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INTRODUCTION

The three countries of "Equatorial Africa’ that this study addresses -
Gabon, the Congo and the Central African Republic - are at a turning
point in their history. After three decades of ’independence’,
dominated by single party politics, they are all three now uneasily
engaged in political liberalisation. Political parties have sprung up in
great profusion, non-governmental organisation are proliferating and
critical social and economic questions that have been unasked and even
unaskable for decades are once again the subject of intense and earnest
debate.

The forests and the peoples who still rely on them for their daily
needs are, however, not prominent among the new issues being
discussed. Despite the fact that these countries’ economies are heavily
dependent on the exploitation of natural resources - renewable and
non-renewable - the countries’ massive foreign debts, worsening
balance of payments and chaotic internal financial affairs are all the
focus of attention; a fact made even less surprising given that these
countries are among the most urbanised in Africa.

This study looks in particular at the situation of the rural
communities of these countries and the tropical forests that provide the
basis for their livelihoods. It shows how the traditional social and
political institutions of the forest dwelling peoples - Bantu and
'pygmy’ alike - were markedly transformed by the slave trade, the
colonial era and by the subsequent interventions of commercial
interests and the new African states.

Historically weakened by outside interventions and still marginal
to government priorities and policy making, rural communities are
today on the point of collapse. Yet, on the other hand, the states which
have taken over control of their lands and forests are hopelessly
ineffective and corrupt, being little more than patronage networks for
the enrichment of the indigenous elite and outside commercial
interests.

The result is that the forests of Equatorial Africa are virtually
defenceless, having been denuded of any effective institutional
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security, either local or governmental. If these countries are not
suffering the startling rates of deforestation that have all but destroyed
the forests of West Africa it is only because they have not yet
experienced the same pressure from migrants. However, as logging
intensifies - and with it the road networks - and as the rural poor spill
over the frontiers from neighbouring countries, as they surely will due
to the collapse of rural economies and population increase, these cross-
border flows of impoverished rural migrants will be all but impossible
to restrain. If the West African experience is not to be repeated,
urgent measures are needed now to reassert effective controls over the
forests and over forest-based enterprises. This implies a revalidation
and reassertion of community control of forests at the same time as the
withdrawal of political protection from unscrupulous dealers in
bushmeat and timber, implying a radical transformation of the political
economies of these countries.



ORIGINS

The "Equatorial Africa’ of this study, comprised of Gabon, the Congo
and the Central African Republic, retains some 47 million hectares of
closed tropical forests, which combined with those of Angola,
Cameroon, Zaire and Equatorial Guinea make up the second largest
area of closed tropical forests in the world after Amazonia.! See Table
L.

Table 1:
Estimated areas of closed tropical forests in Central Africa
(millions of hectares)

Equatorial Africa

Gabon 20.5
Congo 21.3
Central Africa Republic 5.2
Sub total 47.0
Cameroon 15.5
Equatorial Guinea 1.7
Zaire 119.0
Angola 2.9
Total 186.1

Source: Sayer et al 1992

The Congo Basin is home to several hundred related peoples,
numbering some 12 millions’, most of them linguistically closely
related and referred to in the anthropological literature as the "Western
Bantu’ as well as some 300,000 so-called ’pygmies’ and similar
groups.” Today, in Equatorial Africa, the number of people inhabiting
the forest areas, mainly through self-provisioning economies based on
shifting cultivation, treecropping, hunting and fishing, number some

3



2 million, owing to the very high proportion of the population in these
three countries living in cities. See Figure 1.

Equatorial Africa is presently suffering a very low rate of
deforestation ranging between some 0.3% - 0.5% per annum which
corresponds to the area’s very low population density. Despite these
low rates of forest loss, there is massive and widespread degradation
of forests due to overhunting for the trade in bushmeat and other
animal products and due to poorly controlled and wasteful logging.
Mining and a general neglect of rural economies compound these
problems.

THE FORESTS

Some 18,000 years ago during the last major dry spell in Africa’s
prehistory, contemporaneous with the Wurm II glaciation of northern
Europe, the forests of Equatorial Africa were probably reduced to one
or two isolated forest "refuges’ covering a very small proportion of the
region, the rest being covered by extensive savannahs.* The forests
then spread once more until some 5000 years ago the tropical belt was
at its wettest and forest cover was even greater than today. Since then,
there appears to have been a progressive and very gradual drying of
the region placing the forests under stress. Most of the dry ground
forests of Equatorial Africa today ’occur under rainfall regimes which
are marginal for this type of vegetation and as a consequence they are
more vulnerable to disturbance and small changes in climate than those
of other regions’.® As a consequence the forests are gradually
retreating .®

Floristically these forests are some of the most diverse in Africa
and they still contain an abundance of wildlife making them a prime
focus for the concerns of conservationists, with their notable fauna
including forest elephants, lowland gorillas, various kinds of
chimpanzees, forest antelopes, a very diverse avifauna etc.’” See Figure
2
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THE PEOPLES

Archaeological investigations in Equatorial Africa are in their infancy.
They show human occupation of the area by hunters and gatherers
using simple stone tool kits from at least 70,000 BP® but it remains an
open question whether these peoples are in any way related to the so-
called ’pygmy’ peoples who are the descendants of the earliest
surviving inhabitants of the region.

Jan Vansina’s careful reconstructions of "Western Bantu’ migrations
into the region from their origin near the present Nigerian-
Cameroonian border suggest that they began their penetration of the
region, based on a well-developed agricultural economy of yams and
oil palms, some 5,000 years ago. According to his reconstructions, the
first wave of Bantu settlers had reached as far south and east as the
Congo river by 3,000 BP and had spread across to Africa’s great
Central Lakes by 2,000 BP.

The later introduction of iron working (from around 2500 BP)® and
bananas and other elements of the Malayo-Polynesian root crop
complex (from around 1000 BP) led to a much more intensive use of
the land and forests: with fishing, hunting and gathering declining in
importance relative to farming and, later, trade.'

Vansina has emphasised the traditions of equality in Bantu society
of these early times. The social organisation, he argues, reflected a
decentralised settlement pattern in which certain households, and
within them individuals, led as much due to personal esteem as the
assertion of any real authority or power. Settlements were fluid and
mobile and local leaders were accountable to the rest of the village, or
at least to other males or elders.

In a similar vein, Robert Harms’s detailed studies of the middle
Congo villages of the mid-19th century emphasise the deep rooted
unease within Western Bantu cosmology towards the accretion of
power. He has characterised Western Bantu cosmology as being a
‘zero sum game’ in which an increase in spiritual power or social
esteem or material wealth implied a proportional decrease in the other
two and in which one individual’s gain was seen as always bringing
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a corresponding loss to the wider social group.'' Such beliefs were

expressed, on the one hand, in strong pressures to share and
redistribute wealth and other resources and, on the other, through
*witcheraft’ accusations which were the main expression of unresolved
tensions and jealousies. According to such analyses fear of *witchcraft’
was a great equaliser: a sanction against personal greed and
aggrandizement. As Vansina puts it ’witchcraft was an ideology of
equality and cooperation’.*?

The new technology of iron and the cultivation of bananas, coupled
with natural increase, helped stimulate population growth such that by
the end of the first millennium, according to Vansina, the population
stood at some 4 people per km®.”* The result was the emergence of
new traditions of hierarchy which overlay uncomfortably, and exist
today in dynamic tension with, earlier egalitarian traditions. According
to Vansina’s interpretation, warfare and competition for land and later
slaves led to the emergence of much larger and more centralised
villages, stockaded settlements, elaborate weaponry etc.

These new forms of political hierarchy were expressed through new
forms of symbolism involving solitary predators. Leopards, fish eagles
and pythons represented the authority of leaders, and, according to
new customs, the ’spoils of the leopard’ - a kind of symbolic tribute
whereby the remains of killed leopards were entrusted to one’s
superiors - were now sent up the hierarchy not just to village chiefs as
in the past but to regional warleaders and later even ’kings’.

It is possible to see this same tension, between the ideals of
egalitarian respect and subordination, in the ambiguous notions held
by the Bantu of so-called pygmies, on the one hand revered in myth
as the source of much knowledge and wisdom about forest dwelling
and on the other despised as primitive and inferior beings.

These new hierarchies in Equatorial Africa were to be exaggerated
by future trade patterns and by colonial interventions to the point
where the submergence of the egalitarian traditions can be seen as a
major problem in the Western Bantu area today. Almost all outside
pressures since contact have exaggerated the tendency to hierarchy and
reduced the accountability of leaders to their fellow citizens.
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CONQUEST AND CONCESSIONS

THE SLAVE TRADE

The most tragic and obvious example of how contact with the *west’
brought out the hierarchical and arbitrary aspects of leadership in
Bantu societies was the slave trade, which cost the lives of several
millions of Africans and led to the transport overseas of millions
more.

The trade in slaves on the coasts of Equatorial Africa commenced
with the Portuguese in about 1580 but only became vigorous after
about 1640. The peak of the slave trade was the mid-18th century and
was already in decline by the time the British decided to end the trade
by force.*

From the point of the trade’s impact on the future political
economy of the region, the key feature to appreciate is that the
European slavers themselves never went far inland from their trading
factories and were almost never actually engaged in the business of
raiding for slaves. On the contrary, slaving was carried out by
Africans and implied the transformation of old types of bondage and
servile working conditions into pure slavery as well as the massive
intensification of raiding and war.

Slaving always implied a two-way transaction, albeit on very
unequal terms, whereby Africans were exchanged for western goods:
industrial cloth, metal goods, beads, and - essential for the
perpetuation of the trade - guns, shot and gunpowder.

Slaves were traded throughout the Congo basin resulting in the
distribution of western trade goods right across the continent, reaching
at least 1,700 kilometres upstream from the mouth of the Congo, north
and south into the savannahs of the Central African Republic (CAR)
and Angola and east into the East African slave trading network
dominated by the Arabs."

Slaving had a profound impact not just on the groups which lost
members to slavery but also to those engaged in the trade. Robert
Harms’ studies'® have shown how, in order to gain control of the
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trading network, dispersed and differentiated social groups merged
their numbers and identities to increase their force. Internally the
groups were dominated by ’trading firms’ often made up of a chief
and his sons. The increasing importance of heritable wealth, capital
accumulation and the corresponding need to resist redistributional
customs led many traditionally matrilineal societies of the middle
Congo to become increasingly patrilineal. Trading firms avoided the
redistributional demands of traditional society and swelled their
numerical force by recruiting numbers as slaves, both as labour, as
wives (without matrilineal rights of inheritance) and to produce pliable
heirs.

Ivory from elephants gradually emerged side by side with slaves as
a trade good of importance and by the mid-19th century had mostly
replaced slaves as the main export from the Congo basin. Yet this only
perpetuated the domination of the political economy in the forests by
the trading chiefs.

As Robert Harms has noted:

The ivory trade like the slave trade was essentially an
extractive type of enterprise: it neither stimulated the growth
of subsidiary industries nor encouraged greater productivity on
the part of the common people. Certain classes of Africans
gained short-term benefits from the sale of tusks, but because
elephants could be killed at a much faster rate than tusks
could be grown, it was only a matter of time before this
resource became scarce. It did not provide a foundation for
long-term prosperity or a basis for self-sustaining economic
growth.”"

THE COLONIAL ERA

The end of the 19th century witnessed an unseemly scramble by the
European powers for control of the African continent, in which
competition for control of trade in the Congo basin played a
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determining part.'”® As the rise of European industrial powers on the
continent began to threaten British supremacy in international trade,
efforts to protect sources of cheap raw materials and captive markets
increasingly challenged the free market ideology, that had prevailed in
the early 19th century, and it was thrown over in favour of an
imperial strategy.

The protectionist intent of the colonials was no secret. As one
delegate noted, to the French Association of Industry and Agriculture
in March 1899, the colonials’ aim must be:

‘to  discourage in advance any signs of industrial
developmentin our colonies, to oblige our overseas possessions
to look exclusively to the mother country for manufactured
products and to fulfil, by force if necessary, their natural
Junction, that of a market reserved by right to the mother
country’s industry’

Equatorial Africa, later to be called French Equatorial Africa
(AEF), fell under the control of the French. Portuguese, Dutch and,
especially, British factories active along Gabon’s rivers® were
compensated (some quite handsomely) and asked to leave. However,
unable and unwilling to directly administer the vast area, the French
government allocated most of the region to some 40 companies, who
without any kind of consultation with the local people thereby gained
control over 80% of the entire territory of 700,000 square
kilometres.” Some concessions were huge, the area controlled by the
Compagnie Frangaise du Haut Congo encompassing 3.6 million
hectares, for example.”

Within these vast concessions the companies had almost sovereign
control of their huge tracts of forest, including the right to their own
police force and to develop their own laws. The express aim of the
concessionaires was to extract the wealth of the areas’ natural
resources - chiefly wild rubber, ivory, and later coffee, cocoa, palm
oil - as cheaply and as fast as possible. Other motives there were also:
as Austen and Headrick note ’the basic motive for taking up

11



concessions was often stock-market speculation in Europe rather than
entrepreneurship in Africa.”*

Locally too the process was open to considerable abuse as the
concessionaires were subject to very little scrutiny - slavery, violence,
killing and inhuman punishment were widely documented and later
caused a public scandal.” Yet even after the worst abuses were
checked, the benefits to the local economy were minimal.

As Charles Noufflard, then Secretary General for the Colonies
noted in 1907:

*Given the way commerce is presently carried out in Gabon,
one cannot say that it contributes to the wealth of the colony,
This type of trade, based on the collection of forest produce is
more similar to a mining venture which uncovers the natural
riches and then drags them off .*

Although the concessions were initially granted for a 30 year term,
many of the companies that gained the concessions in the 1880s are
still active today or they have directly passed on their rights to other
foreign enterprises - a remarkable continuity of interest, reflecting also
the political continuity between the colonial and post-colonial eras.”

12



THE ADMINISTRATIVE YOKE

The story of the concession system is relatively well known and
therefore not expanded on here. Less well appreciated is the extent to
which the French colonial authorities intervened by force in the daily
lives of the local peoples to facilitate their exploitation. For, it soon
became apparent to the French colonial State that a permanent French
government presence was necessary to ensure effective management
of the new territories. It is clear too from the colonial sources that the
local communities bitterly resented the takeover of their lands and
lives.

That the local people resented taxation was half of its purpose, its
symbolic value of yoking the African to the colonial state being at
least as important as the revenue gained. As one colonial report noted
in 1911:

"The payment of the head tax is to the indigenous mind
testimony of submission; this general perception thus gives it
considerable political importance; it should be the logical
outcome of methodical occupation’ *®

Resistance was widespread. In fact the whole of the interior of the
AEF had to be brought under French control by a process of conquest,
as the villages flared up in reaction to the demands on them to yield
labour and forest products to the concessionaires and then taxation to
the French administrators. The result was a protracted, 50 year long
piecemeal war,

As Roland Pourtier notes:

"Paying tax signified the end of freedom for people who had
never rendered tribute of any kind. The brutality with which it
was exacted, added to all the excesses committed by the
concessionaires, was fire to the powder’ *

The African uprisings were brutally put down, but it was a lengthy
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process. As one administrator noted ’all the interior had to be
conquered, valley by valley, village by village’, while they
encountered ’stubborn and unexpected resistance’.® Bit by bit the
French had to increase their military presence. Militias were
established in 1887 who carried out limited but violent police actions
to extract tax. These being inadequate for the task, they were
reinforced by Senegalese ’tirailleurs’ in 1902 whose practice was to
torch villages and forced the destitute villagers to relocate near to
tracks and roads. In 1906 a territorial army was established and by
1909 a Programme of Occupation was decided on. By the 1930s, when
the last areas of resistance were being brought under control in what
is now the west of the Central African Republic, the French were
using planes to spot villages hiding out in the forests before sending
in the army to bring them in.*

Since the main problem for colonials at this time was not so much
gaining control of land as the shortage of labour, the aim of the fiscal
and military interventions was to enforce the corvee, and, through
various levies and taxes in both produce and money, to oblige the
African to involve themselves in the cash economy, which meant,
essentially, work for the concessionaires.

The destruction of the traditional self-provisioning economy fitted
well with this logic and for this reason, as was the case with one order
given to troops in 1914, the soldiers were commanded to ’destroy
pitilessly all the plantations and buildings possible’. The taking of
hostages including women and children, pillage, arbitrary
imprisonment, executions and massacres, the torching of settlements
and the sacking of whole communities down to the last item, were
commonplace practices - with one patrol returning to base to report
taking 44 machetes, 15 combs, 15 cauldrons and cooking pots, 7
baskets of rubber and one dog’.*

It is important to understand that these were not arbitrary excesses
committed by over-zealous soldiers. ’Man hunts’, to extract corvee
labour for concessions, plantations, road-building, portage and later
the Congo-Ocean railroad, were fundamental to the colonial
economy.” The railroad itself, built to compete with the Belgian
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railway on other side of the river Congo, employed over 80,000
people under terrible conditions. In all it is estimated that some 20,000
Africans died in its construction™, with a 45% mortality in the labour
force being recorded in the worst year.>

Campaigns to reduce resistant populations were expressly carried
out in support of the concessionaires who were having trouble with
indigenous participation. Thus from 1917 the colonial army undertook
a brutal campaign in the upper Congo to ensure that the local people
worked for the Compagnie Frangaise du Haut Congo. A detailed study
in the area carried out for the World Conservation Union concluded:

"The result was catastrophic and the psychological effect on
the population was profoundly negative and still persist to this
day. Villages emptied, the villagers fled to the hunting and
fishing camps out of reach of the ’'works’ and military
recruitment. This massive exodus into the bush on the present
Gabon-Congo border, between 1917-1920 is called by

tradition the "rubber war" >

Similar atrocities occurred in the rubber regions of Ubangi (present
CAR) a little further north, where in the years before 1914, villagers
unable to flee were tied together, and brought naked to the forests to
tap the rubber vines. They lived in the open and ate what they could
find. A French missionary who witnessed the scene wrote: 'The
population was reduced to the darkest misery ... never had they lived
through such times, not even in the worst days of the Arab [slaving]
invasions.’”
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’REGROUPEMENT DES VILLAGES’

*The nomadic condition which is the antithesis of civilization
occurs all along the rivers, whereas we must apply all our
efforts to force the indigenous people to settle down in a
permanent manner around the commercial centres’
(Commandant Gabon Masson, 1883)*

A central plank in the French administrative policy was the
resettlement of the dispersed and mobile African communities in
larger, permanent villages on roads and portage trails and along rivers.
As one colonial official put it:

"No serious programme can be effectively carried out in this
country without first getting the local people to concentrate in
large villages™

Thus, one of the main purposes of conquest was to effect this
villagisation by force and to bring the local people under the control
of the administration so that they could be obliged to render up their
tax and labour and also to ensure they were under surveillance to
prevent further rebellions. All this, it was claimed in line with the
thinking of the times, was to benefit the local people making it easier
for the administration to provide health care, education and other
services. However, these benefits were long in coming but the onerous
exactions of the colonial state were imposed immediately.

The policy of "regroupement’ was applied throughout the AEF and
took place over many decades, though often subject to policy shifts
and reversals due to spontaneous migrations by the reluctant Africans
back to their ancestral territories. The policy continued right up to
independence and in Gabon and in the Congo was pursued into the
1970s, with just the same rationale. See Figure 3.

The ’regroupement’ policy had devastating effects on the local
peoples. In the early days, resettlement was carried out without the
minimum of consideration being given to customary land rights,
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resulting in conflicts over land between different groups.” Besides
upsetting local systems of land ownership and control and overturning
traditional institutions, the concentration of population also led to
declining standards of nutrition and exposed the road-side groups to
epidemics of diseases.*’ Most devastating in this regard was a serious
increase in sleeping sickness which swept right through the region in
the first half of the 20th century causing a massive population
decline.*

The consequences of these kinds of interventions were devastating
for the local people, as one missionary reported to Andre Gide:

"For the past year, the situation has been getting more and
more difficult. The Mangas are worn out, and have no longer
the ability or the will to do anything. They prefer anything,
even death, to portage... Dispersion of the tribes has been
going on for more than a year. Villages are breaking up,
families are scattering, everyone abandons his tribes, village,
family and plot to live in the bush like a wild animals to
escape being recruited. No more cultivation, no more food...
Famine occurs and these last few months the Mangas have
been dying by the hundreds of hunger and misery’.**

Reviewing the colonial experience in the Upper Congo, the World
Conservation Union team concluded:

"The process of colonisation consisted of nothing more... than
the systematic sacking of the region with complete scorn for
the inhabitants and their socio-cultural identity’*

A terrible but important irony is that the administration’s scorn for
traditional ways of life has endured well into the era of independence.
As a regional 'prefet’ noted in independent Gabon in 1963:

*We have had enough of these isolated hamlets, which, being
so numerous and of eccentric location, lost in the vastness of

18



the Gabonese forest, have never allowed the Gabonese
government to have control of their populations or permanent
contact with them and have thereby prevented an improvement
of their standard of living’ .

Convinced that *no family head can cut himself off from the duty
to modernise’, the post-colonial government continued to force villages
to resettle, as in the past tearing them away from their crops and
plantations without any compensation, over-turning residence patterns
that reflected local social and political realities and throwing, at least
temporarily, into disarray the traditional systems for allocating rights
to land. Indeed in some respects the ‘regroupement’ programmes
under the independent administration were more onerous than in the
past. Houses in the new settlements had to be laid out in regular rows
with defined sizes of houseplots and pathways.*® The programme
continued into the 1970s and police force was used when the locals
resisted. Consequently between 1955 and 1975 the actual number of
villages in Gabon halved.

The disruption of people’s residence patterns, leadership systems
and ties with the land was to have serious long-term consequences. As
the oil economies boomed on the coast in the 1960s and 1970s, the
rural exodus turned to a flood. For people who had already been
deracinated, the move to the city was only one more of many
relocations.

THE INDIGENOUS ELITE

The reason for the striking continuity between the colonial and
independence policies lay in the acculturation of the African elite, who
by the time of independence had absorbed French culture, French
values, French education and French tastes to the point where
indigenous traditions were treated by them with scorn.¥

The process began before the colonies were formally annexed.
Already by the mid-19th century the coastal peoples were enmeshed
in European trading relationships according to European values.
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As James Barnes noted:

‘status was increasingly measured in European terms, that is,
in money or in commodities used in commercial transactions.
The traditional practice of bartering gave way to a cash nexus
that altered, perhaps irreversibly, traditional methods of
assessing and determining value’ *®

Once the territory was annexed the process of assimilation became
a more conscious policy®, as crucial a part of the colonial strategy for
gaining control of the local populations as the crushing of indigenous
resistance by force of arms, the obligatory ’regroupement des villages’
and the extraction of indigenous surplus in the form of forced labour,
corvee, taxation and levies.

From the early 20th century the French authorities discriminated
between the local Africans and their colonial masters., While the latter
were ruled by French law, the former were subject to the ’indigenar’.
This legally constituted process of discrimination assigned an inferior
legal status to the local people and allowed the French administrators
considerable latitude to administer justice as severely as they saw fit.
As Barnes notes ’'persons under the ’indigenat’ were subject to
penalties and taxation without the legal protection afforded citizens’.

However, notably exempt from this discrimination was the small
frenchified indigenous elite whose members were considered to be
‘evolués’ and, thus, accorded the status of citizens. In Gabon as
elsewhere, this created a local ’elite attuned to the French presence
and subservient to its interests’.*

The process of cooptation of the indigenous leadership extended
right down to the community level, as the civilian administration
imposed a hierarchy of *chefs du canton’ and ’chefs du village’ chosen
to act as intermediaries between the villagers and the administration.
Dependent on the colonial authorities for their positions and often
resented and even, behind their backs, ridiculed by the villagers
themselves, these leaders often became ready tools in the colonials’
hands and assisted with the unjust exploitation in the concessions.”
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Moreover, owing to the success of the colonial French *mission
civilatrice’, which placed much more emphasis on the education of its
subjects as part of a conscious policy of assimilation, there was little
conflict between the educated ’evolués’ and traditional chiefs. As
Austen and Headrick note:

"Chiefs and their families were often in the forefront of those
acquiring Western education, thus reinforcing their position.
The French even encouraged chiefs to send their children to
school and occasionally built special institutions for them.’>

Advancement in the colonial area was thus measured in terms of
the degree to which individuals or groups had acquired a western
outlook and French culture. Many Africans, overawed by the technical
superiority, economic power and cultural arrogance of the colonials,
adopted French values wholesale. Favoured ethnic groups emerged,
considered to be more ’evolved’ and less 'backward’, and groups
which had been middle-men in the pre-colonial trade now became an
important base of support for the administration.

It is a structure and a practice which persists to this day. Leaders,
chiefs and favoured ethnic groups continue to feel that they owe their
primary allegiance to the urban elites and to the administration and not
the villagers or the remoter, more traditional rural communities.

At the local level, as among the urban elite, these interventions
were socially and culturally destructive. As the World Conservation
Union team concluded from their study in the Upper Congo:

"The colonial system of exploitation, pushed by powerful
political and economic imperatives, developed in complete
contradiction to the local social, economic and cultural context
- the traditional patterns of social life were replaced, without
any kind of compensation, by a western-type hierarchical
system not adapted to the local mentality and therefore
inefficient, socio-economically speaking because of complete
mutual incomprehension’.>

21



’DEVOURERS OF MEN’:
THE LOGGING BOOM

The trade in non-timber forest products, which had replaced the slave
trade and on which the expectations of the concessionaires for ready
profits had been based, dwindled during the early 20th century. In the
interior, the trade was gradually supplemented with plantation and cash
crops - cotton and peanuts in the drier zones; cocoa, coffee and oil
palms in the wetter, forested areas. Concessionary companies
operating in the hinterland received considerable French development
assistance funds in the post-war era, through the FIDES programme,
aimed at boosting agricultural production by modern methods.*® Even
into the 1960s, after independence, plantations established in the
concessions, such as that of the Compagnie Francaise du Haut Congo,
received substantial grants from the European Development Fund.

On the coast however, the trade in non-timber forest products was
more rapidly replaced by a trade in timber itself. As in Brazil in the
early 17th century®, the initial interest in timber was to extract red
dyes for use in Europe. Later a small but important trade began in
ebony.*®

The famous ’okoume’ (Acoumea klaineana) started being used for
cigar boxes in 1882, but it was its excellent qualities in plywood that
led to it becoming a market leader.” Restricted to the western forests
of Gabon and the Congo, it formed and still forms the basis for a
logging bonanza and became the foundation for the political economy
of the AEF - until theparty’s 1960s the one species represented 95%
of Gabon’s timber trade.® Trade in *okoume’ created fortunes for the
wealthy foreign loggers and the tree was incorporated into the national
coat of arms in Gabon at independence. Champagne became known on
these coasts as 'jus de okoume’ and Gabon, now wealthy from oil, still
boasts one of the highest rates of champagne consumption in the
world.*

In the early years, the extraction of the timber had to be done by
axe and handsaw, the great logs being then manhandled to the rivers
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and creeks and so floated out to the waiting trading ships. The process
was very labour intensive and it fell to the local people to provide this
labour force. Accounts of the conditions in the logging camps make
grim reading. Recruited from the interior and sent down to the coastal
logging camps, the men had to work on poor diets, lodge in primitive
shelters and all for pitiful wages, for months at a time. Alcoholism
was a serious problem in the camps and malnutrition, due to a reliance
on a diet of milled rice, was manifest in rampant beri beri. Diseases -
such as ’flu’, yellow fever and trypanosomiasis flourished and
venereal infections became rife, and were brought back to the interior
when the labourers returned to their families. The population dwindled
due to the high mortalities.®

Labour shortage remained the main constraint of these enclave
economies. For example ’in 1926 the timber companies requested
authorisation to recruit 19,000 labourers, the government allowed
9,000 and, in the end, only 4,800 men could be found’.® By the
1930s, it was estimated that between one third and one half of males
from interior villages from Gabon were brought down to the logging
camps and logging continued to employ a quarter of the country’s
entire male workforce until the 1950s, when mechanisation made the
labour force largely redundant.*

It is important to realise what this process implied. As Leroy Vail
has noted of a similar process in East-Central Africa during the same
period:

"The migrant was paid enough for his survival and for taxes,
While the migrant’s wife and family were expected to sustain
themselves by marginal agriculture, maintaining a home to
Which the migrant returned regularly to beger children and
ultimately to retire. The cost of reproducing the labouring
population was thereby transferred from the capitalist sector
to the village. This effectively meant that villages were
subsidising the establishment of capitalist enterprises
throughout the region. Emplovers had the use of the workers
at the height of their physical well-being, but escaped the costs
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of health services and retirement benefits which would have
.become their responsibility had labour been  fully
proletarianised’ .”

The conscience of the colonial authorities was obviously pricked by
this all too evident degradation and exploitation of the local people. As
Governor General Reste noted in 1937:

“Slowly but continuously the main part of the population is
making its way across the forests down to the coasts. The
logging camps are great devourers of men... Everything has
been subordinated to the exploitation of the forest. The forests
have sterilised Gabon, smacking down the men and taking off
the women. This is the image of Gabon: a land without roads,
without social programmes, without economic organisation,
the exploitation of forests having sapped all the living force
from the country... Between 1927 and 1938 nearly 2 billion
francs were generated. What of this money remains in the
country? Nothing!.. There is not a single indigenous teacher,
doctor or vet, agricultural officer or public works agent’.%

The logging, initially carried out without much order along the
banks of the lower rivers, moved inland once the most easily
accessible trees had been felled and was soon subject to regulations.
In 1899, the State asserted rights to all ’terre vacante et sans maitre’
and began handing out logging concessions mainly to safeguard the
companies’ investments in railway tracks, mini locomotives and
machinery. By 1914 the process for handing out logging concessions
was legalised and by the 1920s logging got underway in earnest and
the area of operations extended down into the coastal forests of what
is now the Congo.”

The large logging concessions were concentrated in the hands of a
few French companies. Attempts to provide local leaders with permits
to log small areas failed to break the oligopoly. Either the locals were
persuaded to ’sub-contract’ to the foreign companies or the permits
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were taken out in the locals’ names only and effective control was
immediately passed to their foreign patrons. A commen practice was
for the French loggers to take African women into concubinage and
take out permits in their names or those of their parents.® By 1939,
of the 1 million hectares of Gabon under concessions, 66% was
controlled by just seven companies with some 83 other permit holders
having the remaining 34%.% See Figure 4.

Mechanisation, with chainsaws and powerful tractors which were
introduced around 1950, led to a rapid expansion of the industry. By
1960 logging concessions had expanded to cover some 3 million
hectares in Gabon and provided some 80% of the country’s revenue.
The small handful of loggers were thus the real force in the country’s
political economy as independence approached.
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Figure 4:
Logging concessions in Gabon during the colonial era
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(Source: Pourtier 1989)
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INDEPENDENCE:
PLUS CA CHANGE, PLUS C’EST LA MEME CHOSE

Pressure for independence was not marked in the AEF, being much
more vociferously demanded by the West African francophone states.”
Yet once the process for granting independence to the African colonies
commenced, the logic for transferring power to the emerging African
elite grew irresistible. Demands for independence based on the right
to self-determination were only a small part of this logic - indeed in
Gabon the most prominent local politicians’ demand was for full
integration with France as was assured Guadeloupe and Martinique.”
Much more persuasive were the economic arguments. Once it was
realised that the potential costs of maintaining a colonial presence
outweighed the benefits, now that continued economic dependence was
assured, self-interest prevailed.”” The AEF, divided into the three
countries of Gabon, the Congo and the Central African Republic, was
granted independence in 1960.

For the departing colonial power, the crucial concern was to ensure
that the *independent” Governments supported French interests. In both
Gabon and the Congo, the principal aim was to guarantee that French
logging companies were assured of continued access to the forests, but
in Gabon, in particular, the French were also concerned to maintain
access to strategic minerals - notably uranium and manganese - the
latter being of critical importance to the development of France’s
nuclear power programme and its independent nuclear force, De
Gaulle’s famous ’force de frappe’. In the Central African Republic -
as the Ubangi-Shari region of the AEF chose to be named - the main
concerns that the French wanted to protect were in cotton, coffee and
diamonds.

In Gabon, French interests played a determining role in selecting
the future leadership. The long-standing alliance between the
Mpongwe coastal elite headed by the indigenous businessman Paul
Gondjout, the coastal Fang "evolué’ led by future Prime Minister Leon
Mba and French loggers formed the nexus of power. The loggers
poured money into Mba’s election funds for the Territorial Assembly
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in 1957 in order to head off the leadership bid by the vigorous Fang
agriculturalists of the interior Woleu Ntem region, headed by the more
democratically inclined Jean-Hilaire Aubame.” A key figure from the
French side was logger Roland Bru who threw his support behind Mba
and became a prominent adviser to Mba after independence and even
secured an official post in the government.”

After Mba’s accession to power democratic traditions were quickly
overturned. The press was suppressed, political demonstrations
banned, freedom of expression curtailed, the other parties gradually
cut out of power and the constitution changed along Gaullist lines to
vest power in the Presidency, a post that Mba assumed himself.
However, when Mba dissolved the National Assembly in January 1964
in order to institute one-party rule, the result was an army coup, which
sought to oust him from power and restore parliamentary democracy.”

A year earlier de Gaulle had warned African states that 'France
would intervene if it considered its interests in jeopardy’.”® The extent
to which Mba’s dictatorial regime was synonymous with "French
interests’ soon became blatantly apparent. Within twenty-four hours of
the coup to overthrow Mba, French paratroops flew in to restore Mba
to power. After a few days of fighting, the coup was over and the
opposition was imprisoned despite widespread protests and riots. Even
the US Ambassador was moved to denounce the intervention as ’an
outright betrayal of Gabonese independence... a unilateral action on
the part of a government in Paris exclusively concerned with its
strategic interests’.”” The French were unperturbed and, indeed, the
paratroops remain in the Camp de Gaulle on the outskirts of Libreville
to this day, where they share a hill top with the fabulous palace of
Mba’s successor President Haji Omar Bongo - an unforgettable symbol
of the coincidence of interests between the French and the ruling
indigenous elite.

With the establishment of a one-party state, abuse of power and
office became the norm. Wealth was concentrated in the hands of the
ruling elite and the network of patronage became further and further
removed from the day to day concerns of ordinary citizens. The
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Presidency passed smoothly from Mba to Omar Bongo, who,
according to French author Pierre Pean, was ’the choice of a powerful
group of Frenchmen whose influence in Gabon continued after
independence’.”™

The flourishing enclave economy based on uranium, manganese,
timber and oil swamped dissent against the excesses and repression of

Bongo’s government. As James Barnes has noted:

‘participation and cooperation were rewarded handsomely,
and the President was particularly generous to those who
expressed their personal and political allegiance to his
regime... Bongo created a monopoly over the decision-making
process...[and evolved] a system of patronage controlled by
[him] that rewarded the faithful with attractive sinecures in the
civil and military bureaucracies’.”

Key posts in his administration were held by 125 French, the
paratroops were maintained in the Camp de Gaulle and 1,500 strong
presidential guard commanded by French and Moroccan mercenaries
provided security. Bongo has also sought spiritual protection against
his enemies. He converted to Islam to ward him from sorcery attacks
and has been initiated into a secret society that supposedly protects
him from witchcraft. Those who persist in their opposition to his rule
have been the victims of human rights violations, including arbitrary
imprisonment and torture, according to Amnesty International and the
US State Department.*

Bongo and his cronies have amassed substantial fortunes having, in
the words of Assam Assele ’transformed Gabon into their private
preserve, handsomely enriching themselves in the process.’®! Professor
Barnes claims that billions of French francs have been transferred
annually to Swiss and French banks.

The story in the Central African Republic is not dissimilar. After
an aeroplane accident ended the life of the independent minded first
President, Barthelemy Boganda, his successor, David Dacko received
strong French support. But his repressive policies and his lack of
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effective economic reforms made him locally unpopular, and he was
widely perceived as a 'French puppet caring only about cultivating
French interests’.®

When Jean-Bedel Bokassa replaced Dacko on New Year’s Day
1966, some hoped that the country, which had been virtually
bankrupted by Dacko’s mismanagement, might be given a chance to
recover. However, Bokassa’s capricious and violent rule was to
become synonymous with the worst excesses of African dictatorship -
*the systematic perversion of the state into a predatory instrument of
its ruler’.®® Massive corruption was the norm and Bokassa himself
appeared to make no distinction between the revenues to the State
treasury and his personal income. Bokassa is famous for his alliance
with French President Giscard D’Estaing, who was an enthusiastic big
game hunter in the Central African Republic’s eastern savannahs.
Bokassa rewarded his friendship with handsome gifts of diamonds -
causing a scandal in France when this was exposed in Paris Match. In
return, D’Estaing supported Bokassa’s megalomaniac coronation as
Emperor of the "Central African Empire’ in 1977 and the avenue
which leads to the Imperial Palace, built for the coronation, is still
named after him. The French taxpayer picked up the US$20 million
tab for this farce.

The gross wastage of State revenues and the institutionalised graft
and venality undermined the export sector. Coffee production
declined, cotton production fell five fold and diamond revenues were
siphoned off into private bank accounts. Only in 1979, when it came
to light that Bokassa visited prisons to persomally torture and kill
prisoners who had stood up to his whims, was French government
support finally withdrawn. The paratroops were sent in once more and
Dacko restored to power, to be replaced, in 1981, by army strongman
General André Kolingba, the present President.* Kolingba is alleged
to be the frontman for a French army officer, Colonel Mantion, who
really runs the country.®

Independence in the Congo pursued a somewhat different course.
[nitially, the post-independence regime was very much in the neo-
colonial mould - servile to French political and economic interests.
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However, as Crawford Young noted ’it was swiftly corroded by
venality and became an embarrassment not only to its internal
supporters but also to its French sponsors’.®® After an uprising in the
streets the regime was overthrown in 1963 and a hardline Marxist-
Leninist government assumed power. The French chose not to
intervene.

Perhaps surprisingly, French influence and the role of foreign
capital in the Congo was not so much rejected as the rhetoric would
suggest. The state did create marketing monopolies for agriculture and
forestry and other sectors were nationalised including the petroleum
distribution network. But the timber concessions, some of the oil palm
plantations and many other import-export concerns remained in foreign
hands. Foreign oil companies, too, were assured a satisfactory cut.
‘Even after a decade of official Marxism-Leninism in Congo, the
primacy of the French business community was immediately apparent
to the most casual visitor to Brazzaville’.¥

Here, as in Gabon, the main force in the political economy was oil,
which could not profitably be extracted without foreign capital,
expertise and profit-sharing. Foreign oil companies, notably the
French multinational Elf-Aquitaine, thus became determinant forces
in decision-making and yet further skewed attention away from a
concern with the rural populations.

All three countries remained tied to the French economy through
their belonging to the French franc zone, which while it helped
stabilise the economies and stave off inflation also resulted in a steady
overvaluation of the currency.® French administrative practices also
prevailed, perpetuating a top-down style of government which denied
local people an effective voice.* Indeed the number of expatriates
running the economy and administration actually increased in the post-
independence era. In the Congo, during the 1960s, there were 11,000
expatriates - who consumed 40% of merchandise and commercialised
services, made all of the country’s private savings, all of which they
exported’.® Their numbers nearly held steady for some years and
increased again with the oil boom of the 1970s. In Gabon the number
of expatriates increased from some 4,300 at independence to some
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30,000 by 1980s, drawn in mainly to service the oil industry. The
figure is down to some 13,000 today - due to the country’s balance of
payments crisis.”

Although the African business sector also increased in the post-
independence era, particularly in Gabon where an indigenous
entrepreneurial elite had established itself during the slave trade,
commerce has to a large extent remained in the hands of foreign
companies.” In the Congo and the CAR many of the European trading
houses were the lineal descendants of the notorious concessionary
companies of the early colonial era.” The ’evolué’ elite shared in the
profits, either by working for the foreign companies, or by swelling
the ranks of the bureaucracy. In the Congo, where the latter tendency
was most strongly marked, the salariat mushroomed from 3,000 in
1960 to 73,000 by the end of 1980s. A 2,500% increase in 25 years!™
As Young has noted this created a ’state bourgeoisie which quickly

took its place alongside the previously dominant foreign estate’.*
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PACTS WITH THE DEVIL:
ENCLAVE ECONOMIES

The close convergence of interests between the post-independence
bureaucracies, the ruling indigenous elites and foreign capital opened
a deepening gulf between the rulers and the ruled. The result was that
though ’development” was certainly promoted in all three countries, it
was of a kind that bypassed the rural poor. Prestige projects in
construction, mining, railways, oil, forestry and agribusiness served
the interests of the urban elite and foreign companies, perpetuating the
enclave economics of the colonial era.

The most famous of these projects, and one with major implications
for the future of Gabon’s forests was the *Transgabonais’, a massively
expensive railway linking Libreville with Franceville, which even the
World Bank declined to fund on the grounds that it was uneconomic
and that Gabon would be better served by a road network.*

President Bongo was not to be dissuaded. In a now famous speech
he stated:

'l swear in front of you, with or without the World Bank, the
Transgabonais will be built. It will be built one way or the
other, with someone or another. If it means making a pact
with the devil, we will make a pact with the devil’ (Haji Omar
Bongo, President of Gabon, February 1973%)

The world is full of devils. Though lacking the World Bank’s
sanction, other banks and enterprises were keen to do business. The
Transgabonais project was supported by among others, the African
Development Bank, certain Arab states, Canada, USA, Italy, West
Germany, the European Community, Japan, France and the UK,
which supplied US$4S million of tied aid for building contractors
Taylor Woodrow and Wimpey.”® The US$ 5 billion boondoggle
guaranteed lucrative contracts for a whole range of foreign
construction and consultancy companies.
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Yet this is a crazy scheme. Apart from the towns of Franceville
and Libreville at either end of the rail route the track serves only some
150,000 people within 100 kilometres either side of the railroad. Even
the manganese which the railroad could haul to Libreville for export
is committed by treaty to be exported via a vastly expensive cable and
train transportation system through Pointe Noire in the Congo. With
the US Steel’s iron ore prospect at Belinga now on hold, the railway’s
only hope of revenue is timber.” To the thousands of hectares of
forest cleared to lay the railway must now be added the logging of
millions more just to keep it running.

In the name of diversifying the economy the project has in fact
created greater dependence on foreign enterprise and encumbered the
country with a substantial foreign debt.

But the main foreign investments in Gabon and the Congo in the
post-independence era, above all French but also significantly
Japanese, the USA and other European countries, have been in mining
and oil. Potash, uranium, manganese, oil and gas reserves have been
lucratively developed, providing generous profits for foreign
businesses.'®

Yet, the profits from these enclave enterprises have been largely
repatriated by the mining companies while the state’s revenues have
been syphoned off by the countries’ elites and used to pay the bloated
bureaucracies. Little has been invested in sustainable enterprises or
services relevant to the lives of the poor who make up the bulk of the
population. The money has not provided the basis for real economic
growth, ‘!
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LOGGING

The politics of Equatorial Africa in the post-independence era,
sketched in above, ensured that logging remained an enclave for
foreign companies who enjoyed the patronage of the governing elites.
In all three countries logging intensified and, even after the oil boom
in Gabon and Congo, the substantial fortunes to be made from the
industry ensured that the sector remained vigorous.

Mechanised logging, which began to develop in the 1950s,
massively extended the area of extraction during the 1970s and 1980s.
Whereas some 50 cubic metres of timber were being extracted per
man-day in 1950, over 300 cubic metres per man day were being
extracted in 1970. By this time even the remote forests of the northern
Congo and the south of CAR were under exploitation.'® This kind of
logging required high overheads and substantial investment making
logging even more the preserve of foreign capital.'®®

In Gabon, logging areas were zoned in 1961. The already heavily
logged but more readily accessible coastal forests in *Zone 1’ were
reserved for nationals - though often they sub-contracted to foreigners
as in the colonial era - while the hitherto largely untouched ’Zone 2’
further inland was opened to foreign companies. From 3 million
hectares under concession in 1960, the area increased to 5,766,000 by
1976. Twelve companies between them dominated the trade.
Unsurprisingly, the one to reap some of the greatest gains was the
Nouvelle Societé du Gabon run by Mba’s adviser and Bongo’s protégé,
Roland Bru.' Today the company is one of three illegally logging the
La Lope Faunal Reserve, the centre-piece of the Government’s
conservation programme and site of a European Community funded
eco-tourism project. ‘

Roland Pourtier has this impression of the foreign timber tycoons:

"Most of the loggers are European businessmen, many old
colonials of an adventurous bent, with big stomachs and an

even greater appetite for francs, viscerally attached to their
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bush life, afloat with good fortune and knowing all too well
how to make a killing.”'”

Logging is now spreading into a new *Zone 3’ on both sides of the
Transgabonais railroad - also referred to as the "Zone d’Attraction du
Chemin de Fer’ - where another 3 million hectares are to be made
available in 37 lots on condition that the logs are transported on the
train. The industry has been reluctant to accept this deal. The railway
parastatal - OCTRA - charges high tariffs and many loggers prefer to
sneak their logs out along the atrocious roads rather than pay. By
1992, some 8.6 million hectares of Gabon’s forests were under
concession although only some 4 million hectares were currently being
logged.'™ See Figure 5.

Little is known of the direct impact of this logging on wildlife.'”
Logging opens up forests to settlement and small-scale shifting
cultivation, but this is usually a temporary phenomenon - labourers
relocating with their families to be near their place of work. More
damagingly, it also opens otherwise inaccessible areas to hunting for
the flourishing bush meat trade (see below). The long term impact on
the flora is also poorly understood: but what is clear is that the present
rate of cut is unsustainable and valuable timber resources are being
liquidated faster than they can regenerate. This is unprofitable for the
country and, at least in the long term, also for the logging companies
themselves, who can only continue their activities with loans from
institutions like the former Caisse Centrale (M. Hatchwell, personal
communication),

Gabon has a large number of laws and regulations meant to control
logging to ensure sustained yield production.'® However, they are
little heeded or applied.' And since, the government forestry
service is funded from the central budget rather than through stumpage
fees and other tariffs on the logging itself, there are few incentives for
foresters to impose the regulations.'® On the other hand, the loggers
themselves make sure the foresters are provided suitable incentives not
to apply them. As a result, almost all the forestry regulations are not
applied, monitored or observed. The Forest Department does not

36



(686] Io1INOJ :90IN0S)

SL61 Awnue( 15 "SNOISSIONOD DNIDOOT

| ;uoy jo Lepunoy ——
104 3p DY) NP LOIDROIY P UOZ O Ul SUOISSIOUDT) §
SUOISRIDLOD [FLOSNPUY| D

sauredwon 159818 Z | 9y1 O suoissdU0D) .

i duuy Ju Aepunoy ——
soedinns 159846 () 3 Jo sUkssdULYY .

196 | SXMWIAON 15[ *SNOISSIDINOD ONIDDOT

] auwy Jo Lepunogy ——
L8561 NI SNOISSZINOD ONIDOOT

=A 00l

" duoz owr uorsurdxa oy

[=

UIMOUS ‘UOQRL) Ul  SUOISSIOUOD

3uid3o0] [e1UO[09-1504 :¢ AT

37



make inventories. Management plans for exploitation are rarely
required. Inspections are rare and statistics are not checked.
Regulations of the cutting cycle are mostly ignored as are the, anyway
inadequate, regulations on cutting size.'!

The lack of control of logging has seriously damaged the forests.
Careless extraction of choice timbers coupled with repeated re-entry
has meant excessive damage to the residual stands - leading to their
complete destruction as commercial forests.'?

In the Congo, the story is much the same. By 1988 some 7.7
million hectares out of a total 13 million hectares of exploitable forest
were under concession.'”® Foreign companies, or joint operations
dominated by foreign capital, produce the vast bulk of the timber -
near 80% of the sawlogs, 90% of the sawnwood and 92% of the
plywood. As in Gabon, the government ’largely lacks adequate
technical and economic competence to control and rationally manage
its forests’.'*

During the 1970s logging in the Congo was widely used as a
fraudulent mechanism for capital flight, through false declarations of
the quantity and type of timber being exported and through transfer
pricing. But the government’s attempts to curb these crimes through
the creation of a State monopoly for marketing timber was ineffective.
The State agency ran at a loss due to inefficiency and corrupt collusion
between loggers and officials.'"

A recently leaked report, prepared for the World Bank, reveals that
in fact the logging industry in the Congo is swindling the government
of millions of dollars. Unpaid taxes, stamp duty, stumpage and
transport fees are estimated to exceed US $12 million on declared
production alone, but huge quantities of timber are slipping across the
border illegally into neighbouring Cameroon and the Central African
Republic.

According to the report "almost all the companies in the forestry
sector are ’outside the law’". Despite good legislation, and contracts
which supposedly ensure careful forest management, there is no
effective oversight of actual operations. The report concludes that
"forestry administration is non-existent" and as a result "the forest is

38



left to the mercy of the loggers who do what they like without being
accountable to anyone".

Companies are taking maximum advantage of this lack of proper
supervision. For example, the French company Forestiére Nord Congo
(F.N.C.) has exclusive rights over ten years to log out some 187,000
hectares of forests in the north. The contract obliged the company to
process 60% of the logs on site and to establish a major sawmill and
woodprocessing works of entirely new, imported materials. In
exchange, the government gave the company some generous benefits
- massively reduced import duties and a five year tax holiday on wood
production, including company taxes, property tax and stumpage fees.
Yet, in complete violation of these terms, the company bought a dud
second-hand mill in the Congo which has never functioned, has
processed no timber whatsoever and has exported sawlogs for six
years through the tax loophole it secured for itself. Even the tax it
should have rendered has not been paid up. All in all, the company
has cost the Congo some US $2.9 million in lost revenue.

Just north of F.N.C. another isolated concession is being worked
by the Societé Forestiére de Missa (S.F.M.) which turns out to be a
front for an organisation S.C.A.D. which is logging and operating a
saw mill just inside the border in the Central African Republic.
Having exhausted its forest concession in the CAR, the company is
now using its quarter million hectare concession in the Congo to keep
its sawmill supplied. Thus, although the contract establishing S.F.M.
commits the company to extract its timber by road southward (thereby
developing the infrastructure of northern Congo), in fact all the timber
is disappearing into the CAR, to the extent that the local
administration has no record whatsoever of the company’s trade. Nor
has the Congolese government attempted to set up customs or forestry
posts to monitor the company’s activities. "In effect”, the report notes
"Congo has generously handed the company a chunk of its-territory
without getting any benefit whatsoever". Indeed, since the employees
are all foreigners, even the salaries are being expatriated.

Just south of this mayhem, by the river Oubangui, the French-
Congolese joint operation, SOFORIB, has developed an even better
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scam. Like the others, it has dodged its obligation to process 33% of
the timber extracted, sending only sawlogs down the river to
Brazzaville for export. But SOFORIB, being 49% owned by the
Congolese government has also managed to incur an enormous debt
of around US $ 10 million. No surprise that after these windfalls, all
the expatriates running the operation have left the country.

Things are not much better on the half million hectare concession
being logged by the Societé Congolaise Arabe-Libyenne - a joint
venture of the Congolese government (51%) and Jamahiriya
Arabe-Libyenne (49%). It too has failed to comply with the
requirement to process timber locally but enjoys its 7 year tax break
nonetheless. It too is not paying its bills and has managed to run up
a healthy US $ 7.8 million debt. The situation, the report concludes,
is “catastrophic’.

The Societé Nouvelle des Bois de la Sangha (S.N.B.S. - 53%
Boissangha (French), 5% Labame (French) and 42% Congolese) has
US $ 290,000 of unpaid tax while "most of the undertakings made by
the company have not been met". Next door the 480,000 hectare
concession being logged by C.I.B., a holding of the German company
Hinrich Feldmeyer, has run up US $ 1 million in debts and is "not
respecting the management plan”.

Perhaps most distressing of all, however, is the vast logging and
processing complex that has developed around the northern capital
Ouesso. Here the S.C.B.O. (Societé Congolais des Bois de Ouesso)
with 1.13 million hectares has benefited from massive foreign "aid’ to
install a highly sophisticated saw mill and veneer producing works -
technology the report criticises as a result of ’folies de grandeur’.
With technical advice from the Finnish company Jaako Poyry Oy and
some US $12 million from the World Bank, the S.C.B.O.
incorporated as 51% Congolese government, 45% Agro-Finance from
Luxembourg and 4% Silos de Sud-Ouest. Its board included the
Congolese President himself, an ex-minister and a French management
consultant. Before long costs skyrocketed from an estimated US $ 39
million to US $63 million. Further loans were incurred from a variety
of African banks but the mill was never completed and now remains
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mothballed with only a small sawmill carrying out some elementary
cuts. The report ends by noting "the situation is catastrophic and no
further activity within the present arrangement is possible". The
company’s failure is "due quite simply to the over-valuation of the
project which has allowed some vultures to enrich themselves
immeasurably at the Congo’s expense" .

Meanwhile in the south of the country the situation is in some ways
worse. Although supervision is slightly more rigorous, and processing
more developed, the quality of forest managemént is very poor.
Nearly all enterprises in the region are outside the law and unpaid
taxes on declared production total well over US$ 1 million.'”
Typically, companies practice very selective high-grading followed by
repeated re-entry. So, instead of making a single intensive cut and then
waiting 35 years or more before allowing machinery back into the
forests, as regulations require, loggers are returning every few years
to cut more trees as market opportunities for other timbers develop or
preferred species are exhausted. The result is serious forest
degradation, to the point where forest regeneration is in real jeopardy.
Scrappy regrowth dominated by shady broad leaved understorey
species, like Marantaceae, mean that timber-rich forests may take
centuries to re-establish themselves. The logging is also disgracefully
wasteful with up to 50% of timber being dumped in the forest for lack
of processing capacity.'®

In the Central African Republic, where 48% of the exploitable
forests are under concession,'”® the accountability of the logging
industry is even worse. Illegal cross border logging into the forests of
north Congo was observed by FAO technicians in the mid-1970s and
smuggling of timber down the Oubangi and Congo rivers to
Brazzaville was almost normal behaviour. Today it is common
knowledge in Bangui that nearly all the concessions are being illegally
logged, with all the regulations flouted and much of the timber
clandestinely leaving the country via the new road connections with
the Cameroons. President Kolingba himself is closely linked to
businessman M. Kamash who owns the company SCAD which
processes timbers illegally slipped across the border from north
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Congo. In common with all the concessionaires in the CAR, ’he
carries out no management and employs no foresters - they are just
timber merchants who mine the forests’ comments a local aid agency
official. Staff in the CAR forestry department privately acknowledge
that it is not considered profitable to log sustainably and anyway that
there is nothing to enforce it.

The social impact of logging on local people has been little studied
in Africa. If anything more is known about the impact of logging on
gorillas and elephants than its effect on people. This intellectual
vacuum has allowed a mythology to develop, according to which, in
contrast to Amazonia and Southeast Asia, local people far from
objecting to logging, actually welcome it for the roads, schools and
clinics and jobs that it brings.

It might be fairer to say, however, that local people, denied for
over a century either a say in how their forests should be ’developed’
or any alternative livelihood, have learned to make the most of
logging. A deep seated resentment of logging as an intrusion of their
land rights is widely noted.” Typically logging is a boom and bust
phenomenon, bringing rapid social change, jobs and cash, and then
moving on. Schools, clinics and roads - if they were ever provided -
are not maintained and soon fall into disrepair. New expectations and
new needs created by the ephemeral cash incomes in the logging
camps cannot be satisfied on a sustainable basis once the logging ends.
This contributes to the instability of the population, as particularly the
younger elements leave for the towns or other enclaves.

Although conditions in the logging camps have improved since the
colonial era, they are far from salubrious. Particularly among
pygmies, who make up between 30 and 47% of the workforce in the
logging camps on the Congo-CAR border, diseases such as malaria,
yaws, ulcers, tuberculosis and jiggers are rife’” and companies
discriminate against pygmies by not providing them the same amenities
as Bantu people. Pygmies in the new settlements that have sprung up
in response to the logging and wage labouring have suffered a
breakdown of their traditional social structures and a loss of forest
dwelling skills. '
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One study of the impact of logging concluded:

"Health and education facilities generally do not keep pace
with the new population influx and the indigenous people are
the last to be given or take advantage of these services.
Ultimately, they are displaced and end up impoverished
citizens, marginalised to the less desirable land and poorly
integrated into the national society.”'”

In sum foreign companies, national politicians and government
officials are engaged in what amounts to massive fraud, whereby the
countries” forest heritage is being exploited for personal gain at the
expense of the local people and the nation as a whole, and their chance
of sustainable development.
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RURAL STAGNATION

For the rural communities, the long history of exploitative, extractive
and enclavistic development has meant marginalisation and poverty.
Despite the statistically high per capita incomes of Gabon and the
Congo relative to other Sub-Saharan countries, the rural people are
poor and getting poorer. Indeed it is probable that in terms of diet,
morbidity and longevity, rural people in Equatorial Africa are worse
off today than five centuries ago.

Colonial and post-colonial agricultural policy-makers alike have had
little patience with indigenous systems of agriculture. The Gabonese
government’s attitude is encapsulated in this statement:

"Agricultural development is not possible without a complete
transformation of traditional modes of production... The need
is to find new forms of production to promote an efficient type
of modern agriculture charged with a real enterprising spirit’
(Government of Gabon, Vth National Plan)'*

Thus, while most investment has been directed into the extractive
industries, what little was put into agriculture was to promote cash
cropping and exports. Following the pattern in the Belgian Congo,'*
the colonial authorities did experiment with regimented smallholder
agriculture during the era of the ’regroupement des villages’'* in an
attempt to increase productivity and oblige the marketing of cash
crops. However, only in the drier areas of the CAR did experiments
with cotton production yield good results - from the colonials point of
view - and in other areas the ’paysannat’ experiments were soon
abandoned.'”’

Most government efforts to develop agriculture have been invested
in agribusinesses. Funds provided by the French through the post-war
FIDES schemes and more recent state investments have promoted
large-scale farming - cattle ranches, sugar plantations, battery farms
of poultry, rice schemes, rubber and oil palm estates and even banana
plantations.'”® The explicit aim, notes Pourtier, has been to replace
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traditional, itinerant, family-based and labour intensive smallholder
agriculture with fixed, intensive, mechanised agriculture serviced by
wage labour. These heavily subsidised schemes have undercut small
farmers, destroying the last elements of cohesion of rural society.'

The only notable exceptions have been African Development Bank
funds provided to stimulate smallholder cocoa and coffee production
among the Fang of the Woleu-Ntem region of north Gabon, which
have been reasonably successful.'*

A century of neglect of smallholder agriculture has had inevitable
consequences. In the CAR, despite the colonial focus on dryland
farming of cotton and coffee cultivation in the wet zone, only 1% of
the country is under agriculture." In Gabon, agriculture accounts for
only 8% of the GDP, occupies only 0.5% of the surface of the
country and supplies only 10-15% of country’s food needs. The other
85% of food needs are supplied through imports. The country’s
70,000 smallholder households, who make up half the sparse
population, cultivate only 60,000 hectares down from over 106,000
hectares in 1960."” Even traditional peasant crops like taro, yams,
manioc, mangos, avocadoes and vegetables are imported from
neighbouring African states, notably Cameroon.'”® Until recently the
rural population was actually declining due to the rapid rate of
migration to the cities. Even now some 1.8% of the rural population
migrate to the cities every yéar and most who leave are the young.
Mean ages of village household heads has increased from 45 years in
1960 to 52 years by 1984.'*

In the Congo the situation is even more bizarre. Agriculture yields
only 5.9% of GDP and the rural people are now in a minority. Since
independence there has been a massive migration towards the cities.
By 1972, 42% of the population was concentrated in urban centres
over 25,000." By 1990 a staggering 52% of the population, and 85%
of men between 25 and 29, were in two cities alone. Fully 70% of the
population is urban, despite the fact that the country has almost no
industrial base.™ The lack of young males in the countryside places
a heavy burden on women and children and the old. Seventy per cent
of Congolese farms are managed by women’. Education,
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preferentially given to young males, exacerbates this trend. The result
is that towns are considered the domain of men and the countryside
that of women.'*®

The governments provide almost no services to the rural sector.
Schools and clinics are absent or inadequately resourced. Credit and
marketing schemes are lacking and roads are in chronic disrepair.
These problems coupled with the over-valuation of the currency make
it unlikely that small-holder agriculture can be revitalised without
radical policy changes. In the Congo, the prospects seem so bleak that
the World Conservation Union has concluded that 'the Congolese
rural way of life is gradually and inexorably dying’."™

The exceptional decline of rural life in the Congo is somewhat
surprising considering that the country made greater progress than
Gabon towards developing a dynamic and independent rural sector in
the post-war years. Andre Guichaoua, in his dismal account of
Congolese agriculture subtitled ’la liquidation du "monde paysan”
congolais’, explains how these gains were squandered after
independence, first due to the deepening control by foreign companies
of mining, petroleum and export-import businesses and, secondly, due
to the State’s attempts to direct the agricultural sector itself. Excessive
and ineffective State interventions blocked rural progress and blunted
rural producers’ initiative.'*® Programmes by the ILO and UNDP to
develop a more dynamic agriculture based on rural cooperatives
foundered on a lack of understanding of the customary rules regarding
inheritance, land rights and residence.'' These factors, coupled with
the crazy increase in the salaried bureaucracy, which drew many
people into the urban service sector, ensured that rural people’s
concerns received the lowest priority.

The marginalisation of smallholder agriculture has also weakened
and transformed local level political institutions. Increasing mobility
has diminished customs favouring the redistribution of wealth and
land. Echoing the political shifts seen in the era of the slave trade'*
(discussed above), traditionally matrilineal groups have become more
patrilineal and marriages with women classified as "slaves’ (ie without
lineage and therefore without kin to make demands on agnatic
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inheritance) have been favoured. These internal trends have been
reinforced by imposed national laws which favour cognatic succession.
These tendencies have further weakened the status and security of
women. '+’

The domination of the political economy by the urban salariat has
encouraged richer villagers to invest their slender cash resources not
in developing village economies but rather in sending their children to
schools and cities to get jobs in the bureaucracy. Once they have
obtained jobs in the administration ’their role is to redistribute what
they can back to their villages of origin’.

Dominique Desjeux explains:

"Just as the administration, in a general sense, seeks to use the
chieftaincies as a relay with the peasant, so the chieftaincies
seek to invest their nephews, children and 'country’ in the
administration, with the aim of benefiting by return from any

chances of redistribution’ .***

The drift to the cities and the investment of rural communities in
links with the urban populations results in rural communities being
meshed through a complex web of kinship and customary ties with
their relatives in the cities. Desjeux estimates that two-thirds of clans
in the Congo are now in the cities.'*

The rural exodus and decline of agriculture have, paradoxically,
had severe environmental consequences. First, the loss of man-power
in the rural communities has led to wasteful land use and resource
management, probably the main cause of excessive cutting of gallery
forests in the Plateux and Pool regions of Congo. Deforestation around
town centres has also increased noticeably. Around” Libreville and
Pointe Noire, for example, squatter settlements have spilled into the
local forests to eke out an existence through subsistence agriculture,
a trend that has intensified markedly in recent years with the balance
of payments crises in Gabon and the Congo. Around the capital of the
CAR, Bangui, where the bankrupt government has not been able to
pay government servants for the last six months, the demand of the
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city’s half a million people for some 253,000 tonnes of fuelwood per
year is causing the forest to retreat to the south and west at the rate of
0.5 to 1 kilometre per year.'® The salariat can no longer afford
paraffin to cook.

Perhaps the most damaging consequence has been the
"development’ of the trade in bushmeat - which threatens the extinction
of many large and medium sized mammal and bird species, long
before their habitats are destroyed. This is worrying not only from a
’conservationist” point of view but also because rural nutrition is
suffering from declining meat consumption. The long term
implications for the forests’ biological diversity is unknown. Many
plant species, including some commercial timber species, rely on
mammals and birds to distribute pollen and seeds. Without these
vectors, species diversity may decline.

The logic of the bushmeat trade is inexorable. Poor transport and
marketing facilities and the difficulties rural producers have competing
with cheaper imported foodstuffs, mean that only culturally valued,
light and easily transportable commodities have a chance of competing
in urban markets. Bushmeat fills these criteria perfectly. Whether
smoked or fresh, bushmeat is considered a local delicacy and has a
fetish value as a noble food that conveys spiritual powers. A preferred
food for celebrations and social events, bushmeat is bought, by the
salariat in particular, for its prestige value and often ’sells for more in
the market than beef, poultry or other domestic meats’.'*” Echoing the
traditional dues of the hunter, bushmeat is still preferred as a gift to
in-laws as a sign of respect.'®®

This demand has made bushmeat the main source of income for
rural communities, particularly those in forest areas.'*® For a rural
visitor to the urban centres, a stash of bushmeat in a basket is the
equivalent of a credit card.'®

Because of the illegal nature of the trade in bushmeat, the volumes
of the trade have proved hard to gauge. The World Wildlife Fund
team in Gabon estimate, conservatively, that four tons of meat enters
Libreville every month.”" A study of the markets in Pointe Noire in
the Congo suggests that some 260,000 animals are sold there every
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year. This implies that in the ’catchment’ for Pointe Noire local
hunters are killing over half a million animals per year, as field studies
show that for every animal traded to the city another is consumed or
traded locally.'” Similar studies in Bangui reveal that bushmeat is
traded from up to 350 kilometres away. The nearer to the capital city,
the higher the market price bushmeat commands.™>’

Gustave Doungoube’s studies in the CAR reveal that a crucial
factor promoting the development of the bushmeat trade is transport:
the better the roads, the greater the trade - so long as the fauna is not
extinguished.** The timber industry which relies on the creation of an
extensive network of roads for the extraction of logs thus plays a
major role in the expansion of the bushmeat trade.

As the World Wildlife Fund found:

"Logging and hunting are closely related in Gabon... [due to
its] opening new areas for hunting and settlement. [Wjorkers
at forestry camps hunt with guns and snares, and hunting
usually continues long after the logging is completed, since the
new roads permit entry into previously inaccessible areas.”*>

Where logging is intensive a complex grid of feeder roads is
established that provides easier access for hunters and makes control
of poaching very difficult.'

Main roads to service the logging industry have also been built
with international assistance. French development funds and African
Development Bank money, for example, have been spent on the so-
called ’4th parallel’ road which cuts through the forests of southern
CAR. Ostensibly provided to assist with the marketing of coffee, it is
common knowledge in Bangui that this road has really been put in to
facilitate log extraction. The World Wildlife Fund fears that the road
"could be a disaster for the forest, its wildlife and people’ due to
uncontrolled logging and poaching for the bushmeat and international
wildlife trade.'’ Indeed, even the coffee marketing body ADECAF is
worried that forest loss due to the road may provoke a regional drying
and a decline in coffee production.
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Animals are not only hunted for their meat. The traditional
marketing of exotic animal parts for their fetish value - like gorilla’s
hands for providing manual strength - has been augmented by the
international trade in wildlife products - live animals for zoos, ivory
and skins as trophies etc. Poaching of forest elephants has become a
critical problem in northern Congo and southern CAR. The World
Wildlife Fund predicts that elephant populations in the Dzangha-
Sangha area will be extinct within five years if the trade is not
controlled. '*®

Vivian and Barry Wilson conclude from their studies in the Congo
that if something is not done to restrict the bushmeat trade ’the country
will find itself with a critical lack of game and the peasantry will soon
be without resources’.'*

It is important to note, however, that it is the trade in wildlife
products - bushmeat and other items - not the self-provisioning
activities of local communities that are the main cause of faunal
decline. The World Wildlife Fund’s conclusions after several years in
Gabon were that:

‘subsistence hunting by small rural communities has a limited
impact, [while] professional hunters who provide meat for
larger towns can decimate the fauna of a particular area in a
short time’ .'®

Yet it is also important to note that in many areas the very same
individuals act both as ’professional hunters’ and subsistence hunters.
The only difference is that the ’professional hunter’ is hunting for the
market and may use guns loaned by local chiefs and administrators,
who also finance the transport of wildlife products to distant urban
centres (and make a 40% profit thereby). In the CAR the great
majority of bushmeat merchants in the capital, Bangui, are women,
some of them wives of officials. They provide guns to experienced
local hunters, with whom they have informal contracts to ensure that
they get the game so killed.'® The pattern is common throughout the
region. The bushmeat trade is mediated through clientelistic networks -
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the web of kinship connections, traditional leadership patterns and
administrative hierarchy - that link rural communities with the urban
centres. The intimate involvement of influential officials in the trade
is one of the factors that makes its control so intractable.

In the Southwest CAR, for example, where the government with
international assistance has been establishing wildlife sanctuaries, local
officials, including those involved in Parks management, lend their
guns to pygmy hunters who shoot game for small payments. While the
bushmeat is then sold in the local markets, valuable skins and ivory
are traded more widely for considerable gain.'®

"Professional hunters’ are by no means only villagers. Leaving
aside trophy hunters - mainly foreigners who get permits to hunt
prestige game - urban teams, that use trucks to enter forests considered
‘open access’ areas, are also major players. The Forestry and the
Hunting and Wildlife Departments are heavily implicated in the trade
in wildlife products. The World Conservation Union estimates that, in
the north Congo, ’out of ten poachers, six are agents of "Eaux er
Foréts" '

The World Wildlife Fund team in Gabon has concluded that the
denial of local peoples’ rights to land and control of natural resources
is part of the problem.

"Gabon remains a classic example of a centralized
bureaucracy in terms of control over natural resources. As a
result decisions are taken with little or no input from those
rural communities most affected by interactions with wildlife.
These communities derive little or no benefit from the
resources, and hence have little interest in their

conservation’ .'*
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LAND RIGHTS

Considering the tragic history of social disruption, exploitation and
political marginalisation suffered by the indigenous peoples of
Equatorial Africa, the endurance of their customary systems of land
rights are testimony of their fundamental importance to these societies.
Studies throughout the region agree that the local peoples have clear
concepts of land ownership and control.'® Yet these customary rights
were largely ignored by colonial authorities, are not secured through
national laws, are increasingly threatened by top-down development
and conservation projects and are being side-stepped by an emerging
indigenous elite seeking individual title to extensive areas of land for
speculation, agricultural estates and personal gain.

In a study of the land tenure systems of four Bantu groups in Zaire,
Robert Harms concluded that land is traditionally held by small groups
which are constantly dividing, merging and shifting; and the person
responsible for land is relatively low in the political hierarchy. This is
because of the prevalence of shifting agriculture, which means plots
are cultivated only temporarily; and of the low population density,
which means new plots are easily found and there is consequently little
interest in maintaining permanent individual rights to land.!*

"Almost everywhere in Zaire large tracts of land are held by
corporate groups. Individual parcels for cultivation within a
tract are redistributed to the members of the group according
to local laws each time the soil becomes exhausted in one
place and it becomes necessary to set up new fields. Sometimes
individuals move their fields, while at other times the whole
village moves, causing a complete redistribution of the land.
In the majority of cases the corporate group that holds the
land is the lineage, though sometimes it is a political
chiefdom. The land held by the group has fixed boundaries,
either clearly defined geographical features or imaginary lines.
Within the tract of the corporate group there are several kinds
of rights in land, such as hunting rights, gathering rights, and
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cultivation rights. The individual cultivator, who gains rights
to a plot of land by putting it under cultivation, maintains his
rights until he abandons the field for another. In land held by
lineages, strangers can gain rights in land. The key test is
residence [and] most systems draw a careful distinction
between inherited rights, which have come down from the
ancestors who first settled the land, and strangers’ rights,
which cannot be passed on’ '

Studies also agree that ’pygmy’ groups do not assert exclusive
rights to land separate from their Bantu patrons. Summarising the
available knowledge, Robert Bailey, Serge Bahuchet and Barry
Hewlett note:

"Close relations between pygmies and farmers extend to their
perceptions of their rights to land. Each farmer clan has rights
recognised by all neighbouring farmer clans to a specific area
of forest, which they may clear for crop cultivation or where
they may hunt, fish, gather and extract required raw
materials. The clan of pygmies traditionally associated with
that same farmer clan also has recognised rights to exploit the
same area of forest. The farmers assist their pygmy partners
in maintaining exclusive rights to this area, and violations by
either pygmies or other farmers are contested through
negotiation, or sometimes violence. In this way, most, if not
all, areas of forest in Central Africa are claimed by indigenous
people, and elaborate informal indigenous mechanisms exist
to guarantee specific land rights.”'®

There is some evidence that these customary land rights systems
helped to even out human pressure on the environment and promote
sustainable land use. According to Raponda-Waller and Sillans, among
the coastal groups in Gabon abuse of the environment was punishable
by sanctions of the *mwiri’ secret society, which set up a ’kind of
nature reserve’ in overexploited areas to restrict further degradation.'®
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Careful field studies by World Bank staff of customary tenure in
Sub-Saharan Africa have revealed that these systems are dynamic and
flexible, astutely balancing demands for increases in productivity with
long term concerns and the welfare of less well-off members of the
community, thus effectively cushioning farmers against poverty.'”

Summarising these studies in its 1992 "World Development Report’
the Bank noted:

The

"‘Landownership in Sub-Saharan Africa traditionally resides
with the community, but farmers are assigned rights to use
specific parcels. These rights give sufficient security for
growing crops and, where bequeathed to children, foster a
long-term interest in land management. Farmers may have
limited rights to transfer land they use to others without
permission from family or village elders, and other people may
have supplementary use rights over the same land - to graze
the land during the dry season or to collect fruit or wood.
Such restrictions, however, do not appear as yet to have had
a significant effect on investments in land improvements or on
land productivity. Moreover, as population growth and
commercialization make land scarce and increasingly valuable,
land is increasingly privatized. The indigenous systems of
communal tenure appear flexible enough to evolve with the
increasing scarcity of land and the commensurate need for
greater security of land rights. At the same time, the retention
of some community control over landownership helps to

prevent the emergence of landlessness’.""*

implications of all this are clear:
"Few if any unoccupied lands exist in Central Africa. For the
purposes of planning the development or protection of any

area of land, it should be assumed a priori that any forest is
occupied by some person, or some clan, lineage or group’.'
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This is not a recommendation that has been heeded historically.
The initial concessionary system of the colonial era almost totally
ignored the existence of traditional land rights and the policy of
"regroupement des villages’ led to land conflicts and a disruption of
traditional farming systems.'” For some peoples, relocation meant
destitution due the total loss of land as they were resettled onto the
customary areas of other dominant groups.'™

There exists no thorough study of French land laws in the AEF. A
very hurried and partial examination of the available records (kindly
assisted by Patrice Christy in Libreville) suggests that although the
colonial legislation secured the state’s land ownership and a regime for
the recognition of individual property rights from 1899, attempts to
codify and protect customary rights were only first made in 1938. The
overall tendency of the land tenure legislation was to encourage the
registration of individual title to land that had been brought into
production or use ('mise en valeur’), with the aim of promoting
economic progress. However, after 1938, the colonial state also
guaranteed ’solemn confirmation of customary land rights which may
be freely exercised, within the limits set out by the law and duly
declared regulations and public utility.’

The emerging laws stipulated that concessions could not be granted
without customary rights first being voluntarily renounced. Customary
rights could not be extinguished ’except for the public good and after
just compensation’. Efforts were also made to limit chiefs from
allocating communal lands to outsiders for their personal profit and
restrictions were imposed to curb the registration of individual titles
on customary lands. Reading the laws one has the impression that they
gradually evolved to deal with concrete problems encountered by
administrators. It is not clear to what extent any of these laws was
applied or upheld (Décret 28 March 1899; Arrét 10 February 1938§;
Arrét 968 20 March 1938; Arrét 29 September 1950; Décret 55-580
20 March 1955; Arrét 1896/DPLC 8 June 1955).

The legal situation after independence is even more confusing.
Theoretically, in Gabon and the CAR, some of the colonial laws and
regulations remain valid, but the few land and forestry laws passed
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since 1960 make no reference to them. In the Congo the situation
changed with the 1970 Land Code which proclaimed all land to be the
‘property of the people represented by the State’ and abolished all
titles and customary rights of land ownership, leaving only an ill-
defined ’right to enjoy the use of the soil’.

In any case the issue is largely academic. As Hecketsweiler notes
"the land tenure law appears to have no noticeable effect on the actual
situation in the countryside’. In all three countries practically all land,
outside urban centres, is considered to be owned by the state;
customary law, though it continues to be recognised variously, only
secures rights of use, rights which are readily extinguished in the
’public interest’.”

Forest lands are subject to more restrictive legislation. The forestry
laws, at least on paper, also recognise customary rights and provide
legal protections against the awarding of concessions on indigenous
customary rights areas, while giving priority to local needs. However,
these laws are not applied and in effect logging concessions are
granted without reference to local populations.'’

As Kevin Cleaver of the World Bank notes, the effects of
nationalising land have not been salutary:

"The response by many... governments has been to nationalize
ownership of the land, with governments owning all land.
Governments then allow de facto customary law to guide the
use of some land while arbitrarily allocating other land to
private investors, the political elite, and public projects. This

has further reduced land tenure security rather than increased
lt 2177

There is no doubt that local communities do feel threatened by the
lack of land security and they themselves note that this has allowed
their land to be exploited by outsiders as well as making them less
concerned about prudent resource management. As one community in
south CAR has noted:
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"In the past the acquisition of lands was handled by the village
clans. We had a rational way of using forest lands; the
gardens were small and trees were cut down only for
cultivation and survival needs. Now lands are taken over
anarchically, because they have become State forests. We use
chainsaws and we no longer control bush fires, we destroy
sacred forests. The logging by Lorimbois also disturbed the
environment. We have less game and the streams are drying
up’ .\

Local people want secure rights to their land. A World Bank forest
management project in the CAR, which has run into local resentment
of yet further government interventions in their lives, found that local
communities 'want the government to give them back the power to
manage the forest as in traditional times, which would allow them to
securely protect the forest’.”® Most observers agree that to stabilise
rural livelihoods, encourage investments in land and promote
sustainable forest use, customary rights to land must be secured.

However, experience from other areas of Africa reveals that the
registration of titles can deny the flexibility of traditional systems and
opens the process of land allocation to abuses of power, leading to
land concentration.'® Warning against a tendency to introduce western
systems of land ownership registration, Kevin Cleaver of the World
Bank notes that:

‘land titling has permitted the political and economic elite,
who maintain control of the title distribution mechanism, to
grab the land from traditional owners. Land distribution
becomes more skewed as a result’ ***

The dilemma for African governments is to find a way of legally
securing communal tenure in a form acceptable to local communities
without favouring the interests of indigenous elites and outsiders
whose power and privilege give them unequal access to the
administration.
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FUTURE OPTIONS

In this study I have referred equally to Bantu and 'pygmy’ peoples as
’indigenous’. The term in its most literal sense only implies long term
residence in a given area. In .international law, people described as
‘indigenous’ are accorded preferential rights to land and protected
against discrimination and integration.'®

Increasingly, as the issue of indigenous rights has gained
international currency, other ’tribal’ or marginal ethnic groups have
begun to describe themselves as ’indigenous’ as a way of identifying
their struggles with those of other ’indigenous’ peoples with whom
they feel a common cause and as a way of asserting their own claims
to these same rights - to communal ownership of their traditional
territories, to self-determination, to respect for their customary laws
and to the legal recognition of their representative institutions,

So far as I am aware, none of the peoples in the forests of
Equatorial Africa identify themselves as ’indigenous’ in this sense, yet
as we have seen many are making similar claims to control their
customary lands as other ’indigenous’ peoples.

International institutions have had a rather different approach in
defining which peoples are ’indigenous’ - preferring to use the term
not so much for peoples with a claim to an area based on prior
occupation, so much as in terms of their political vulnerability and
marginal status.'® The World Bank, for example, defines indigenous
peoples as ’social groups with a social and cultural identity distinct
from the dominant society that makes them vulnerable to being
disadvantaged by the development process’.'

As this study should by now have made clear, the Bantu and
‘pygmy’ peoples inhabiting the forests of Equatorial Africa are
obviously ’indigenous’ in both the sense of long term occupancy of a
given area and their being ’disadvantaged by the development
process.” Certainly the ’pygmy’ groups in the area are doubly
discriminated against and require urgently a recognition of their rights,
but it does not follow that this is best achieved by singling them out
for exclusive attention.'®®
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Indeed, it can be argued that "pygmy’ political organisation has,
typically, avoided all centralisation and hierarchy as a means of
diminishing the effective control exercised by their patrons. Bantu
groups thus find ’their’ pygmies to be ungovernable and hard to
coordinate. The 'pygmies’ have by this means been able to maintain
an important degree of autonomy in their own affairs despite their
mutually recognised dependence on Bantu villages. !¢

However, this strategic absence of leadership and coordination is
simultaneously a handicap for ’pygmies’ now seeking independent
means of survival. Lacking strong traditional means for achieving
consensus and collective decision-making, they are all too easily
divided and ruled by those who still seek to benefit from their labour
and dependency. For this reason, there are many who suggest that
‘pygmies’ should not be targeted for assistance by outsiders as this will
only create new patterns of dependency.

The point is contentious. Some, such as Bahuchet and Hewlett,
have gone so far as to argue that:

"Central African farmers and pygmies exist together, are
interdependent, and should be considered as an integrated
economic and social system’. '

But conversely it remains true that the once more ’symbiotic’
relations between Bantu and ’pygmies’ have grown increasingly
hierarchical and exploitative, as Bantu and pygmy economies have
both become more closely linked to the market and subject to external
authoritarian traditions. It is hard to see how the resulting
immiseration of pygmy groups can be alleviated without to some
extent breaking their growing dependency on their exploitative patron-
client relations with farming groups.'®®

My own view is that direct intervention in 'pygmy’-Bantu relations
by outsiders is likely to do more harm than good. Only once and if
independent "pygmy’ organisations emerge to make their own demands
will outside support be well-directed. If mistakes are then made, at
least they will be mistakes made by the peoples themselves who can
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so learn from them. The real question then, that bedevils all those
engaged in supporting indigenous peoples is how to help promote that
self-determination without directing or influencing its evolution. The
only answer, unsatisfactory though it is, is that great sensitivity must
be used.

The aim of this study has been to place the present situation of the
peoples and rainforests of Equatorial Africa in their political and
economic context. If past efforts by environmental organisations,
conservationists and development agencies to ’save the rainforests’
have failed it is above all because they have not appreciated the
political nature of the problem of rainforest loss.™ Technical fixes
have thus been attempted which do nothing to resolve the underlying
problems. Bandages are used when surgery is needed.

Forest loss is not presently a major problem in Equatorial Africa.
Wildlife destruction from overhunting and forest degradation from
overlogging are seriously undermining local peoples’ welfare and
contributing to a malaise in the political economy. Although the
massive rates of forest clearance experienced in West Africa have not
yet come about, some of the conditions for such a situation are there.
The forests are undefended. Those with authority over the forests have
proved that they have no capacity to manage them. Those with an
interest in their long term management have no power.

Already pressure from the landless, resulting from rising
populations and rural stagnation outside the region, is being exerted on
the forests. Peasants from the dryland regions of the CAR are moving
south seeking lands on the forest frontiers being opened up by the
loggers. As in West Africa, international boundaries are irrelevant to
such forces. Already Fulani from the Sahel can be found living in the
gutters and begging on the streets of Brazzaville. Impoverished
Zairean migrants, made destitute by Mobutu’s profligacy, already
make up about half those cutting firewood in the forests south of
Bangui.
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New forest policies which reassert the rights of local communities
to their customary lands are needed now if secure systems of forest
management are to be restored. As the resident World Wildlife Fund
staff in Gabon noted of a proposed World Bank project:

"The most critical issue towards conservation management in
(Gabon is) decentralization and empowering local communities
to manage natural resources... The problem is that there is no
framework which allows those people most dependent on the
forest to participate in the policy-making and planning
process. it is imposed from above... Inevitably this means that
the interaction between resource users and resource managers
will be antagonistic... If the project by relying on essentially
law enforcement activities to control resource use, alienates
the rural communities who depend on the natural resources for
their livelihood, then the project could result in very negative
environmental impact’.

Given this insight it is disappointing to find that the main
conservation initiatives being attempted in Equatorial Africa are
dodging such fundamental questions. Forestry projects funded by the
EC, FAO and the World Bank are investing in largely irrelevant forest
inventories that take no account of the fact that the problems of
unsound management are not technical but political. In these
circumstances, inventories are only subsidies to timber miners, helping
them to identify the most lucrative pieces of forest to pillage.

Protected area projects run by the World Wildlife Fund, NYZS
The Wildlife Conservation Society and the European Economic
Community, while often admirable in themselves, are also not
predicated on simultaneous policy or institutional change. Instead they
are choosing to isolate themselves from the political process and rely
on the existing institutions. Many are located in remote and relatively
unthreatened areas. Though often run by ex-patriates the projects
nevertheless have a profound effect on national policy-making and
personnel deployment. Given that environmental issues are anyway
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low on the national agendas, it is doubly worrying that these projects
absorb much of the energy of government departments concerned with
the environment, draw off the most environmentally motivated
personnel and soak up the lion’s share of international assistance
targeted for the ’environment’. The result is to distort the evolution
of national environment policy.

Exactly because these projects attempt to dodge the awkward
political questions, they then have to learn again from bitter experience
that these are indeed the main issues that they have to confront. As
one frustrated ex-patriate conservationist reported last year to his base
office:

"The National Director assigned to the project... has proven
himself dishonest, incompetent and totally self-serving. Others
under his ’direction’ naturally followed suit. The Mayor,
Police, Commissioner and Gendarmerie Chief see their
personal interests in profitable poaching hampered by the
project. As one official is caught, fined and reassigned (rarely,
as they are usually well protected) another usually worse is put
in his place. It is this attitude that will eventually frustrate
project personnel, expatriate and national, and lead to the
Jailure of conservation in Central Africa.’

The forests of the region will remain vulnerable until the political
economy allows the emergence of newly accountable processes of
governance. Efforts by donors to impose such good governance from
above are proving half-hearted'®, but fortunately the forces pressing
for greater democracy in Africa do not depend on external assistance -
though it may help - but on their own courage and coordination. Only
with such democracy can these countries overcome what Chinua
Achebe identifies as the main crisis of the African State: ’the failure
of our rulers to re-establish vital inner links with the poor and
dispossessed’. "

If Africa States are to function in the long term interests of their
citizens, they will require more committed and impartial state
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institutions. The paradox may be that decentralization - allowing local
people more say and control over resources - could be the best force
to counter the clientelism and factionalism of African politics.

My own hunch, after a very short visit, is that ecological balance
will not be restored in Equatorial Africa without the resurgence of
long submerged traditions of equality and accountability. This will
require a long and slow process of rebuilding community institutions
and controls. That process can benefit from the right legislative
environment. It could also be helped by the emerging local non-
governmental organisations, if they have the respect and patience to
take their lead from the communities themselves. But it is in the
emergence of new community associations and youth groups such as
the *amis de la nature’ that the best hope lies.

"Forests are gold. They are our riches to be cared for our
children.’

(George Abiagna, Chairman, Botambi Solidarity Association,
personal communication. 18 November 1992)
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The Equatorial Africa of this study— Gabon, the Congo and the Central
African Republic — has a long, sad history of slavery and the depreda-
tions of foreign forest product extraction. For the forest communities of
the region the slave wars, conquest, forced resettlement and labour in
extractive industries and the lumber camps has meant the undermining
of their ways of life. Deprived of rights and marginal to national
economies built up on oil, timber, coffee and diamonds, these people still
find themselves deprived of a political voice or control of their destinies.

The forests are not yet suffering the accelerated rates of forest loss
common in West Africa. Yet, as this disturbing new report fromthe World
Rainforest Movement shows, the forests are defenceless. Local commu-
nities have been deprived of control of their ancestral forests while the
States that now claim authority over them have become little more than
predatory instruments for the enrichment of ruling elites andtheir foreign
backers.

Leaked studies carried out for the World Bank and published here for the
first time, show how the foreign dominated timber companies act with
complete contempt for the law. Hope lies in the region’s movements for
political liberalisation, the still tentative resurgence of community authority
andthe re-awakening of long-submergedindigenous traditions of equality
and justice.
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