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Fadzil Ghazali

THE adage goes like this: you can't see thetrees for the forest. This
sayi ng, which may be ol der than sone trees, seens to fall on deaf ears of
certain quarters who claimto be chanpions of this natural resource.

Sonme non- gover nment al organi sati ons (NG3s) fromdevel oped nati ons are
over-reacting in the supervision and nonitoring of other people's
backyards. Their puni shnent of those who do not conply with their
standards of forest preservation can | ead to nore harmthan good.

Boycotting tinmber products, which they have unil aterally deci ded as
bei ng fromunsustai nable forests, is the in-thing for them And of the
various types of tinmber, the tropical variety has been singled out the
nost .

The situation was reported as quite serious in the European Union (EU)
where the nmunicipalitiesignoretheir respective governments' deci sions,
and uni | ateral | y canpai gn agai nst tropical tinber-based products

Many EU countries are menbers of the International Tropical Tinmber
Organisation (Itto). As signatories of the International Tropical Tinber
Agreenent, they have all agreed on the year 2000 as the date for
sustainability in forest managenent.

Unfortunately, this decision has not received whol esone support fromthe
muni ci palities. They insist oncertification or |abelling of the tinber-
based products, which Itto has deci ded should only be carried out after
the year 2000

To the NGCs, giving the devel oping countries a hard tine in selling
their tinber-based products is a neans of encouragi ng these nations to
followtheir standards of sustainable forest managenent.

Per haps the NGOs do not realise that there is always a possibility that
a country, facing difficulties in obtaining revenue fromforests as a
result of this pressure, will inthe end sinply clear the forest and pl ant
ot her agricultural crops.

Restrictions or boycotts of tropical tinber does not only nmake these
forests worthless as a source of income but also fails to reduce
def orestation in devel opi ng countri es.

At the 1998 International Tinber Conference, Prine M nister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad hit the right button in his openi ng speech with regard
to the reduction in the felling of trees and forest destruction.

He said the best way to reduce the felling of trees and destruction of
forests is to ensure that every tree felled yields maxi mumreturns. "The
worst thing to do, if we want to minimse tinber extraction, is to
i mpoveri sh tinber-produci ng countries."

Maxi mi sing the returns of every tree felled can be achi eved by
i ncreasing the price of tinber, by reducing the costs of extraction, and
by addi ng maxi numval ue bef ore exporti ng.

If all this is done, then countries, which depend on tinber for their
economri ¢ devel opnment, need not extract tinber in an unsustai nabl e way.

As for devel oped countries, which at present are nore inclined towards
restricting tropical tinber-based products, they can assune a nore
positive rol e agai nst deforestati on by providi ng greater narket access.

This will subsequently put the producer countries in a better position
t o undert ake sust ai nabl e managenent of their forests.

The gl obal trade in forest products is estimated at US$114 billion (US$1
= RM4) and continues to increase in vol une.



However, devel oped countries donminate this tinmber trade, accounting for
about 80 per cent of it. The devel opi ng countries have entered this field
but their share of the trade is still snall.

Contrary to some NGOs' beliefs, the sustainabl e managenent of forests
and the utilisation of tinber products constitute fundamental conponents
of the overall socio-econonic devel opnent of many ti nber - produci ng
countri es.

It has been estinated that the total world forest cover in 1995,
conpri sing natural and planted forests was 3.4 billion ha w th 50 per cent
of this locatedin devel oping countries and conpri sing mainly tropical
forest.

The tropi cal forest cover has unfortunately declined from1.79 billion
hain 1990 to 1.73 billion hain 1995 as countries with tropical forests
have recently been utilising these resources to gain revenue as they are
| argely poverty-stricken.

The United Nati ons Conference on Environnent and Devel opnment, or Earth
Summit, in 1992 highlighted the critical role of forests in environnental
conservation and sust ai nabl e econoni ¢ devel oprent .

Thi s recognition was al so reflected in international conventions such as
the International Convention on Biological Diversity, the International
Convention to Conbat Desertification and the Framework Convention on
A obal dimate Change.

For sustainabl e forest managenment, countries will have to forego
potential weal th and pl ough back consi derabl e resources into the forestry
sector. It is thus only | ogical that poor countries cannot be expected to
do this unassi st ed.

Furthernore, if devel oping countries are to be entrusted wi th providing
a carbon sink for the world, including the rich countries, it is only
right that there should be cost-sharing between themand t he weal t hy
nations.
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