in the driving seat as decisions over land use are under their prerogative, together 
with communities who live in these forests, and the private sector and technical and financial partners. A 
challenge is to coordinate and align efforts towards a shared vision, even more in fragile states given weak 
governments. And this is what CAFI strives for. An example is a letter of Intent signed with DRC in which the 

Panel Debate: What can we do? 
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government committed itself to more than 20 milestones, including reforms, policies and measures, and 
the establishment of multi-stakeholder governance structures to follow up on these commitments  
 
Hans Beeckman, Koninklijk Museum voor Midden Afrika, Tervuren 
– “We need sound use of forest resources, and it all starts with education and research”  
Management of the Congo Basin forests, aiming at a sustained production of goods and ecosystem 
services, needs to be scientifically underpinned. Research relates to defining limits between sound use and 
depletion of resources. Organic carbon or wood stocks should for this reason be a principal theme for 
scientific endeavour. Nevertheless, Central African research capacity is particularly weak or simply non-
existing. This implies that fundamental questions on age of trees, forest resilience, productivity of natural 
and planted forests and technological potential of forest products remain largely unanswered. Investments 
regarding education of scientists and technicians are direly needed, as well as strengthening local scientific 
facilities. Input from Central African researchers is particularly needed, especially to define the research 
priorities and avoid investments in trivial domains and ill-adapted facilities. This museum in a big palace 
near Brussels was paid for from rubber a hundred or more years ago…. We hear stories of villagers being 
forced to overexploit in old books that you should read. In some forest, you won’t find any of the fine 
timber trees there any more, such as the yellow, gold and dark timber trees. They forest looks intact, but it 
is poor… And there is regeneration-deficit. Congo Basin forests need to be used, and need to be conserved, 
as there is a risk of further depletion. The fine line between use and misuse must be answered by good 
science. And the choice of the topic is importance – but scientists are not good at making choices… 
 
Jaap van der Waarde, WWF the Netherlands 
 – “The Dutch need to lead by example” 
WWF is working actively in five Congo Basin countries. With protected areas, we have seen much success in 
the past 20 years, but also in the use of participatory approaches that make these parks work for people 
and just for biodiversity. Park gazettement has become a truly participatory process which is essential to 
obtain broad stakeholder acceptance. But many parks are in practice paper parks and climate change may 
even bring us in a situation with parks in the wrong places. We must support governments and 
organizations to better management – to invest in these parks – so I ask the Dutch government to offer 
more funding to support them. And trade – we are big investors, so we can help conserve this forest. 
Ecologically based land use planning is key. There are more than five million hectares of FSC certified forest 
in the Congo Basin – and I can tell you – the difference is BIG. We need to buy into that more. And you as 
an individual too, and ensure that our government buys only that. Also with oil palm, as the region imports 
half of what they use. The Unilever days are over – now we have RSPO, and we can hold these companies 
to account and ensure. We in Europe should only buy and invest in responsible production and adhere to 
the strictest standards, be it timber, palm oil, hydropower, finance etc., and banks and investors must 
show. Europe is still a major investor in Africa and we can reward responsible economic investments and 
decline illegal and harmful activities and products. The Dutch need to lead by example.  
 
Tullia Baldassarri, Interholco AG 
– “A landscape approach must embrace and integrate human society” 
Tropical Forests in the Congo Basin have long been and, still are, in the focus of the international public 
sector as well as civil society. In narratives about tropical forests, the North often loses sight of the people, 
leaving aside their livelihoods and social infrastructure, but also their hunger and poverty. From our 
experience in DRC, we have learned that communities are affected and that solutions must be developed at 
local levels. With the help of recognized experts, public authorities and local communities, we have 
succeeded in making our community work more robust. Responsible business fosters growth and change, 
and provides social infrastructure (e.g. schools, medical services, etc.) and livelihoods for millions of people. 
Solutions do not come from international debate or campaigns, but from hard work on the ground, 
involving local people equitably, along with public authorities, social and environmental NGOs. We need to 
work together constructively for the benefit of the local communities. Solutions are often engineered in 
silos and that needs to change. Working in the South means embracing diversity in priorities and solutions. 
To find solutions, we need to look at the wider landscape. And, we need to connect all those who are 
involved. It is critically important to stop looking at forests at the management unit level, only. Competing 
land-uses are the single biggest threat to natural forests in the Congo Basin. As one of the largest natural 
forest operations in the Congo Basin, we have learned to work with landscapes approaches – not only bio-
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geographical landscapes, but a highly dynamic array of closely linked social, ecological and economic 
landscapes. Various international actors are currently advocating the preservation of the last remaining 
intact forest landscapes worldwide. The solution is not simple and cannot be found within the forestry 
sector alone. In the real world, there are broad landscapes within which different interests, demands, 
objectives and targets compete. To succeed, we need to take a new 'landscape approach' – a landscape 
approach across the needs and expectations of human society, integrating all aspects of social, economic 
and environmental landscapes. In this we actively participate, shaping the future. 
 
Cécile Ndjebet, REFACOF 
- “Dutch minsters, I ask you to help implement the agreements signed by Congo Basin countries” 
Governments are committed to a series of agreements, but implementation is still lacking! These include 
VPA-FLEGT, the Paris Climate Agreement, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR, New York, 16 December 1966), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, New York, 18 December 1979), the Protocol to the African Charter 
on Human and Peoples' Rights on the Rights of Women (Maputo, July 2003), among others, … To private 
business enterprises, I say please come and invest in the Congo Basin space, you can make a lot of money! 
There is a huge potential. The forest sector is very diverse, rich and almost virgin. Key points I wish to make 
are: that women, local communities and small scale private enterprises are good partners to you, and come 
and invest in NTFPs, in community forests, and develop value chain exotic products for regional and 
international markets. And for those of you interested in wood-based products, we have community forest 
with production capacities of more than two million cubic metres of wood with more than 50 exploitable 
forest species. Invest in Community Forest group certification to offer sustainable high value products to 
European and other western markets. For those interested in NTFP, the spectrum is extremely large! Come 
and partner with women and develop everlasting viable joint venture. Unilever wanted huge amount of 
Allanblackia - invest in tree domestication and you will secure the products for life! 
 
Alphonse Maindo, Tropenbos DR Congo 
- “Organize, don’t agonize” 
Please, help to stop the trafficking of arms that fuels conflicts, to stop the trade in conflict minerals, to stop 
the trade in illegally harvested timber and other natural resources, and lobby for improved governance. 
Invest in human resources, the most important natural resource for biodiversity conservation. Human 
beings are an integral part of forests. Help to keep youth and educated people in the region and reduce 
emigration to Europe. Promote economic growth, reduce poverty by creating jobs. Help to secure forest 
people’s rights, as this is crucial for the conservation of our forests and biodiversity. The Congo Basin is a 
great opportunity and not at all a threat – come and invest in us, our 150 million lovely people. In the 
Congo Basin rests the future of our planet. You have to be there, and be involved. 
 
Questions and answers 
 
Q. What can you advise to new education institutions next to natural reserves re new curriculum?  
A. (Alphonse) – Yes, we need to develop curricula at all levels, even from primary school, to teach children 
how and why to conserve the forest, that you are part of the forest so you must take care of the forest.  
A. (Hans) – Forest are about people and not just trees. Also, more courses are needed in engineering – and 
this is neglected area in many related fields. We have lots of course on agroforestry and Fair Trade for 
example, but we need engineers too, and don’t have them… 
 
Q. Going for the highest standards for products in Europe – do you think voluntary standards are 
enough?  
A. (Jaap) – If they are pushed to go for mandatory standards, there is negotiation, and we end up with 
lower standards. So it is better to go for those leaders who volunteer and they will go for higher levels of 
standards and will (or can…) pull up the others. We need to make sure that our governments at least not 
only buy legal timber, but also buy only that of the highest sustainability standard. 
 
Q. We have $30M to invest. Who will help us? (Nicolas GROS) 
A. Renzo – Come and invest in the museum! 
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The book includes such quotes, as: 

 “Securing women’s rights is essential for forest 
preservation.” Cécile Ndjebet  

 “Good governance means true democracy in which 
leaders are accountable for what they do or don’t do.” 
Alphonse Maindo  

 “If alternative ways to efficiently produce more food 
per hectare are not found, forests will continue to shrink.” 
Emmanuel Ze Meka  

 ‘Sustainable management of forests will provide 
populations with many ecosystem services for their well-
being.’ Emmanuel Ze Meka  

 “It is time to recognize the value of the great and rich 
biodiversity in the Congo Basin forest as a real economic asset.” 
Chief Robinson,  

 
The book offers an inspiring overview of opportunities and solutions to preserve Congo Basin forests and 
their biodiversity. A mix of eyewitness reports, interviews and opinions of experts, most native to Central 
Africa, it is an eye-opener to everyone interested in knowing more about this exceptional and beautiful part 
of the world. There is also a French edition: Les forêts d’Afrique centrale pour toujours. For a preview of 
the book and to order copies, see: www.centralafricanforests.org 
 
 
 
 
All speakers and panellists emphasized the importance of Congo Basin forests, locally, nationally, regionally 
and globally. The importance of land tenure and land use planning was repeatedly highlighted, including 
the need to involve local people and not with top-down approach. Strengthening institutions and 
governance was seen as crucial, but it was acknowledged that this would not be easy. But there are good 
examples that could be followed, such as the FLEGT VPAs that have led to improved forest governance. We 
must also look harder for inclusive economic models – and for the private sector involvement, investment 
and commitment. And for better governance, the Dutch can help very much by influencing countries in 
their European region and the Central African region to comply. 
 
This conference has shown the keen interest of the Dutch government and private sector stakeholders in 
the Central Africa region. And key elements from today’s discussions can form the basis to constitute a plan 
of action, following recommendation, issues, principles and approaches we heard today. We heard recently 
at a high-level debate – “why forests, why now?”. Well, we want forests higher on policy agenda, and so 
want a ten-point plan... We should organize a high-level meeting in den Haag including key organizations 
and political parties. There we can present the findings from today’s conference, and contextualise it in the 
flow of current Dutch policy debate, and allow more reflection from all sides.  
 
 
  

Book launch – Central African Forests Forever, Meindert Brouwer 
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 15 

 
 
 
The following ‘conversation’ arose from an idea by Herman Savenije for a ‘pre-conference interview’ that could 
be used to attrract media attention. As it appears below, it was sent to (unspecified) Dutch journalists, 
appeared in the conference participants ‘pack’, and was posted online. 

 

What future for Congo Basin forests and people?  
 

A conversation…   

…with two experts from the region, who share their views and perspectives… 
 

Cécile Bibiane Ndjebet, Founder and President of the African Women's Network for Community Management of 
Forests (REFACOF), Edea, Littoral Province, Cameroon  
 

Alphonse Maindo, Programme Director of Tropenbos International DR Congo, Kisangani, Province Orientale, DR 
Congo 

 
 

Cécile and Alphonse, you have both been deeply and passionately involved in issues surrounding the forests 
and people of the Congo Basin all your lives. What inspired you get involved – and keeps you involved?  
 

 

Cecile: “I was born in the forest. I grew up in the forest. I know the 
forest” I saw from my earliest years how women’s needs were 
different – they experienced the forest differently. I then had a 
great opportunity, to study social forestry at Wageningen 
University in the Netherlands, and this gave me a great basis. Then 
I went to work in Cameron, and saw the same issues in the ministry 
as in the forest. Women face different challenges... In a conference 
in 2009, I talked to women from nine other African countries, from 
Burundi, from DR Congo… and heard them all talk about the same 
problems that I saw my mother face all across the region. I had the 
idea that we should come together to find common solutions, that 
we should act together to influence policy. Things must change, as 
women must have access to forests 

and forest resources that they need for their families. And in 2009, REFACOF was born. The region won’t 
succeed if women are excluded. Laws that are gender-neutral are blind to the real issues. 

 

Alphonse: In the early 1990s I graduated just as the government 
‘opened up’, with new NGOs becoming active in defending human 
and environmental rights. I would visit my grandparents farm and 
saw the issues and the impacts. But it was when I went to make a 
little business selling to artisanal miners and after a three-day trek 
through the forest, that I truly saw the destruction being wrought to 
forests and people… I saw how the exploitation of natural resources 
also destroys lives, and decided that I must work to save forests and 
lives. I saw with my own eyes the exploitation of our forests, and 
decided to dedicate my efforts to make a positive change, for human 
rights and the environment. In 2010, I started to work for Tropenbos, 
and here in Kisangani, primary forest is not far away, only 50 km in 
some places, and in two hours you can be lost in it.  

 
 

 
 
 

Annex 1. Interviews with Cécile Bibiane Ndjebet and Alphonse Maindo 
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Where are we today? What is the real situation you see from your work in the forest, what is being done 
about it, and what should be done?  
 

Alphonse: We are perhaps lucky here, thanks to political instability. This means we only have artisanal millers 
who make less impact on the forest compared to large concessionaires who can clear whole areas… This also 
gives opportunities to everyone, including poorly paid government employees who earn a little extra from 
harvesting a few trees here and there, NTFPs [non-timber forest products] or farming. But, when a tree falls 
it makes more noise than a forest growing. We made advances in achieving improved forest governance, but 
we are facing challenges we have never seen before, such as overseas investments looking to buy all the 
forest land - land grabbing is a reality. Local/national elites also take lands for speculation from local 
communities. The government has also decided to increase the conserved forests to 20% of the area of the 
country, and we were a good example of REDD readiness once – but as country we don’t have the means. 
 
Cecile: We see the same problems throughout the region. Women don’t have access to forests and forest 
resources that they need to improve livelihoods and combat climate change. At the institutional level, we 
need gender sensitivity and women-friendly laws. At the local level, we must work with private logging and 
mining companies and develop strategic plans that integrate the views of women’s organizations. And we 
must sensitize traditional leaders to the benefits of empowering women. We will only achieve our goals in 
the region if women are empowered! And we need collective action, and where we all bring in what is needed 
to ensure that women have access to forests and forest resources. We have many oil palm and rubber 
companies coming in. They meet ministers, sign a deal, with no indication that the land is already being used, 
already ‘belongs’ to people who depend upon it. Land grabbing is happening, a lot, our focal points in DR 
Congo, Cameroon and the Central African Republic tell us about this regularly. It is a reality. Foreign 
companies are everywhere in the villages. And we need social and gender analysis before we talk to 
governments, to show them the boundaries, and how to talk to communities. We are ready to partner” 
 
Alphonse: In DR Congo, foreign companies are having difficulties though, because civil society organizations 
are resisting. But land grabbing by our own ‘elites’ is ongoing, who are buying large areas especially around 
cities as speculation. The elites are taking the land, and it has become like the old feudal system in Europe, 
of peasants paying the ‘lord’ to work the land that was once his, anyway…” 
 

 
 
 
How would you rank the threats and the problems to forests and people in the Congo Basin? 
 
Alphonse: Mining in the worst threat in eastern DR Congo, both artisanal and industrial, for diamonds, gold, 
coltan, copper, cobalt…, both for forest destruction, pollution from the chemicals they use, and as a cause of 
conflict and human rights abuses. Slash and burn agriculture is a medium-level threat, along with logging, 
both artisanal and industrial. And forest destruction is further fuelled by increased demand for fuelwood, 
charcoal, timber and food, from urban development and migration, both internal and from other countries. 
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Cecile: If I talk to one hundred women, most would say that agriculture is the biggest threat to our forests, 
slash and burn farming, and industrial agriculture for new oil palm and rubber plantations. Energy is another 
threat, cutting trees for fuelwood and charcoal to sell in the cities, and to dry fish, which requires huge 
amounts of wood. And mining is a threat too – in the Central African Republic we hear stories how it destroys 
everything… There is also ‘animal conflict’, as wild animals from the forest destroy crops, and migration from 
conflict zones causing more conflict somewhere else, like over the borders from Cameroon to Chad and the 
Central African Republic. And petrol of course. Foreign companies keep calling it exploration but we know 
that it is exploitation – they are selling it, and destroying thousands of hectares of forest. 
 
We often hear the term ‘weak governance’ as a cause of problems in the region. But what does ‘weak 
governance’ actually mean, to you? 
 
Cecile: Weak governance means the failure of the state. Women feel completely abandoned. The State has 
given everything to foreigners, and they now have no control over anything. It is the ‘wild west’, yes. 
 

Alphonse: This is true not just for women - governments have abandoned everyone. In forested areas, the 
state has effectively disappeared. And when it does appear, it is there only to collect taxes and to silence 
people who raise their voice. And in this situation, corruption and ‘the big people’ take control. Young people 
look to politics as a career, as this way, as we all see, you can buy a house after only a few months ‘work’… 
 
 

Is there anything that you think the Dutch government could do to help the situation in the Congo Basin? 
 
Alphonse: In the Congo Basin rests the future of our planet. You have to be there, and be involved. There are 
many conflicts, overexploitation of natural resources, human rights violations, governance issues… The Dutch 
government can help by using its influence within the EU at the international level to help – to stop the 
trafficking of arms that fuels these conflicts, to stop the trade in conflict minerals, to stop the trade in illegally 
harvested timber and other natural resources, and lobby for improved governance. 
 

Cecile: Congo Basin countries have signed international agreements, and the Dutch government must ensure 
that they are respected and that the law is applied. It must support FLEGT and other opportunities. There is 
a huge potential in the region, and it is important to engage, but engage effectively. And that means including 
women and women’s organization in the dialogue, and other civil society organizations, and help to 
strengthen them so they speak louder, and clearer. 
 
 

There are many Dutch and Dutch-based companies who would surely be interested in the potential returns 
from investing in the Congo Basin. What would you say to them?  
 
Cecile: We want to build partnerships so that women can become real entrepreneurs. There is a huge 
potential, but we need training, equipment and markets. Let us build that bridge. We have many products 
from the forest, not just timber. We can help to harvest and process them. We are ready. And only six hours 
from Europe, we wait for you. 
 

Alphonse: Costs are low, but opportunities are enormous. And though infrastructure is not well developed, 
the first great resource we have is our people. Lots of international companies are already making money 
here, like Heineken, Vodaphone, Orange, Total, so why don’t you come and join them. We are millions of 
people known for our hospitality, and we welcome you. 
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Do you have a few final words? 
 
Cecile: We have a great opportunity in front of 
us – so now we must seize it. We want to build 
a relation with the Dutch people, and 
especially with Dutch women, to help us in our 
struggle. 
 

Alphonse: This is a great opportunity to renew 
our relationship based on trust and equality 
between partners, so we can go forward with 
confidence, and that everyone can win. We 
have resources, we have great people, and 
want to work with others.  

 
This transcript is written from notes taken during a two-hour conversation that happened over skype, on the morning 
of Tuesday 23rd May 2017, with Cécile Bibiane Ndjebet in Cameroon, Alphonse Maindo in DR Congo, Nick Pasiecznik in 
France, and Han van de Wiel in the Netherlands. The text has been verified by all involved. 
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2 Mapouka Achille Ministere en charge de 

l'Environnement et des Forets 
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amapouka@yahoo.fr 
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5 Tullia Baldassarri 

Höger von 

Högersthal 

Interholco  Tullia.Baldassarri@interholco.ch 
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15 René Boot Tropenbos International rene.boot@tropenbos.org 
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24 Meindert Brouwer Communication Consultant meindertbrouwer@planet.nl 

25 Sietse Brouwer 
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meindertbrouwer@planet.nl 
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Annex 2. Participant list - Central African Forest and People Conference 

 

 



 20 

34 Ineke de Groen www.degroendesign.nl  ineke@degroendesign.nl 
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77 Nico Leek PUM nicoleek@upcmail.nl 
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114 Saint-Jérome  Sitamon Maison de l'Enfant et de la Femme 

Pygmées (MEFP) 

sitamon_jerome@gmail.com 
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