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Abstract 

As a product of the generally increasing “globality” of human thought and practice, since the 

1990s in particular, the world has seen the development and normalisation of completely novel 

initiatives which overturn millennia of thinking about land and land-based resources. 

Specifically, what has emerged is a set of discourses, agreements and agencies that proclaim 

global responsibility for the care and regulation of diverse ecologies collectively reconstituted 

as facets of a singular planetary ‘Environment’.  Among the myriad examples of this trend one 

of the most prominent has been the emergence of what has been called a “Global Forest 

Governance” regime, of which the European Union’s Forest Law Enforcement and Governance 

(EU-FLEGT) is a key component. In this thesis I present a critical assessment of these 

developments, focusing on recent attempts to implement EU-FLEGT in Sierra Leone. Examining 

the programme’s approach, viability and effects in relation to the country’s nascent domestic 

commercial forestry industry, I advance three main arguments. The first is that though EU-FLEGT 

is presented as an offshoot of recent shifts from “government” to “governance” it is properly 

understood as the ideological progeny of international ‘Development’ and the modern 

‘Environmental’ movement. The second is that as a result, its design, approach and even 

problem definitions are deeply incongruous with the perspectives, practices and realities of its 

intended recipients. Finally, the third is that, ironically, in reinforcing (more-than) colonial style 

“command and control” approaches to resource management, it has supported the 

development of the very sorts of civil society formations that it rhetorically supports but has 

thus far failed to incorporate into discussions on forest governance. Such groups, however, have 

emerged largely to confront rather than cooperate with formal structures and centrally 

designated agents of forest management and governance. As a result, in Sierra Leone thus far 

the programme’s primary impact has been to reinforce a key obstacle to its own implementation 

by strengthening the resistance of local industry-oriented civil society groups at the expense of 

state authority – achieving a central goal of “governance” reform despite itself. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
iii 

 

Declaration 

 

I Hereby Certify that: 

 

1) this thesis is the product of my own original research and analysis except insofar as 

specified in the Preface; 

 

2) due acknowledgement has been made throughout the text of all other works used or by 

which it has been informed; 

 

3) the total text is less than 100,000 words in length, excluding figures, bibliographic 

references etc. 

 

 

 

Greg van der Horst 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
iv 

 

Preface 

I hereby attest that no part of this thesis has been submitted for any other prior or concurrent 

qualifications and that no third party editorial assistance was engaged for its final preparation. 

While the bulk of the documentary and field research was conducted as part of the present 

degree program, as described in Chapter 2, a small portion of the fieldwork was carried out 

during the months of June-August 2008, as preliminary research during the year prior to my 

enrollment. The results of this work were published in a journal article (Hiemstra-van der Horst 

2010) and are recounted briefly to provide contextual detail for the data acquired during later 

fieldwork. In addition, while the thesis is the product of my own fieldwork and analysis, it has 

benefitted from my involvement in projects conducted in collaboration with my departmental 

colleague (now Dr.) Paul Munro. As detailed further in Chapter 2, I was involved in 3 research 

projects on commercial forestry in Sierra Leone co-proposed by Dr. Munro and myself which 

provided 7 research assistants and the opportunity to collect large amounts of nuanced data. As 

Lead researcher I was responsible for methodological design, selection and training of research 

assistants and daily coordination of research in the field while final analyses and report writing 

were conducted jointly by Dr. Munro and myself. These projects were carried out in tandem 

with my own research and the thesis is based primarily on the work that I conducted myself, as 

part of these projects, in following leads of key interest generated by the work of my assistants 

and other separate research work and personal experience during many months in the field. The 

findings of these projects are published elsewhere in different form, for a different audience, 

and with different analytical goals (e.g.Munro and van der Horst 2012a, van der Horst  and 

Munro 2012). As a result, while certain sections of the thesis draw on the data produced during 

these projects, the majority of the data presented is the product of my own fieldwork and the 

analyses presented here are my own. Where the findings of collaborative work such as research 

reports are presented I have cited these in text for clarity. Finally, it is important to acknowledge 

that my work was supported by a 3 year scholarship awarded by the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) without which it would have been effectively 

impossible to complete (Grant reference number 752-2010-0381). 

 

 

 

 



 
v 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Although I am the sole author of this document, the considerable work I have invested in 

achieving its completion is dwarfed by the cumulative supporting efforts of the many others 

who will be overjoyed to never have to hear about it again. First off, I have benefitted immensely 

from the ongoing encouragement of Dr. Simon Batterbury whose wide-ranging expertise is 

outstripped only by his patience and commitment as a mentor. From our initial meeting at the 

Association of American Geographers annual convention in San Francisco to the present day he 

has constantly provided not only academic critique but numerous employment and professional 

opportunities that advanced my work and allowed me to keep food on the table. As well, I have 

benefitted greatly from many long discussions with Dr. Haripriya Rangan whose energy and 

intellect pushed me in a number of important new directions. To both I will be forever grateful.     

In terms of financial support, I must offer considerable thanks to the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada and the (then) School of Land and Environment at the 

University of Melbourne without scholarships from whom I could not have studied at 

Melbourne. Still more importantly, I owe profound personal gratitude to Kathy Abusow without 

whose incredible good faith I would not have been able to start, let alone complete my studies. 

On a similar note – immense thanks to Ruth Lane and Joel Mayes for friendship, hospitality and 

lots of rewarding work during my times in Australia. The staff of the Department of resource 

Management and Geography also deserve great appreciation for their patience and for the 

collegial atmosphere and the many rewarding teaching, discussion and other opportunities for 

academic advancement that they provided. As well, to my friends and colleagues, I cannot 

express how much our relationships have meant over the years, and though there are many who 

could be named, particular thanks to Dr. Dean Pierides, Dr. Catherine Casler, Kelly Donati and 

Christina Ellis for their continued friendship and support. In addition, thanks are also due to two 

anonymous reviewers whose critiques strengthened the thesis and to an anonymous data 

recovery technician who rescued the revised draft(!)  



 
vi 

 

In the field, I was extremely lucky to meet an incredible number of wonderful people, among 

the most important have been my dear friends at River Number Two village without whose 

support I could not have weathered some extremely difficult times. As well, great thanks to the 

staff at ENFO, and particularly my research assistants Kebbay, Georjet, Albert, Kembay, Isaiah, 

Marah and Presto, whose blood sweat and tears moved us all forward in the project and what 

came after. Among the many professional contacts I made during the period, I must thank 

Jochen Moninger for both friendship and numerous consultancy opportunities that both paid 

the rent and offered me indispensable contextual knowledge. As well, I would like to note my 

gratitude to the late Sheku Mansaray, then acting head of the Forestry Division, for his open 

door, ready smile and the many conversations we shared. Finally, Great thanks to fellow 

researcher Dr. Anaïs Ménard for friendship, hospitality and many very productive discussions.  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I am immeasurably grateful to the family members and 

dear friends without whose initial enthusiastic support, understanding forbearance in the 

middle and constructive impatience on the road to completion none of this would have been 

possible. Of the many who could be noted here, I must particularly thank: my father who made 

many sacrifices and almost literally bent over backwards to protect my writing time; my siblings 

and their spouses who endured many absences and unfulfilled promises “because of thesis”; 

Captain Tom van Wyck for his constant concern and steady forbearance over my near constant 

inability to come out and play; Bryan Vroom and Denise Winter without whose steady 

commitment in the face of near disaster several things would have very literally fallen apart; Dr. 

Paul Munro whose friendship, support and intellectual collaboration remains a constant 

inspiration and, not least, my friend and associate Simon Willans, who will likely have a private 

party the minute this is submitted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
vii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abbreviations and acronyms 

ACOTIDA Agricultural Community for Timber Development Association 

ACP  Africa, Caribbean and the Pacific 

AD  Avoided Deforestation 

AFLEG  African Forest Law Enforcement and Governance 

AFP  Asian Forest Partnership 

AFRI  Aerosol Free Vegetation Index 

APC  All Peoples Congress 

APPER  African Priority Program for Economic Recovery 

AU  African Union 

BINGO  Big International Non-Governmental Organisation 

BRIC  Brazil, Russia, India, China 

CAR  Central African Republic 

CBO  Community-Based Organisation 

CDF  Civil Defence Forces 

CERFLOR Certificação Florestal (Brazil Forest Certification Program) 

CoC  Chain of Custody 

CSA  Canadian Standards Association 

CSM  Chain Saw Milling 

DDR  Demobilisation Disarmament and Rehabilitation 

DFID  Department For International Development 

DFO  District Forest Officer 

DRC  Democratic Republic of the Congo (Kinshasa) 



 
viii 

 

DOS  Dark Object Subtraction 

EA-FLEG East Asia Forest Law Enforcement and Governance 

EC  European Commission 

ECOWAS Economic Community of West Africa States  

EFCP  European Community Forest Platform 

EIA  Environmental Impact Assessment 

EMP  Environmental Management Plan 

ENFO  Energy For Opportunity 

ENA-FLEG Europe and North Africa Forest Law Enforcement and Governance 

EPA-SL  Environmental Protection Agency – Sierra Leone 

EU-FLEGT European Union Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade programme 

EUTR  European Union Timber Regulation 

FD  Forestry Division 

FERN  Forest Environmental Resource Network 

FLEG  Forest Law Enforcement and Governance 

FIC  Forest Industries Corporation 

FLEGT  (EU) Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade programme 

FRMCP  Forest Resources Management and Conservation Program 

FSC  Forest Sustainability Council 

GATT  General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

GCS  Global Civil Society 

GDP  Gross Domestic Product 

GEG  Global Environmental Governance 

GFG  Global Forest Governance 

GOS  Green Off-Sawn 

G7  Group of Seven  

G8  Group of Eight 

IFI  International Financial Institution 

IFF  Intergovernmental Forum on Forests 

INGO  International Non-Governmental Organisation 



 
ix 

 

IPF  Intergovernmental Panel on Forests 

JIC  Joint Implementation Committee 

KPM  Kono Progressive Movement 

KPSOTPC Koinadugu Power Saw Owners and Tree Planting Club 

LD  Legality Definition 

LEI  Lembaga Ekolabel Indonesia 

L5  Landsat 5 satellite 

L7  Landsat 7 satellite 

MAFFS  Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security 

MoL  Ministry of Lands 

MTCC  Malaysian Timber Certification Council 

MTI  Ministry of Trade and Industry 

MTS  Multilateral Trading System 

NAM  Non-Aligned Movement 

NPRC  National Provisional Ruling Council 

NEPAD  New Partnership for African Development 

NGO  Non-Governmental Organisation 

NPFE  Non-Permanent Forest Estate 

NPM  New Public Management 

OAU  Organisation for African Unity 

ODA  Official Development Assistance 

OECD  Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

OPEC  Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries 

PAGE  Promoting Agriculture, Governance and the Environment 

PC  Paramount Chief 

PE  Political Ecology 

PEFC  Program for Endorsement of Forest Certification 

PES  Payment for Ecosystem Services 

PIF  Pseudo Invariant Features 

REDD  Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation 



 
x 

 

ROC  Republic of Congo (Brazzaville)  

RSLAF  Republic of Sierra Leone Armed Forces 

RUF  Revolutionary United front 

SAP  Structural Adjustment Programme 

SFI  Sustainable Forestry Initiative 

SFM  Sustainable Forest Management 

SILETI  Sierra Leone Timber Industries 

SLL  Sierra Leone Leones 

SLPP  Sierra Leone People’s Party 

TFEU  Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

TLAS  Timber Legality Assurance System 

TOA  Top Of Atmosphere  

USAID  United States Agency for International Development 

USD  United States Dollars 

UN  United Nations 

UNCED  United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 

UNFCCC United Nations Framing Convention on Climate Change 

UNFF  United Nations Forum on forests 

USGS  United States Geological Survey 

VPA  Voluntary Partnership Agreement 

WAPFOR Western Area Peninsula Forest Reserve 

WSSD  World Summit on Sustainable Development 

WTO  World Trade Organisation 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
xi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1 – Districts of Sierra Leone ……………………………………………………………………………….….10 

Figure 2.2 – Topography of Sierra Leone................................................................................10 

Figure 7.1 – Pit-sawn board production.....…………………………………………………………………………122  

Figure 7.2 – Colonial Logging in Kambui Hills, Kenema district, 1933………………………………….147 

Figure 7.3 – Timber abandoned after 2007 ban…………………………………………………………………..153 

Figure 7.4 – Machinery abandoned in Kenema District by Gava Forest Corporation after 2010 
ban………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..156  

Figure 8.1 – Timber confiscation in contradiction with transport permissions from Inspector 
General’s office……………………………………………………………………………………………..161  

Figure 8.2 – The Western Area Peninsula and its main communities………………………………….163 

Figure 8.3 – Helicopter-borne electro-magnetometric boom……………………………………………..164  

Figure 8.5 – Example of a physical manifestations of deforestation narratives, found all over 
the country……………………………………………………………………………..…………………….166  

Figure 8.5 – Efforts to curb upland rice cultivation…………………………………………………………….166 

Figure 8.6 – Chiefdom Boundaries of Sierra Leone……….…………………………………………………….175  

Figure 8.7 – Prominent urban board vendor in Kenema Town offloading a truckload of timber 
produced by the owner’s own team……………………………………………………………….178 

Figure 8.8 – Provinces, Districts and Headquarter towns of Sierra Leone…………………………...179 

Figure 8.9 – Urban vendor team collecting board consignment from village producers, Bombali 
District…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..180  

Figure 8.10 – Small rural village-level entrepreneurs producing boards in Koinadugu 
district…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..180 



 
xii 

 

Figure 8.11 – Youth employed to support CSM crew in Northern Bombali District………………181  

Figure 9.1 – Forestry Department vegetation map……………………..………………………………………204 

Figure 9.2 – Recent vegetation map….……………………………………………………………………………….204  

Figure 9.3 – AFRI Vegetation density map for 2010 ……………………………………………………….….205 

Figure 9.4 – Sample detail AFRI map of vegetation density patterns in Port Loko District….206 

Figure 9.5 – Sample detail AFRI map of vegetation patterns in Koinadugu District……….……206 

Figure 9.6 – Sample detail AFRI map of vegetation patterns in Bombali District…………………207 

Figure 9.7 – Beni stump coppicing after recent farm clearance…………………………………………..208  

Figure 9.8 – Beni trees in adjacent seeding pattern…………………………………………………………...208 

Figure 9.9 – Small Beni group in stand of other trees in mixed savanna…………………………….208 

Figure 9.10 – Near ubiquity: Yemani regeneration in fallow field……………………………………...210 

Figure 9.11 – Typical site for CSM operations in Sierra Leone: a modest copse of trees in mixed 
shifting agricultural landscape…………………………………………………..…………………..211  

Figure 9.12 – Total change AFRI – 2001 to 2010…………………………………………………………………..212 

Figure 9.13 - Total negative change only (positive excluded) – AFRI 2001-2010……………………213 

Figure 9.14 - Total positive change only (negative excluded) – AFRI 2001-2010…………….……213 

Figure 9.15 – Mobile milling: an operator with his full complement of tools……………………..215 

Figure 9.16 – Typical CSM operation, Kenema District………………….…………………………………….215 

Figure 9.17 – Temporary board mini depot, CSM produce awaiting collection…………………….216 

 

 



 
i 

 

Contents 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. ii 

Declaration......................................................................................................................... iii 

Preface ............................................................................................................................... iv 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................. v 

Abbreviations and acronyms .............................................................................................. vii 

List of Figures ..................................................................................................................... xi 

Chapter 1: Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1 

1.0   Everybody’s business: forests and forestry in the new environmental era ...................... 1 

1.1   “GFG” in the post-colony: old wine, new casks and emerging ruptures........................... 3 

1.2   The way forward: purpose, structure and contributions of the thesis ............................. 6 

Chapter 2: Methodology ...................................................................................................... 9 

2.0   Overview ............................................................................................................................ 9 

2.1   The study site: a brief introduction to Sierra Leone .......................................................... 9 

2.2   Methodological approach ............................................................................................... 12 

2.3   Methods .......................................................................................................................... 15 

2.3.1   Approach and activities ....................................................................................... 15 

2.3.2   Land cover change assessment ........................................................................... 24 

Chapter 3: New developments, novel approaches .............................................................. 28 

3.0   “Development”, “environment and the discourses of “governance .............................. 28 

3.1   Re-packing an old case: the shift from government to “governance” ............................ 29 

3.2   “Underdevelopment”, failing states and the rise of “Good Governance” ...................... 34 

3.3   Bigger problems, bigger solutions: scaling up to “Global governance” .......................... 41 

3.4   Ecological crises, civil society and “Environmental governance” .................................... 45 

3.5   Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 50 

Chapter 4: A tortuous path ................................................................................................ 51 

4.0   Civil society, global change and the rise of the “GFG” .................................................... 51 

4.1   Intersections: climate, timber and (Good) Global Forest Governance ........................... 51 

4.2.1   Early days: from boycotts and protests to forest certification ............................ 52 

4.2.2   Forests as the carbon ‘quick fix’ and the push for REDD ..................................... 54 

4.2   Grassroots activism and Neoliberal imperatives: the birth of FLEGT .............................. 56 

4.2.1   From “unsustainability” as outcome to “illegality” as cause............................... 57 

4.2.2   Learning from the past: sovereignty, certification and the WTO ........................ 61 

4.2.3   Architecture and process ..................................................................................... 65 



 
ii 

 

4.3   Critiques and concerns to date ....................................................................................... 68 

4.4   Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 71 

Chapter 5: “Everybody’s business” ..................................................................................... 73 

5.0   Universal history, global nature – the ‘Environment-Development’ nexus .................... 73 

5.1   ‘Development’ and the universal race to techno-bureaucratic order ............................ 74 

5.1.1   “Enlightenment”, ‘Progress’ and the imperative of intervention ....................... 74 

5.1.2   Shifting agendas for a constant object: ‘Development’ and the state ................ 77 

5.1.3   Machine logic: ‘Development’ as anti-politics .................................................... 79 

5.2   Environmentalism and the earth as universal commons ................................................ 82 

5.2.1   The rise of environmentalism: from “backward peasants” and urban pollution to 

the imperatives of “Global Change” .................................................................... 82 

5.2.2   Democratisation and dictation: North-South divergence in outcomes .............. 86 

5.2.3   Revolutionising “nature”: the birth of ‘The Environment’ and the reconstruction 

of the world as global commons .......................................................................... 88 

5.3   Universal norms, global distribution: ecology, modernization and the Environment-

Development nexus ........................................................................................................ 92 

5.4   Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 100 

Chapter 6: Governance as ‘Development’ ......................................................................... 101 

6.0   “Illegality”, “Sustainability” and the forest modernisation project .............................. 101 

6.1   “Forest Crime” and “sustainability”: illegality as ecological hazard .............................. 102 

6.2   Governance and development or governance as ‘Development’? ............................... 104 

6.2.2   Disseminating “Sustainability: FLEGT as normative project .............................. 104 

6.2.3   Roots and branches: FLEGT and state primacy in forestry ................................ 109 

6.2.4   The state as hegemonic machine: FLEGT, “Legality” and techno-bureaucratic 

logic .................................................................................................................... 113 

6.2.5   Fuzz-factors: “partnership”, “ownership” and “participation” ......................... 115 

6.3   Ideology, discourse and mission creep: FLEGT and the “domestic sector” .................. 120 

6.3.1   Forest discourses and the construction of “illegality” ...................................... 120 

6.3.2   FLEGT and the domestic “sector” ...................................................................... 125 

6.4   Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 128 

Chapter 7: Policy visions and power saws ......................................................................... 129 

7.0   Official ideals and popular practice in contemporary African forestry ......................... 129 

7.1   Myopic policy and popular response: the rise of CSM .................................................. 130 

7.1.1   New needs, new tools, new practices: enter the “power saw” ........................ 130 

7.1.2   Demand and supply: de-industrialisation and local response........................... 132 



 
iii 

 

7.1.3   Displacement and transformation: CSM and the new realities of tropical forestry

 ............................................................................................................................ 134 

7.2   Informality as illegality: discourse, policy and the “power saw” .................................. 135 

7.2.1   The charges: degradation, lawlessness and subversion .................................... 136 

7.2.2   Alternate views: evidence from the field .......................................................... 139 

7.2.3   Contrary policy: exclusion, criminalisation and persecution ............................. 141 

7.3   Policy and practice in the post-colony: evolutions in Sierra Leone ............................... 145 

7.3.1   Robber barons and reservationists: forestry in the colonial period ................. 145 

7.3.2   Displacement, disjunction and reconfiguration: war and rehabilitation in the rise 

of CSM ................................................................................................................ 148 

7.3.3   Cowboy capitalism, chaos and policy conflict ................................................... 151 

7.4   Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 156 

Chapter 8: Modernist fantasies and non-modern realities ................................................. 158 

8.0   Multiplicity, hybridity and mobility in a volatile export “sector” .................................. 158 

8.1   The state multiple: crossed purposes and “musical chairs”.......................................... 159 

8.1.1   A house divided: conflicting mandates, corruption and turf wars .................... 159 

8.1.2   during and after the “9 to 5”: multiple identities of “state actors” .................. 165 

8.1.3   Paper mandates vs practical imperatives: life at the field station .................... 171 

8.2   Diversity and bricolage: multiple actors in shifting configurations ............................... 173 

8.2.1   Conflicted roles, divergent perspectives: a “mixed bag” of chiefs .................... 173 

8.2.2   “Crowd logging”: myriad networks of diverse entrepreneurs .......................... 176 

8.2.3    “Footloose youth”, farmers and free agents: a range of operators ................. 179 

8.3   Informality, hybridity and volatility: the emergence of an ephemeral industry ........... 182 

8.3.1   Easy in-and-out: foreign investment and fluid “sectoral” boundaries .............. 183 

8.3.2   Intimate interlinkage: the increasing role of domestic market producers ....... 184 

8.3.3   Porous borders and itinerant power saws: operator mobility in the Mano River 

Region ................................................................................................................ 185 

8.4   Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 187 

Chapter 9: Histories, Materialities and social responses .................................................... 189 

9.0   The deeper challenges of domestic production ............................................................ 189 

9.1   The trouble with “legality”: bifurcation and the limits to central power...................... 190 

9.1.1   From indirect rule to dual government: contemporary chieftaincy in 

contemporary Sierra Leone ............................................................................... 190 

9.1.2   Duality and circumscription: chieftaincy at the boundaries of Forestry legislation

 ............................................................................................................................ 192 



 
iv 

 

9.1.3 Caught in the middle: national legislation, chiefdom law and the daily life of 

forestry regulations ............................................................................................ 199 

9.2   Materialities: the critical “things” of the specific socioecologies of CSM ..................... 201 

9.2.1   Patchy production: scattered operations in a shifting mosaic .......................... 202 

9.2.2   Tool or agent? Power saws and the conditions of governance ........................ 212 

9.3   The operators strike back: the rise of producer associations ....................................... 217 

9.3.1   Politics and populism: roots of civic traditions in Sierra Leone ......................... 217 

9.3.2   From chainsaw clubs to forestry unions: invasion, crackdown and the 

stimulation of associational life ......................................................................... 224 

9.3.3   Obstinance, complacency and (re)fragmentation ............................................. 226 

9.4   Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 228 

Chapter 10: Global governance in unruly environments .................................................... 230 

10.0   Power saws and the prospects for decolonising African forestry policy .................... 230 

10.1   ‘Development’, ‘Environment’ and the GFG project for the “Third World” ............... 231 

10.2   Unruly environments: forestry in post-colonial, post-war Sierra Leone ..................... 232 

10.3   “GFG” in the post-colony – Sierra Leone’s experience in regional context ................ 234 

10.4   Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 237 

References ...................................................................................................................... 239 

Appendix A: Guideline for interviews with forest product vendors .................................... 265 

Appendix B: Guideline for village town hall discussions .................................................... 268 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
1 

 

Chapter 1  

Introduction 
 

1.0   Everybody’s business: forests and forestry in the new environmental era 

Although it is difficult to identify a precise moment of transition, in recent years the world has 

entered a new era in which dominant perspectives on human-ecological problems and prospects 

have taken on a new character. For one thing, although environmentalism emerged as merely 

one of several western social movements (Buttel et al. 1990, Buttel and Taylor 1992), its 

discourses, institutions and initiatives have now spread even to remote corners of the world. As 

a result, despite often vitriolic debates over the construction and resolution of specific problems, 

the basic notion of social impacts on “ecology” as a pre-eminent and universal human concern 

can no longer be challenged in mainstream public media or discussions (e.g. Blühdorn 1997). 

Perhaps more importantly, moreover, environmental thought itself has also been considerably 

transformed. While the movement’s early focus was on isolated concerns such as local pollution, 

the progressive upscaling of problem definitions has produced a shift from conceptions of 

“natural settings” and human “environments” to the construction of a singular planetary 

‘Environment’ (Höhler 2008, Lazier 2011). In the process, attitudes have evolved and the localist 

slogan “Not In My Back Yard” became the broader “Not In Anybody’s Back Yard”. Similarly, early 

notions of environmental citizenship that extended liberal theory of rights to include state-based 

local environmental protection evolved into more republican conceptions of individual 

responsibility for more general and deterritorialised personal “ecological footprints (Dobson 

2004, 2007). In tandem with parallel developments in other areas such as human rights, 

moreover, these in turn have fed into a broad-based shift toward notions of planetary 

“citizenship” and the production of the global as the key scale for coordination (Fine 2004, 

Bernstein 2011). In sum, while there has been no sharp break with the past, what has emerged 

is a new status quo in which the position of ‘The Environment’ as a primary object of universal 

concern and the imperative of global coordination for its care are no longer the rantings of 

special interest groups but givens of mainstream politics and (increasingly prominently) 

international relations. 

And there have been implications.  
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Among the contexts in which they have been most evident is in the treatment of categories such 

as “forest”. Woodland areas have long been objects of “protection” and the current enthusiasm 

for their management and regulation is partly an extension of this longer tradition (e.g. 

LaFreniere 1990). As well, however, it also contains novel differences that make a critical 

difference. In historical ‘Western’ efforts to control particular “forest” lands they were produced 

as narrowly defined things such as “game shelters”, “timber reserves” and “watersheds”, not 

least under the restrictive policy regimes characteristic of “Empire Forestry” (cf, for example, 

Fairhead and Leach 1998, Scott 1998, Barton 2001). Indeed, even the 1980s and 1990s 

campaigns for the Amazon presented “Rainforest” primarily as a warehouse of “biodiversity” 

and (along with “whales” and other things) but one entry on a shopping list of items to be saved. 

With the extension and consolidation of environmentalism’s shift in scale, however, formerly 

isolated “issues” have become more and more universalized and co-located by association with 

“the planet” rather than specific places (as exemplified by increasing academic and popular 

interest in Crutzen and Stoermer’s (2000) concept of the “Anthropocene”, for instance). As a 

result, “forests” in particular have become increasingly prominent, positioned as what might be 

termed “nexus ecologies” for a host of now indivisible concerns ranging from floral and faunal 

diversity to carbon sequestration, water supply and purification, resource supply, poverty 

alleviation, indigenous rights and so on. This perceptual shift has engendered attempts to “link 

up” otherwise discrete and limited conservation initiatives such as “Payment for Ecosystem 

Services” schemes (cf Gómez-Baggethun et al. 2010, McAfee 2012) producing more 

comprehensive systems of international environmental governance.     

It is this context that a range of things no one cared about before such as lumber-making in rural 

Sub-Saharan Africa have suddenly been discursively reconstructed as “everybody’s business”. 

Although commercial forestry has long been a key focus of both regulation and activism, 

industrial export production received almost all the attention and local production for domestic 

markets was largely ignored (see, for example, Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Around the turn of 

the millennium, however, this situation also changed. Though the failed 1980s campaign for a 

binding international agreement on forests was followed by successful initiatives to “update” 

the forestry laws of developing countries, it soon became apparent that implementation 

remained weak. Given mounting pressure to secure forests as critical facets of the new 

‘ecological everything’ a new approach was called for and at the beginning of the new century 

the search for alternatives coalesced around the organizing principle of “legality”. Since the 

problems and principles of commercial forestry are considered to be known in the ‘North’ and 
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had been already largely transferred to papers sitting on the desks of officials in the ‘South’, the 

path to “sustainability” was to ensure compliance (Brack 2005). In the ensuing flurry of activity 

the iniquities of large timber exporters have been the topic of many dramatic reports and the 

official object of several major regulatory initiatives. Due to its informal nature, however, the 

growing small-scale Chain-Saw Milling (CSM) industry supplying local markets has come under 

an increasingly intense international spotlight. As a result, for the first time in history local 

lumber-making in Africa and much of the tropical developing world has been distinguished from 

the category of “subsistence” and recast as a global concern threatening the “heritage of 

humanity” – discursively dislocating the right and duty of care from local actors and implying an 

obligation to oversee and intervene on the part of (more advanced) northern publics and their 

representative agencies.     

At the same time, however, the rise of the CSM sector represents nothing short of an 

“indigenous revolution” – to borrow a phrase (Richards 1985) – in Sub-Saharan commercial 

forestry, one that sits in considerable direct tension with the expressed (northern) will to 

deterritorialise forest management regulation. Dominated since its colonial era formalisation by 

mechanised industrial logging operations (frequently owned by foreigners and dependent on 

access to large tracts of prime forest from which rural residents were excluded at considerable 

state effort) commercial forestry in Sub-Saharan Africa has long been largely closed to local small 

and medium scale investors . As detailed in Chapter 7, however, during the 1980s and 90s in 

particular the combined effects of chainsaw dissemination, rising demand for lumber due to 

urban growth and – in many cases – declines in industrial timber production created the perfect 

conditions for upheaval of the status quo. Labour-intensive pit-sawing was replaced by in-situ 

board ripping with the readily affordable and highly mobile new hand-held machines. In the 

process, vibrant new commodity chains emerged linking farmers, millers, carpenters, builders 

and other consumers in primary, secondary and tertiary productive sectors involving enormous 

urban-rural economic transfer and creating millions of livelihoods across the region. Despite the 

rising intensity of state and international efforts to bring these informal activities within the fold 

of state-controlled activities, however, thus far regulatory progress has been minimal and the 

still growing CSM industry continues to transform commercial forestry in the region into 

“everybody’s business”. 
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1.1   “GFG” in the post-colony: old wine, new casks and emerging ruptures 

In the context of these twin but contradictory developments, the structures ideologies and 

practical approaches of international approaches to regulate environmental conduct become 

critically important factors in the ongoing evolution of socio-ecological patterns, politics and 

practices. The form taken by the new institutional approaches to planetary ecological 

management is an increasingly interlinked network of initiatives collectively known as a regime 

of Global Environmental Governance (GEG) (e.g. Biermann and Pattberg 2012). With the 

emergence of such novel, larger scale and more complex problems involving and affecting a 

more diverse range of actors, traditional political relations have been increasingly challenged 

and there has been a move toward new ways of coordinating collective action. In academic 

circles, at least, the use of the term “governance” reflects an attempt to capture the broad range 

of shifts away from “government” in the sense of solely state or inter-state approaches and 

toward more distributed models of authority and agency (Rosenau 1995). In “governance” 

arrangements, it is said, decision-making is less rule-based and more experimental, based not 

on simple legislation but on inclusive processes of contestation and consensus building and 

relates to scales determined by problems rather than jurisdictions (Nagendra and Ostrom 2012). 

While this broad-based transition has occurred at multiple scales and in the contexts of various 

areas of human activity, developments at the global level and particularly those relating to 

environmental management have received a great deal of attention. 

Unsurprisingly, forest management has been an important theme in this context and the 

emerging Global Forest Governance (GFG) regime has been something of a poster-child for 

progress in GEG development (cf Pattberg 2012). Born of separate but increasingly interlinked 

initiatives, the GFG has been widely celebrated as heralding the dawn of a new era in which 

solutions to problems of global “sustainability” are found beyond the confines of the state 

through iterative processes based on the principles of justice, inclusion, fairness and respect . 

Of its three main components, the first to be implemented was Forest Certification which has 

been lauded for its novel model of civil society-industry partnership that permitted a sharp 

transition from boycotts and protests to collaboration in improving the “social and ecological 

responsibility” of the timber industry (e.g. Rametsteiner and Simula 2003, Nebel et al. 2005). 

Another that emerged early on is Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation 

(REDD) which, though still evolving, has received considerable attention due to its potential to 

work past the conservation-vs-development impasse by means of a global system of financial 

compensation for quantitative reductions in “deforestation (e.g. Campbell 2009, Corbera et al. 
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2010). Finally, the last of the three to be proposed but one of the most quickly implemented is 

the European Union’s Forest Law Enforcement and Trade (EU-FLEGT) programme which has 

received widespread praise for its commitments to inclusive negotiation in the development of 

bilateral agreements to halt “illegal logging” (Dooley and Ozinga 2011, Overdevest and Zeitlin 

2014).  Presented together as the “GFG”, these three core initiative have been widely touted as 

the essential outlines of a new way past the impasses that have blocked efforts to secure global 

forest futures offering the means to replace conflict with consensus-building, bridge “state-

society” and “public-private” dichotomies and resolve contradictions between ecological and 

economic interests and objectives (e.g. Brack 2005, Cashore and Stone 2012).   

One of the most important but least discussed problems with this otherwise cheerful and 

optimistic story, however, is that it is considerably misleading. For one thing, none of the Global 

Forest Governance components engages the concept of “governance” in a meaningful way in 

the contexts in which they are meant to be implemented. Although forest certification is extra-

statal and voluntary, it is based not on deliberative decision-making but the dissemination of a 

pre-determined model of practice. REDD, at least in its most prominent UN variant, is designed 

to be a system negotiated between states for the inter-state transfer of funding in payment for 

pre-determined results for which the said-same states are to be held accountable. Finally, 

despite the rhetorical commitments of EU-FLEGT to “consultation” and “inclusiveness” the level 

of “participation” has thus far been extremely modest and largely focused on “sensitization” of 

stakeholders to an essentially pre-designed model of state-based surveillance and regulation. 

Ultimately, therefore, the moniker applied to this group of initiatives is somewhat 

misrepresentative, since their focus is not the globe but almost the “developing world” and their 

purpose (at least in the case of the latter two) is to redirect and strengthen “government” rather 

than engender open, inclusive deliberation. 

Moreover, a further issue of considerable importance is that none of the GFG initiatives appear 

to take domestic forestry industries very seriously. Forest certification and REDD variants have 

no specific perspectives on lumber production for local consumption due to the narrow export 

focus of the former and the very broad “reducing deforestation” agenda of the latter. Although 

EU FLEGT has undergone a considerable amount of “mission creep” and now explicitly and fully 

incorporates domestic markets under the mandates of partnership agreements, it appears to 

take the challenge of this task quite lightly. Specifically, FLEGT’s state-centric command and 

control approach presents not a novel “governance” innovation but more of the same “legislate 
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and police” strategy established during the colonial period, an approach which, in recent 

decades in particular, has proven thoroughly ineffective. Indeed, despite even quite draconian 

measures in a number of countries, CSM-based production has continued to flourish and in Sub-

Saharan Africa it has become a large vibrant industry providing essential materials at affordable 

prices and hundreds of thousands of livelihoods.  

1.2   The way forward: purpose, structure and contributions of the thesis 

Despite their importance, however, due to the recent nature of these development they have 

received little critical analysis. Though “Global Forest Governance” (GFG) has been a topic of 

much scholarly interest, as I demonstrate in Chapter 4 most analyses have been speculative, 

absorbed with technical details of implementation and/or geographically limited. Certification 

and REDD have both received considerable attention but there have been relatively few 

examinations of their implementation in Africa as the former has spread little on the continent 

and the latter is largely still in very early stages of planning or implementation. Empirical 

research on the EU-FLEGT programme is similarly sparse, again not least due to its recent 

establishment. In addition, however, analyses of its architecture and approach have largely 

taken its ideological foundations for granted and lack critical analytical depth. Finally, although 

in many countries CSM has been well established for up to a few decades there have been 

extremely few scholarly examinations of its practices, relations and dynamics in Africa or 

anywhere else. The overarching purpose of this thesis, therefore, is to address this lacuna, 

providing a critical analysis of the relationship between Global Forest Governance and domestic 

commercial forestry in SubSaharan Africa grounded in an empirical case-study analysis of EU-

FLEGT development efforts in Sierra Leone. 

 In order to achieve this, the thesis is focused on addressing the following key research 

questions: 

1) What is the underlying rationale upon which EU-FLEGT has been constructed and how 

has this informed the specific forms it has taken in Sierra Leone? 
 

2) What is the nature of commercial forestry practice in Sierra Leone? How did it evolve 

and what kinds of governance approaches has it encountered or elicited? 
 

3) What are the implications of the current patterns of development in Sierra Leonean 

commercial forestry for the implementation of EU-FLEGT as currently envisaged? 

In line with this approach, the thesis is structured as follows: 
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In Chapter 2 I present the methodology employed for the supporting research including 

descriptions of the Sierra Leonean study context and the methods of data collection and 

analysis.  

In Chapter 3 I disentangle the evolutions in terminology behind the notion of “GFG”, examining 

the separate but related discourses of “governance”, “Good governance”, “Global governance” 

and “Global Environmental Governance”.  

In Chapter 4 I describe the standard explanation of the emergence and development of the GFG 

itself including brief summaries of the establishment of certification and REDD and a more 

detailed explanation of EU-FLEGT evolution to date.  

Probing beneath the surface of this “official history”, in Chapter 5 I analyse the roots and 

preconditions of EU-FLEGT in ‘Development’ and ‘Environmentalism’, the core bodies of thought 

and practice without which its project would be inconceivable. 

In Chapter 6 I examine the construction of “legality” and its mobilization as an organising 

concept for the design of EU-FLEGT’s central approach, particularly in terms of its engagement 

with domestic lumber markets of producer countries.  

In Chapter 7 I examine the practical implications of this approach in the context of the 

emergence of CSM as a critical transformative force in African commercial forestry, with an 

empirical focus on recent developments in Sierra Leone. 

In Chapter 8 I detail prominent challenges to the EU-FLEGT programme emerging from the field 

data focusing on the sharp contrasts between the programme’s static and bounded conceptual 

models of “the state” and “the commercial sector” and their internal variegation, multiplicity 

and fluidity in Sierra Leonean daily practice.  

Delving deeper into the Sierra Leonean data, in Chapter 9 I analyse critical obstacles to EU-FLEGT 

presented by key factors including the power of the Chieftaincy, vegetative dynamism, the 

potency of the power-saw and associational activity.   

Finally, in Chapter 10 I conclude the thesis, presenting a summary of its arguments and findings 

and an assessment of the relationship of the case study findings to recent dynamics across 

broader Sub-Saharan Africa.  
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In following this approach, the thesis makes several unique scholarly contributions. First, it offers 

a range of new data and insights regarding developments in post-colonial, post-conflict Sierra 

Leone, a country that remains relatively understudied. Second, it makes a key empirical and 

analytical contribution to the very small body of work on contemporary CSM-based domestic 

commercial forestry. Third, in presenting a critical historically-informed analysis of the past 

several decades and more of evolving thought and action with respect to forests and their 

regimes of control it offers an important contribution to current debates on “forest 

governance”, “global governance” and (global) environmental governance. Finally, in so doing, 

it also contributes to the ongoing development of regional geographical scholarship of post-

colonial Sub-Saharan Africa and to the sub-discipline of Political Ecology for which contests and 

contestations over forest lands and resources has long been an important area of focus.      
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Chapter 2  

Methodology 
 

2.0   Overview 

In order to gain an empirically-based understanding of the emerging relationship between 

Global Forest Governance and small-scale commercial forestry in Sub-Saharan Africa, the broad 

strategy for this research project was to develop a case-study of recent dynamics in Sierra Leone, 

a small country but one in which the rise of CSM-based production and attempts to centralise 

its regulation have been prominent recent developments. The overall approach to fieldwork and 

data analysis was informed by a wide range of scholarship but particularly founded on traditions 

of the diverse body of work collectively known as “Political Ecology”. Like much work in this 

interdisciplinary subfield, the research strategy was designed to incorporate multiple methods 

engaging a range of sources of data that became still more diverse in the course of actual 

fieldwork. In this chapter, following a brief introduction to the case study country, I elaborate 

on these aspects of the project detailing its approach and methods. 

2.1   The study site: a brief introduction to Sierra Leone  

Bordering Guinea to the north and east, Liberia to the southeast and the Atlantic Ocean to the 

West, covering just over 71,000 square kilometres and containing roughly 6 million people the 

Republic of Sierra Leone is a small country even by West African standards (Figure 2.1). 

Nonetheless, home to 17 ethnic groups (Alie 1990) and a variety of landscapes it is diverse and 

full of surprises. In terms of physical geography, one of its most striking features is the “Gabro 

Massif”, a formation of high forested hills which dominates the Western Area Peninsula and the 

capital city, Freetown. The remainder of the coastline is characterized by river estuaries, 

lowlands and the extensive mangrove swamps for which the country is well known. Moving 

inland to the east, the mangroves give way to low rolling hills and flatlands with mixed grassland 

savanna and villages set in dense stands of mango and other fruit trees. Finally, taking up more 

than a third of the country’s land area and dominating the north east is an extension of the 

Guinea Highlands, a prominent hilly escarpment containing some of the highest peaks in West 

Africa and a mix of various forms of savanna (Figure 2.2).  
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Figure 2.1 Districts of Sierra Leone (source: created by author from raw data) 

 

Figure 2.2 Topography of Sierra Leone (Wikimedia Commons 2016) 
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The country has achieved both fame and notoriety as a source of wealth, resource extraction 

and conflict. Though first populated between 4000 and 11,000 years ago (Alie 1990, Bird and 

Cali 1998), much of its current ethnic composition was established more recently by the 

movement of Mande-speaking groups into the north and west from Guinea during the 1400s 

(McNaughton 1993) and Mane speakers from the south in the 1500s (Rodney 1967). Around the 

same time the first Portuguese ships arrived and it was apparently explorer Pedro da Cintra who 

first called the area “Serra Lyoa” (Lion Mountain) for the shape of certain coastal hills (Fyfe 

1962). Tragically, during the 1600s the area became embroiled in the trans-Atlantic slave trade 

(Rodney 1966) but in a bitter irony, this period also laid the foundations for Sierra Leone’s early 

“national” history and a number of famous achievements. Three decades after its establishment 

in 1787 as a home for freed slaves from the UK and the United States, the “Province of Freedom” 

became a British Colony and a base for naval patrols against the recently illegalised slave trade 

(Peterson 1969, Braidwood 1994). African “recaptives” freed from passing ships and subsequent 

groups of “Maroons” from the Caribbean mixed with the original Black Settlers of Freetown and 

surrounding communities producing a heady cultural blend. Thrust together by history, this 

diverse collection of people coalesced into the “Krio” – a new ethnicity with its own language, 

architecture and customs for whose achievements in education and other areas Freetown had 

become known as the “Athens of Africa” by the early 1900s (Fyfe 1968, Wyse 1989). 

By the middle of the twentieth century, however, the country began a steady and ultimately 

abysmal decline. Although unification of the coastal “Colony” and the vastly larger hinterland 

“Protectorate” was declared in the 1950s, at liberation in 1961 the populations of the poorer 

“Provinces” (the former Protectorate) remained distrustful of the distant capital (Hayward 1972, 

Minikin 1973, Tangri 1978). Moreover, though industrialization was a major pre-occupation of 

post-independence governments economic progress was slow (Siddle and Swindle 1990). Under 

the willful misrule of president Siaka Stevens the country became increasingly fractured and 

when he left power in 1985 the country was both metaphorically and literally falling apart (Luke 

and Riley 1989). Tragically, in 1991 armed rebels moved in from Liberia beginning a complex and 

brutal decade of war that killed over 50,000 people, displaced up to 2 million and once again 

blackened the country’s name (Richards 1996, Keen 2005, Hoffman 2011). Following the 

cessation of hostilities in 2001 the majority of the country’s services, infrastructure and 

institutions had to be rebuilt almost from scratch, and it was rated the least-developed country 

in the world (UNDP 2001). After a decade of enthusiastic rebuilding and vigorous economic 

recovery driven by particularly by a combination of international aid and new and revitalised 
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mineral exploitation (Fanthorpe and Maconachie 2010) in early 2014 the country was hit hard 

by the regional ebola epidemic which killed several thousand directly and halted most economic 

activity. Though the country has struggled once again with loss and impoverishment, over the 

past 10-12 months since the first relaxation of quarantines and other restrictions there has been 

a major resurgence of economic activity.   

2.2   Methodological approach 

In terms of both its theoretical and practical approaches, the research has been guided by the 

methodological and critical analytical traditions of Political Ecology (PE). A transdisciplinary field 

principally tied to Geography and Anthropology, PE has been so theoretically eclectic and 

topically diverse that some have questioned whether it is possible to call it an identifiable “field” 

all (Taylor 1997a, Walker 2006). Nonetheless, as many have argued there is a set of broadly 

common features that characterizes PE work. First, its general focus is on the interrelationship 

between society and non-human “nature” in the mutual production of particular “socio-

ecologies”. More specifically, Political ecologists seek to distentangle the forces and 

relationships that shape or produce certain patterns of “environmental” perception, practice 

and transformation (Peet and Watts 2004, Robbins 2012) with particular (and I would argue, 

often excessively one-sided) attention to the influences of social, political and economic 

processes at various scales (Bryant and Bailey 1997). Second, though its theoretical influences 

are diverse and not strictly unified, in PE scholarship they are interrelated in a broadly common 

manner that is considerably a product its historical evolution.  

Though the term “political ecology” first appeared in 1972 (Wolf 1972) in its current usage, the 

field only begin to coalesce during the 1980s as cultural ecologists turned to structural Marxism 

to understand new relationships between economic, social and “environmental change in the 

rural “third world”.  Among the most famous works is Michael Watts Silent Violence (1983) which 

displaces neo-Malthusian accounts to explain famine in northern Nigeria as the product of new 

vulnerabilities caused by the penetration of capitalist relations. Just as PE began to take on a 

recognisable form, however, it underwent several major evolutions and in the early 1990s 

political ecologists began to engage seriously with the works of Michel Foucault and Jacques 

Derrida (Escobar 1996, Bryant 2001, Peet and Watts 2004). Various other bodies of theory also 

had important influences and feminist theory, for example, gave rise to heightened attention to 

gendered and other dimensions of positionality (e.g. Rocheleau et al. 1996). At the same time, 

New Ecology (Botkin, 1990) destabilised many existing “environmental” problem definitions 
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giving rise to an effort to synthesise the insights of post-structuralist thought and non-

equilibrium understandings of ecology (Neumann 2005). 

These and further evolutions have profoundly shaped the field in profound ways affecting its 

general perspective, phenomena of interest and approaches taken to their study. 

Philosophically, PE work tends take a critical realist stance (Bhaskar 1975, 1998) leaving space 

for the realism of Marxist thinking and cautious respect for logical positivist disciplines, but 

moderated and critiqued with the constructivism of post-structural and post-modern thought. 

Broadly speaking the position allows that objects and events may exist independently of human 

perception and accepts scientific inquiry as one means of creating truths about them but pays 

careful attention to how perceptions, stories, meanings and claims are produced, and how, why 

and to what effect certain ones are privileged over others (Robbins 2012). In addition, in contrast 

to its early essentialist tendencies, feminist and micropolitical thinking have shifted PE away 

from monolithic conceptions of ‘states’, ‘communities’ and ‘households’ approaches 

emphasizing their internal heterogeneity, dynamism and conflicts (Sundberg 2003, Paulson and 

Gezon 2005, Paulson et al. 2005, Biersack 2006, Jewitt 2008, Arévalo and Ros-Tonen 2009). More 

recently, increasing engagement with Actor-Network Theory has stimulated renewed efforts to 

resolve long-standing concerns around PE’s original hierarchical conception of scale and 

unresolved dualisms. As such, there has been a significant analytical move away from the 

“vertically” oriented “chain of explanation” and toward greater attention to “horizontal” 

networks interrelating human and non-human actors and the ‘enmeshing’ of processes at 

various scales (Escobar 2001, Robbins 2004, Swyngedouw 2004, Berglund 2006, Perkins 2007, 

Hinchcliffe 2008, Birkenholtz 2009).  

Hence, although PE work is focused on theory building it is itself neither a theory nor a discipline 

with its own theories but a broad framework, a point of departure for a loose and diverse 

“community” of scholars working in similar directions, many of whom do not even explicitly 

identify themselves with PE1 (Bryant 2001, Forsyth 2004, Neumann 2005, Robbins 2012). Within 

the increasingly diverse subfield a there has  been a considerable amount of critical analytical 

work on forest-related themes ranging from the narratives and practices of colonial forestry (e.g. 

Bryant 1996, Saikia 2008) to the production and politics of particular species and vegetative 

formations (e.g. Robbins 2003, Robbins 2004), and (often interlinked) socio-ecological lives of 

                                                           
1 A clear example in the context of forest politics is the work of Fairhead and leach, whose 1998 book analysing the 
environmental and discursive history of West African coastal “forest zones” is considered a seminal PE text despite 
the fact that the authors (though no doubt aware of this fact) have never identified themselves with the subfield.  
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discourses of degradation, conservation and commoditisation (e.g. Tsing 2004, Agrawal 2005, 

Wardell and Lund 2006). Though such work has made many important contributions and despite 

the refinements in PE approaches described above, however, where resource commercialization 

is addressed it still often appears as a structural force and commercial actors and processes have 

often been left to lurk somewhere offstage, providing rents for others to fight over. Overall, 

moreover most studies have made only passing reference to actual commercial actors (e.g. 

Oyono 2004, Ribot et al. 2006) and while a few present more in depth cases of local-state-

commercial forest conflict in Asia (Le Billon 2000, Sato 2000, Davis 2005), Southeast Asia (Jewitt 

2008, Yasmi et al. 2009), South America (Nygren 2000, Medina et al. 2009) and Sub-Saharan 

Africa (Johnston 2004, Marfo and Schanz 2009), none move beyond categorical treatment of 

‘loggers’ or ‘companies’.  

In this thesis I contribute to this growing body of work in several ways. First, in engaging the GFG 

and CSM respectively, both of which remain distinctly understudied in general and (aside from 

the issue of REDD and carbon forestry) have not yet attracted the attention of PE scholars, I 

expand the empirical focus of PE scholarship to two developments of key and rapidly increasing 

global and regional significance. Second, in presenting a disaggregated analysis of the diverse 

positionalities, strategies and perspectives among the various institutions and actors involved I 

offer a much more nuanced approach to understanding the patterns, dynamics and relations of 

commercial forestry. Specifically, I emphasize the importance of approaching both “the state” 

and “the forestry sector” not as political-economic “objects” but as daily practice in evolving and 

often ephemeral networks. Third, in examining the interactions between human and other 

“agencies” or “actants” (cf, for example, Bennett 2009), I further the ongoing Political Ecological 

engagement (e.g. Castree 2002, Braun 2005, Gareau 2005, Staddon 2009) with approaches to 

“more than human geography” (Whatmore 2006, Haraway 2013). By emphasizing the critical 

effects of the chainsaw itself, Sierra Leone’s vegetative landscape and particularly the 

characteristics and (one might say) “habits” of individual animal and tree species I highlight the 

importance of the later group in determining the patterns of productive activity and the 

possibilities of policy implementation. Finally, in achieving the above, I advance a novel approach 

to understanding the political ecological interactions between ongoing international efforts 

toward governance deterritorialisation on the one hand, and actual practice and methods of 

deflection, resistance or pre-emption at local, national and regional scales on the other. 
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2.3   Methods  
2.3.1   Approach and activities 

The broad range of influences on the “subfield” has led political ecologists down a wide variety 

of paths and as a result it has no fixed set of methods. Instead it adapts techniques from other 

disciplines according to the nature of the questions it seeks to answer in a given case. At the 

same time, however, it avoids privileging one method of “truth” production over another, 

seeking to arrive at tenable explanations supported by multiple forms of understanding. The 

work I present in this thesis is in many ways a good example of this methodological model and 

the specific methods are characteristic of the ways political ecologists have attempted to 

achieve rigour within subjectivity. Though the subject matter necessitated a considerable 

reliance on interviews, for example, one way in which I was able to temper the weaknesses of 

this approach was by including a wide range of relevant voices and by engaging in longer term 

dialogue with key respondents. As well, the combination of past training and experience, key 

collaborations, a series of consultancies and even my living circumstances afforded me 

opportunities to explore multiple methods ranging from remote sensing analysis to extensive 

participant observation and to benefit from numerous personal accounts of historic and recent 

developments. Perhaps most importantly, having spent considerable time in the field over 

several years I was able to combine targeted methods of “data collection” with a broadly 

“ethnographic” immersive approach enabling me to develop a portrait that, though still a 

snapshot, nonetheless has something of a “time-lapse” quality. Moreover, in line with the “path 

dependency” commitments of PE scholarship, wherever possible I have made a concerted effort 

to situate my findings within their specific local and regional historical contexts2.    

Specifically, the work presented here is the product of the following research activities: 

Preliminary research, June-August 2008 

 Conducted fieldwork aided by a local assistant3 in the districts of the Northern Province 

and parts of the South and East including 7 semi-structured interviews with District 

Forest Officers, 9 with Paramount Chiefs, 1 with the president of a producer association, 

                                                           
2 In this I have been aided in many ways not only by the enthusiastic archival work of Paul Munro, but 
also, and in immeasurable ways, by hundreds of casual conversations on innumerable topics with Sierra 
Leoneans around the country.  
3 In this period I was very fortunate to have the benefit of key contacts introduced by my former mother-
in-law who has long-standing experience and friendships in the country. My main field research assistant 
was particularly invaluable due to his extensive prior travels in the country and his personal experience as 
a chainsaw operator producing lumber for domestic markets  
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4 with key staff of Forestry Division head office in Freetown and 4 community focus 

group discussions.  

Main research period, February-April 2011 

 Conducted Initial fieldwork in Freetown, gathering documents and interviewing staff of 

key state and international agencies to develop a history of developments since 2008. 

Organisations of focus included: Forestry Division; Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA-SL); Ministry of Trade and Industry (MTI); Food and Agriculture organisation; 

United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP); Welthungerhilfe; Promoting 

Agriculture, Governance and the Environment (PAGE); representatives of the 

Environmental Forum for Action (ENFORAC) and local member organisations including 

The Environmental Foundation for Africa (EFA), Conservation Society of Sierra Leone 

(CSSL), and Green Scenery.   

 Co-coordinated4 preparations for an 8-month research consultancy funded by the 

European Commission under the ACP FLEGT programme5 to analyse domestic 

commercial forest products6 industries in the country – specific activities detailed below.  

Main research period, May-June 2011  

 Led 8-member ENFO research team7 for ACP-FLEGT project across the Southern and 

Eastern Provinces conducting semi-structured interviews with key commercial forestry 

actors across the Southern and Easter Provinces. Interviews were generally 1-2 hours in 

duration and covered a wide range of topics related to the emergence, development 

and ongoing evolution of commercial board production and trade, with particular 

emphasis on respondents’ personal histories in the “sector” (Appendix A). Interviews 

were conducted in the district capital towns of Moyamba, Mattru Jong, Pujehun, Bo, 

Kenema, Kailahun and Koidu-Sefadu with 14 members of Forestry Division staff, 134 

urban forest product vendors and 32 representatives of 12 producer associations.  

Main research period, July-October 2011 

 Led ENFO research team continuing research across the Northern district following the 

same protocol as in the south and east engaging all available urban forest product 

                                                           
4 With Simon Willans, director ENFO, the NGO through which the project was administered 
5 ACP FLEGT is the division of the EU-FLEGT programme dedicated to Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific  
6 The specific products of focus were: Firewood, Charcoal, building Poles and Boards (lumber)  
7 Composed of myself as Lead Researcher and 7 local assistants trained by myself in Freetown during April 
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vendors in the District Headquarter Towns of Kambia, Port Loko, Makeni, Magburaka 

and Kabala resulting in a total of 158 interviews8. In the Northern Capital of Makeni, 

separate focus group discussions were also organised for the vendors of each product 

in order to provide a forum for more open discussion of ongoing or emerging concerns. 

In addition, wide-ranging town-hall style discussions were conducted with residents of 

each forest product source village indicated in the course of vendor interviews. As in the 

case of vendor interviews, sampling was designed to be as comprehensive as possible, 

i.e. vendors were asked to identify all source villages and discussions were held in each 

of these 182 communities (Appendix B).  

 Conducted interviews with all District Forestry Officers and informal discussions with a 

number of forest rangers in each of the 5 Northern Districts as well as group interviews 

with representatives of producer associations.  

 Led ENFO team conducting additional in-depth research project investigating 

commercial forestry activities in the Wara-Wara mountains west of Kabala, Koinadugu 

District as a separate consultancy for the USAID-funded Promoting Agriculture, 

Governance and the Environment (PAGE) project promoting forest co-management. 

Following initial exploratory discussions with local authorities, town hall discussions 

were held in each of the Chiefdom’s 21 villages. 

 Conducted focused investigation of timber production and supply chains involving key 

informant interviews in 43 communities along key transport routes in Kambia, Bombali 

and Koinadugu. 

 Main research period, November 2011-February 2012 

 Led ENFO team conducting semi-structured interviews with all available fuelwood and 

lumber vendors in Freetown and the Western Area Peninsula following the same 

protocols, resulting in a total of 167 interviews. 

 Co-coordinated ENFO team conducting a second in-depth research consultancy for the 

PAGE project in and around the Kambui Hills North Forest Reserve (KHNFR) northwest 

of Kenema Town. Activities included 43 town hall discussions in villages surrounding the 

reserve and numerous interviews and discussions with various key actors representing 

local, district and national government bodies, the local police force, Forestry staff, 

                                                           
8 Other notable rural centers were also explored but it was found that these are almost exclusively 
through-points for rural-urban forest product trade. 
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producer associations, extant industrial logging companies and locally active 

environmentally-related NGOs.    

 Completed land cover change assessment of Kambui Hills region. 

Main research period, March-April 2012 

 Completed land cover change assessment for Northern Province and Western Area. 

Main research period, March-April 2012 

 Continued independent investigations of items of particular interest emerging from 

team research including follow-up interviews with various forestry field staff. 

 Conducted various wrap-up activities including gathering final documents, attending 

various meetings and conferences on GFG development and final key informant 

interviews with key respondents in Freetown. 

 Completed the last of a series of small consultancies discussed further below. 

Other activities, February 2013-Present 

The three main formal studies outlined above cumulatively involved over 650 individual 

participants and 247 village communities and produced large amounts of fine-grained data 

describing: a) the personal histories, practices, networks and perspectives of commercial 

producers and retailers; b) village-level understandings of the industries, local environmental 

dynamics and patterns of interaction with state officials and; c) the internal dynamics, 

perspectives and external relations of Forestry Division. In addition to the formal, bounded 

research projects described above, however, since beginning fieldwork I have also been involved 

in other activities that have contributed greatly to the data and analyses presented here. For 

one thing, while supervising the projects described above I conducted many investigations 

related to my own thesis work including a wide range of interviews and discussions with actors 

of key interest, particularly those involved in export timber trade and production, a topic that 

(in a deep but accidental irony)9 fell wholly outside the ACP-FLEGT project’s scope. As well, I was 

also involved in a considerable array of activities and projects that provided me with rich 

contextual knowledge.  

One important example is a range of small research projects which involved me in land-use, 

conservation and forest management debates across Sierra Leone and even in southern Central 

                                                           
9 During planning and inception of the project timber export was still banned and the lifting of the ban 
came as a surprise even to many commodity chain participants.  
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Guinea. Another is the range of official state initiatives in which I was asked to participate, 

ranging from attendance at various meetings on FLEGT and REDD development to the editing of 

numerous official documents prior to presentation at higher levels. Perhaps the most important 

“immersive’ opportunity during this period, however, has been my residence in a village 

embroiled in the heated forest-vs-development struggles of the WAP peninsula. Of additional 

note are my experiences following the time of main fieldwork, including involvement in research 

projects on non-timber forest product industries in the South and East during 2012-2014, and 

return trips to the country during which I was invited to attend some further meetings on GFG 

development and – more importantly – have been involved with the CSM industry itself in my 

capacity as a lumber procurement coordinator for several major NGO construction projects. 

These and other opportunities for participant observation and further research have “fleshed 

out” the understandings provided by the field data produced by more “formal” methods, giving 

me a much richer understanding of current developments in the country. 

Finally, in order to understand the current legal context of commercial forestry policy and 

politics it was necessary to examine various aspects of the country’s historical evolution and 

though archival research was not a primary focus of my work, at various stages of research I 

have tracked down key documents such as the various constitutions and legislation in the areas 

of forestry and the governance of land and resources in Sierra Leone. In terms of general 

contextual analysis I have been fortunate to have access to numerous documents and records 

discovered and passed on to me by my colleague Paul Munro in the course of his own historical 

research. The specific texts cited in Chapters 7, 8 and 9, however, were obtained at different 

stages of fieldwork and analysis from various government offices and the Sierra Leonean 

Government Printer, cross referenced with copies from online libraries (Lexadin 2010, Library of 

Congress 2016, Sierra Leone Web 2016)    

Much of the data presented in the text was produced via multiple and often overlapping 

methods and time periods. Nonetheless, the primary sources of information for specific 

discussions are as follows: 

Chapter 6 

 The discursive analyses presented throughout the chapter are based on an extensive 

collection of physical and online publications in two areas: 

o Documents published by various agencies (as cited in-text) directly engaged in 

EU-FLEGT-related activities, particularly institutions of the European Union 
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charged with its formulation, development and promotion, and including VPA 

preparation plans and reports, VPA documents signed with African countries 

and Joint annual reporting documents detailing progress on implementation. 

Collected during partly field research in 2011-12 and online via various FLEGT 

websites (as cited in text) in 2014. The analysis is further supported by selected 

findings of other scholars where indicated; 

o Pamphlets, news articles, policy briefs, NGO research reports and other “grey” 

literature on “illegal logging”; “forest crime” etc. Collected during 2013 from a 

wide variety of institutional websites and databases. 

Chapter 7 

 The discussion of developments in Sierra Leonean commercial forestry presented in 

section 7.3 are based primarily on field research as follows: 

o Some of the later elements of timber industry development during the pre-war 

period described at the end of section 7.3.1 are based on collaborative field 

research conducted during 2010-11. The main data sources for the historical 

events described here were documentary research and interviews in Kenema 

District as part of the Kambui Hills and ACP-FLEGT research projects described 

above, co-published in the form of research reports with my colleague Paul 

Munro (where cited in text); 

o In section 7.2.2: 

 The discussion of late pre-war and wartime dynamics presents a few 

additional historical claims based on the same research and similarly co-

published as per in-text citations; 

 The second half of the section discussing post-war developments is, 

except for a few facts derived from the work of other scholars, based 

on the preliminary fieldwork conducted by myself in 2008. Data sources 

include documents collected from various agencies in freetown (as 

cited in text) and a range of individual and group interviews as described 

above; 

o In section 7.3.3 : 

 The discussion of events up to 2008 is again based on the same 

documents and interviews during the preliminary research period; 
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 The subsequent discussion of events (failure of the policy, subsequent 

bans etc.) from 2009-present is based on: 

  Interviews with forestry head office and field staff; board 

vendors, chainsaw operators, timber investors and producer 

associations across Sierra Leone conducted both independently 

and also as part of the ACP-FLEGT and USAID funded projects 

during 2011-12 

 Interviews rural residents and NGO personnel in southern 

central Guinea conducted independently during October 2011; 

 Interviews, documents and participation in meetings etc such 

as the FAO-sponsored conference on national efforts toward 

legality definition and chain of custody development – 

conducted, gathered etc. during early 2013 and at various times 

from mid 2014-present. 

Chapter 8 

 As indicated in text and in footnotes, the data presented in the chapter was produced 

in a variety of contexts – though predominantly during the main field research period of 

2011-12. More specifically: 

o In section 8.1.1: 

 The second paragraph’s discussion of conflicts between state agencies 

over the illegal logging scandal is based on interviews with a range of 

officials during 2008 as indicated in the text; 

 The third and fourth paragraphs’ discussions of conflicts over the 

Freetown peninsula and other forest reserves is based on countless 

interviews with state and international officials, residents and 

community leaders as well as residency personal participation in 

numerous small consultancies for the WAPFoR project, all during 2011-

12 as detailed in the text and in several footnotes; 

  The fifth paragraph’s discussion of conflicts within the Forestry Division 

and its ministry are based on numerous sources including personal 

experiences, photographs taken, interviews conducted with a variety of 
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civil servants etc. across the several periods of fieldwork as described in 

the text and in footnotes; 

o In section 8.1.2: 

 Following the historical analysis supported by the work of other 

scholars, the subsequent discussion of post-war and current realities of 

the “civil service” draws together a wide range of data, much of which 

was gleaned from several years of daily (and currently ongoing) 

interaction with hundreds of Sierra Leoneans including employees, 

coworkers, members of my own village, and chance conversations in 

taxis, restaurants and the like. As well, many of the phenomena 

described here I have observed or experienced personally – in detail and 

many times. As well, in the final paragraph I refer to some specific 

events and patterns of activity, data produced from interviews, as 

indicated in the text. 

o In section 8.1.3 the discussion of the daily lives of civil servants was gleaned 

partly from numerous interviews with the same conducted during 2008 and 

2011-12 as indicated in the text, with supplementary data based on years of 

personal experience and conversations as described above; 

o In section 8.2.1 while the discussion of the historical evolution of the chieftaincy 

in political terms (presented in the first half of the section) is supported 

primarily by scholarly sources it also reflects data from numerous interviews, 

casual conversations and personal experiences in a range of contexts across the 

country since 2008. The discussion of post-war and contemporary 

developments, in contrast is based almost wholly on data from interviews and 

experiences of specific events during primarily 2008 and 2011-12 as partly 

indicated in the text; 

o In the three subsections of section 8.3, the characterisations of the commercial 

forestry “sector” in Sierra Leone and its actors and linkages is based primarily 

on data from the extensive interviews conducted independently during the 

2008 and 201-12 periods of research and as part of the ACP-FLEGT and USAID 

funded projects. 
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Chapter 9 

 Data presented in the chapter are linked at times to the findings of key scholars but are 

primarily the product of fieldwork conducted during 2008 and 2011-12, bolstered by 

other forms of experiential and informal data. Specifically: 

o Aside from a handful of scattered secondary source references, sections 9.1.1 

and 9.2.2 are based almost wholly on government documents, primarily laws 

and policies dating from the colonial era to the present, collected during 2011-

12; 2013 and 2015  

o Section 9.1.3, in contrast, is based on (data from and experiences during) 

interviews with forest communities, forestry staff, chainsaw operators and a 

range of other participants, primarily during and significantly as part of the ACP-

FLEGT and USAID funded projects; 

o Section 9.2.1 presents a mix, including a brief discussion of prior scholarly 

findings, followed by critical analysis of maps obtained from Forestry Division 

and online sources, remote sensing analyses of vegetation distribution 

produced by myself as detailed below and indicated in the text, discussions of 

the socioecological dynamics of two commercially important species and 

concluding with remote sensing analyses of vegetative dynamism produced, 

again by myself. As indicated in the text, data regarding the two species and 

their characteristics etc. were produced in the context of numerous interviews, 

repeated site visits and photographic documentation and detailed in situ 

detailing of vegetation distribution patterns across the country (on a motorcycle 

with a gps, a camera and a notebook, partly in the course of validating the 

remote sensing analyses); 

o Section 9.2.2 on the power saw, its effects and relations is based on interviews 

and personally witnessed events in the field during 2008 as well as 2011-12, 

2013 and 2015, as indicated in various places; 

o Section 9.1.3, which provides historical context for the emergence of producer 

associations, is largely based on existing scholarship but, as described in several 

footnotes, is reflective of findings from interview data; 

o Section 9.3.2, which describes the initial emergence and initial evolutions of 

producer associations is based on data from interviews with operators and 

producer associations as well as personal experiences from participation in ACP-
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FLEGT planning meetings involving representatives of the national associations 

– mainly during 2011-12; 

o Section 9.3.3 discusses more recent developments in associational activity and 

politics and is based on the same interview data just mentioned as well as more 

recent discussions with a number of operators. 

Chapter 10 

 Section 10.3’s discussion of the state’s appropriate role and response to CSM is 

grounded in an analysis of the country’s constitution, conducted by myself in 2014. 

2.3.2   Land cover change assessment 

Images used for analysis were acquired from the United States Geological Survey (USGS) website 

with full Level 1 georegistration, terrain correction and radiometric correction. The images for 

2001 are from Landsat 7 (L7), but the images for 2010 are from Landsat 5 (L5) as L7 suffered a 

scan line corrector failure in 2003 resulting in strips of missing data in all subsequent images. 

Landsat 7 data is still being collected, but the missing data must be interpolated from adjacent 

pixels. As this would introduce a source of error, such images were not considered. After careful 

analysis of the imagery available for different months, I decided to focus on images for the 

period of late January to early February as this is the height of the dry season at which time: a) 

there are the most cloud-free images available for similar dates), and b) grass desiccation 

provides strong contrast between light and medium density vegetation areas. Fortunately, it 

was possible to obtain images for all sections of both years that were captured on near 

anniversary dates (almost the same day of the year), minimising the effects of seasonality on 

vegetation in most areas. Finally, having eliminated unsuitable images in this way, images from 

2001 and 2010 were selected as the earliest and the most recent ones for which a full spatial set 

of adequate quality could be obtained.  The selection of this time period is considered to be 

further justified by the fact that this is the period during which dominant discourses assert the 

most deforestation has occurred in recent decades (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010). As noted 

previously, in some areas there were patches of cloud. These areas were ‘clipped’ out of the 

base images and substituted with cloud-free sections of images from the nearest possible dates.  

As all images had been georeferenced and terrain corrected to an extremely high level of 

precision by the USGS prior to delivery no further geometric correction was required. While the 

USGS also applies radiometric correction, however, this is only to account for sensor calibration, 

not for atmospheric effects. Unfortunately, full atmospheric correction models require a great 
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deal of detailed data on local atmospheric conditions at the exact time of image capture in order 

to be applied correctly. Since full local meteorological data for the dates are not available, no 

such model was applied. Nonetheless, this is a normal situation in the tropics and quite robust 

alternative methods have been developed for such cases. In this case, the following combination 

of commonly used procedures was employed: 

1) In order to eliminate modest differences due to the two different sensors used (L5 and 

L7), all images were converted from the original unitless Digital Numbers (DN) recorded 

by the satellites into Top Of Atmosphere (TOA) units of Milliwatts/Steradian/Square 

Metre (i.e. from the sensor reading value of 1-255 to the actual intensity of the cone of 

light (steradian) reflected from the surface of the earth through the atmosphere). 

2) In order to compensate for Rayleigh and Mie scattering due to atmospheric 

gases/vapour and aerosols (smoke and dust), respectively, a Dark Object Subtraction 

(DOS) was applied individually to each image using Chavez’s improved model(Chavez 

1996). Essentially, atmospheric scattering distorts the “below atmosphere” surface 

reflectance values of various wavelengths of light, resulting in raised values. The blue 

wavelengths are the most affected, followed by the green, with decreasing effects in the 

red and Near Infra-Red (NIR), while the Short-Wave Infra-Red (SWIR) wavelengths are 

not affected significantly. In order to compensate, a Dark Object was located in the blue 

image layer that ought to have values of zero reflectance (e.g. deep water, dark hill 

shadows etc.). This darkest value was then subtracted from the blue image layer to 

“zero” it. Using Chavez’s model which preserves the relationship10 between the various 

bands,11 the blue DOS value was then adjusted for correction of the Green, Red, and NIR 

layers to generate an Apparent Surface Reflectance image for each band.  

3) The DOS method was applied only to the clearest (least haze affected) images of each 

of the 2001-2010 date pairs for each path. In order to calibrate the other (slightly more 

cloud/haze affected) images to the DOS-adjusted images their layers were then each 

independently regressed against the corresponding layers of the DOS-adjusted images 

using Pseudo Invariant Features (PIF) common to the two images. In other words, bright 

(e.g. urban core areas, roads etc.) and dark (e.g. centers of lakes, very dark hill shadows 

etc.) features that have not changed noticeably were selected from the images and a 

                                                           
10 As the effects of Rayleigh and Mie scattering diminish from the blue to the infra-red range of the radiation spectrum, Chavez’s model 
generates values from one of the visible wavelength that are appropriate for each wavelength, thus preventing over-correction, which 
would result in data loss. 
11 Landsat 5 and 7 are designed to have nearly identical sensors which separately record independent images in specific blue, green, red, 
NIR and SWIR ranges, these are used as image layers in analysis. 
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linear regression was conducted for each of the 2001 and 2010 layer pairs (e.g. blue, 

green, etc.). Once the PIF selections were purified to establish a very high and significant 

level of correlation (i.e. excluding pixels that may actually have changed) the resulting 

linear equations were then applied to the corresponding layers of the non-DOS images 

to bring its values into a range corresponding with the DOS-adjusted images. This 

technique is known as image calibration (or ‘relative correction’) and is essential to 

isolate ‘true’ change from variation due to atmospheric conditions. 

In order to inter-calibrate the east, centre and west paths prior to joining, a similar regression 

technique was applied to each pair of bands, this time using dark and bright PIFs in the image 

overlap areas. Through an iterative process of careful calibration and re-calibration, very close 

matches were obtained between the respective corresponding bands, particularly those in the 

longer near and mid-infrared wavelengths that were used for the subsequent analyses. 

Analysis was particularly focused on vegetation patterns and their changes over the past decade 

(rather than, for example, changes in urban development or other dynamics). A common way 

of detecting and expressing these is to generate a vegetation index map, and the most typically 

used vegetation index is the Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI). The NDVI is 

extremely useful for vegetation change analysis as it makes use of the reflective characteristics 

of green vegetation to generate a map of vegetation density. In simple terms, vegetation has 

unique radiometric characteristics in the sense that red light is absorbed strongly by leaf 

chlorophyll while NIR is reflected strongly by leaves’ fleshy mesophyll tissues. As a result, the 

deeper and denser the vegetation, the lower the values of red light reflected and the higher the 

values of NIR radiation reflected. The NDVI index exploits this fact by expressing the normalised 

ratio of the Red to NIR values:  NDVI = (RED – NIR) / (RED + NIR), a function of leafy biomass (as 

well as vegetation maturity, as mature trees usually have somewhat denser chlorophyll in their 

leaves than younger ones). The result is an image in which urban/cleared areas and water bodies 

etc. score generally below 0.2-0.4, while increasing vegetation is represented by rising values 

from around 0.4 to 1. 

A notorious weakness of the NDVI, however, is the sensitivity of the red band to haze caused by 

aerosols and water vapour (e.g. very thin cloud or high humidity). This is because the 

wavelengths of visible light are very short (or ‘small’), of a size comparable to the size of aerosol 

particles suspended in the atmosphere (though they increase in size from blue to green to red 

light) with the result that such particles significantly interfere with reflected light in this range of 
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the radiative spectrum. In recent years, a number of alternative indices have been developed to 

cope with this issue due to the current importance placed on remote sensing of land cover in 

the tropics where atmospheric vapour and aerosols are a common problem for remote sensing 

analysts. The development of these indices has been based on the observation that Landsat’s 

second mid-infrared band is both insensitive to haze (due to its much, much longer wavelength 

which is essentially undisturbed by atmospheric particles etc.) and is also very highly correlated 

to the red band (i.e. its values are in a different range, but with almost the same distribution for 

various land cover types, not least green vegetation. The Aerosol Free vegetation Index (known 

as AFRI) is a key example of such indices, and is derived through a regression of band 7 (mid-

infrared) to band 3 (red) which transforms band seven into a red light substitute – a band with 

the same reflective spectral characteristics as band 3, except without the distortions due to haze 

(Karnelia et al. 2001). Given the presence of haze in the images used for the analysis – and its 

uneven distribution both within and between the various images – both NDVI and AFRI images 

were generated for this study. Comparisons of the two indicated significantly higher quality 

results for the AFRI images compared to the NDVI, and hence the AFRI was used for the analyses 

presented here. 

Once the AFRI images were generated for each date, a vegetation change image was generated 

by subtraction of the 2001 AFRI image values for each pixel from those of the same pixels in the 

2010 AFRI image. This image contains a great deal of minor variation, which makes the image 

complex, difficult to interpret visually and which is largely due to: a) residual atmospheric ‘noise’ 

(random slight increases or decreases in individual pixel values), and; b) other minor ‘normal’ 

variability that is not of interest to the study (e.g. normal fine-grained differences in vegetation 

density that affect its quantitative AFRI value slightly, but do not represent a significant change). 

Therefore, in order to remove such noise and produce simpler images highlighting only areas of 

significant change, a series of images was generated in which progressively more of the lower-

level (less dramatic/significant change is removed. This was achieved by statistically 

thresholding the images about the mean to exclude non-significant values at progressively 

higher confidence levels. The result is a set of three images displaying only data more than 1, 2, 

and 3 Standard Deviations from zero (the mean), respectively. Statistically speaking, the first of 

these images displays data that we can be 60% confident is significant change and not 

random/”normal” variability, while the second and third images display 95% and 99% 

confidence level data, respectively. 
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Chapter 3  

New developments, novel approaches 
 

3.0   “Development”, “environment and the discourses of “governance 

Over the past three decades there has been a remarkable change in thinking regarding the 

world’s forested areas. Throughout history, these environments and their resources have been 

controlled and exploited by a wide variety of actors at diverse scales ranging from smaller private 

properties, commons or fiefdoms to broader forest estates administered by various state or 

even imperial authorities. Still, beneath this variability in form there was at least one constant – 

an understanding of forests as the rightful preserves of the individuals or groups with the most 

legitimate (or enforceable) territorial claims, to use, live in and benefit from as they saw fit. In 

recent times, however, a major shift in perspective has occurred and forests are now seen by 

many as universal commons requiring international oversight and regulation, particularly in the 

tropics where effective management is said to be lacking. The new supra-national institutions of 

forest management that have emerged from this transition are presented by their proponents 

and even in many academic circles as part of broader shifts social organization that have been 

reshaped by (and for) the new needs and dynamics of a world that has become at once more 

fragmented and interconnected. Of critical importance in this context is the concept of 

“governance”, an old and storied notion with multiple connotations that has been re-tooled in 

recent years to embrace novel constellations of actors and authorities outside the state.  

While economic developments have been key drivers of globalisation, in no field has the 

development of such new forms of “steering” been more prominent and pervasive than that of 

environmental management. Although experimentation with “environmental governance” has 

occurred at and across multiple scales, it has been particularly evident in the international arena, 

producing a range of ostensibly worldwide institutions, processes and agencies collectively 

referred to as a “Global Environmental Governance” (GEG) regime. In this chapter I explain the 

developments that paved the way for the emergence of the GEG, examining the separate but 

related discourses of “governance”, “Good governance”, “Global governance” and “(Global) 

Environmental Governance”. The chapter thus presents a foundation for the discussion 

presented in Chapter 4 in which I narrow the focus to a specific examination of “Global Forest 

Governance”.       
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3.1   Re-packing an old case: the shift from government to “governance” 

As several scholars have detailed, the general concept signified by “governance” has been the 

focus of a long historical procession of philosophers and theorists. In Brautigam’s view, for 

example, perhaps its earliest theorist (though he did not use the English term) was the medieval 

Chinese ex-bureaucrat Confucius for whom political order flowed upward from the roles of 

individuals in relation to those of others occupying various “ranks” in a moral hierarchy ranging 

from children and parents to ministers and emperors (1992). In a similar vein, she also highlights 

the works of Greek philosopher Plato and his student Aristotle who develop a systematic 

philosophy of the roles and proper functions of authority, law and the state. Indeed, Jessop 

claims that the English term itself emerged from the classical Greek (and later also Roman) 

words for the action of steering boats, terms metaphorically employed in these traditions to 

refer to the guiding of public conduct (1998). According to Brautigam, however, the modern 

Western usage of the term originated in seventeenth-century Germany and the shift from 

religious, feudalism and the rise of secular rule, notions of “rights” and new interest in “markets” 

which stimulated debate over the relationship between political authority and individual or 

group welfare (1992). As the spread of “Enlightenment” thinking gathered pace, she holds, 

notions of “governance” were further developed by a range of key thinkers such as Locke 

(concerned with safeguards to constrain authority), Hobbes (focused on preventing violent 

anarchy), Rousseau (concerned with the moral/rational basis of authority), and Weber 

(absorbed with bureaucratic rationalisation and conditions of legitimacy). In addition, Gaudin 

emphasizes the contribution of the French “philosophes” who developed “gouvernance” as a 

concept combining rationalisation of the state with respect for citizens and civil society (1998). 

Following this period of intellectual foment the term more or less disappeared from public and 

even academic discussions for around a century. At the end of the 1980s, however, the word 

suddenly reappeared – nearly everywhere, almost at once, and in an evolving variety of forms. 

Unsurprisingly, the term quickly became a major focus of interest for academics in a wide range 

of fields spanning the social sciences. Though during much of the twentieth century it was 

present only in a few narrow theoretical discourses as a broad generic term (Boas 1998, Weiss 

2000), more recently scholars across a range of disciplines have redefined the concept to act as 

a previously missing “third term” which both interrogates and supplements more dichotomous 

earlier approaches (Haas 2002, Hooghe and Marks 2003, Meadowcroft 2007, Paavola et al. 

2009). Where these were based on firm distinctions such as public vs private and state vs civil 

society (Jessop 1998), “governance” is open to all manner of complexity, flexibility and diversity 
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in social steering as it captures both the “wholeness” of all the mechanisms, processes and 

actors involved. As such, it connects the spheres of “politics” and “administration” avoiding 

prejudice regarding the location(s) of authority and allowing greater attention to networks of 

collaboration and contestation. Indeed, prior to its recent re-adaptation there was hardly a 

suitable word available (Jessop 1998, Weiss 2000, Doornbos 2001).  

This understanding of the concept therefore brings something considerably novel to the analysis 

of both formal “Politics” and broader, socially-based and more or less informal “politics”. For 

most of the past hundred years or so the nation-state has been generally taken as the pre-

eminent form of socio-political organisation (Hajer 2003) and in the international arena based 

on the Treaty of Westphalia there was no structure to coordinate international relations other 

than the principle of sovereignty. Though other forms of organisation such as empires, alliances 

and the like came and went, the nation-state remained the quintessential collectivity, the 

primary unit in national and global affairs (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992). The notion of the 

nation-state was, moreover, fundamentally territorial in nature, based on the monopoly over 

authority and the use of coercion within a defined geographic space. As such, “governance” in 

the twentieth century in particular was largely characterised by “territorial synchrony” in which 

socio-cultural and political-economic processes and institutions converged in the nation-state 

which served as a “glue” holding them together (Hajer 2003). Within many polities, therefore, 

“governing” was oriented to the maintenance of a relatively strict dichotomy between ‘public’ 

and ‘private’ realms, authorities and properties (De Senarclens 1998, Hajer 2003). 

While the elements and structures of this system remain important, since the later stages of the 

twentieth century, processes of globalisation, localisation and diversification have considerably 

eroded the primacy of the nation-state in practice and theory (Hajer 2003, Söderbaum 2004, 

Büscher and Dietz 2005). In the international arena, the rapid acceleration of globalisation has 

produced numerous actors, structures and processes that are seen (or have been made) to 

transcend state agencies and their territorially-based authority. Among these, of critical 

importance has been the trend of ever-increasing international economic integration, which first 

became generally apparent with the global economic crises of the 1970s and the increasing 

importance of transnational business corporations. With the rise of technologically specialised 

“just-in-time” production models and the refocusing of investment strategies to global rather 

than national trade, markets for capital, resources, labour and manufacturing became 

increasingly dispersed and networked linking diverse financial and productive sectors, actors 



 
31 

 

and locations around the world (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992). At the same time, a range of new 

transboundary problems were discovered requiring new forms of supranational coordination 

(Hajer 2003). In this context, new civil society pressures also came to bear on states as NGOs 

augmented their national-level advocacy and lobbying activities with an increasingly prominent 

international presence (Bin Mohamad 1998, Karkkainen 2004).  

As well, many states came under increasing pressure from within their own polities due to a 

variety of social, technological, political and ideological shifts (De Senarclens 1998, Pritchett and 

Woolcock 2004). Rosenau and Czempiel, for example, list three major aspects, the first is a skill 

revolution that significantly changed the relationship between citizens (at least in developed 

countries) to scientists, engineers, politicians and other forms of authority. With increased 

education, access to communication and more and more potent and ubiquitous communication 

technologies, the position of “leaders” in advanced societies has been eroded and the capacity 

and willingness of sub-national publics and civil society groups to voice dissent or alternate views 

became more important (1992), increasingly through the use of various forms of networks 

(Rhodes 1996). Importantly, a particular aspect has been the increasing “globality” of the 

experience and consciousness of the average individual exposed to daily streams of minute-by-

minute information on events around the globe (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992), a development 

which has only accelerated during the first years of the 21st century. 

A second major aspect of the evolution toward “governance” is a related shift in the terms of 

authority centered on a movement away from acceptance of “traditional” abstract claims to 

legitimacy and towards performance-based criteria (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992, Albert 2001). 

Dubash, for example, suggests that it is linked to an increased emphasis on deliberative decision-

making and a corresponding zeitgeist of non-hierarchy much less tolerant of power differentials 

between political actors (2009). Relatedly, there has been multilevel fragmentation and 

contestation of authority structures affecting even long-established sub-national political 

institutions and jurisdictions and even as Quebec, for example, pushed for autonomy from 

Canada, the Mohawks also pushed for independence from Quebec (Rosenau and Czempiel 

1992) – a pattern which has been repeated in numerous corners of the world. Finally, there has 

been the influence of the rise of Neoliberalism and the (related) emergence of the “New Public 

Management” (NPM) involving increased reliance on market-based forms of organisation and 

the minimization of state structures, both on the grounds of efficiency (Rhodes 1996, Kazancigil 

1998, Bernstein and Cashore 2007). 
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These developments served as particular influences in a broad movement away from 

“government” and toward “governance”, pulling decision-making power away from classical-

modernist bastions of authority such as nation-states. What has emerged is a more fragmented 

and diffuse scenario in which aggregated networks of actors have become more important 

(Rhodes 1996, Gaudin 1998, Hajer 2003, Hooghe and Marks 2003) – a situation reflected in the 

term “fragmegration” (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992). In this scenario, as Karkkainen puts it, 

“authority to address problems…traditionally regarded as within the exclusive province of state 

sovereignty is thus…reassigned to hybrid, polycentric, problem-solving institutional 

constellations,” a condition of “post-sovereign governance” (2004, p.75). For some, such 

terminology goes too far as states still have a critical role to play in most “governance” scenarios. 

Krahmann, for example, suggests that analytical emphasis should be not on trying to determine 

whether or not the state has left the stage, but on understanding at which point a given 

arrangement falls on a scale from fully fragmented to fully centralised decision-making, not least 

because such systems are constantly evolving (2003). Nonetheless, it is clear that some very 

important things are seen to have changed, resulting in much more emphasis on the 

autonomous and independent authority of a plurality of private, market-based and civil society 

actors (Kazancigil 1998, Steele 2004). The outcome, it is suggested, is a situation in which 

deliberative rather than rule-based decision-making predominates and, as Hajer argues, politics 

is not the progenitor of policy but rather the outcome of the announcement of policy plans 

(2003). Accordingly, decision-making is said to be self-consciously open ended and 

experimentalist, oriented away from the exercise of sovereign authority and towards 

collaborative definition of problems with emphasis on the scales presented by given issues 

rather than the jurisdictions of existing agencies – a move toward not only multi-actor, but also 

“task-specific” governance rather than “general purpose” government (Karkkainen 2004). 

As many have noted, for better or for worse, the term governance suffers from a problem of 

definition and despite its current importance it remains an imprecise term (Rhodes 1996). As 

well, it has a wide variety of meanings associated with different actors in a range of practical 

sectors generating terms such as such as “corporate governance” (Rossouw 2005), (global) 

“value chain governance” (Dolan and Humphrey 2004) governance of finance (Mosley 2009), 

“Urban governance” (Beall 1996), and just about everything besides and in-between in fields 

such as medicine (Nattrass 2008), health care (Sayed and Carrim 1997), International labour 

(Hassel 2008), tax (Rixen 2011) and global energy supply (Lesage et al. 2009). This state of affairs 

has often caused considerable confusion, to the extent that some question whether the term 
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actually has utility (Pritchett and Woolcock 2004, Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006), whether it 

connotes something distinct from terms such as “government” (Kazancigil 1998, Doornbos 

2001) or “development” (Grindle 2007) or is merely a tautology (Smouts 1998). Ultimately, some 

have claimed that the best that can be said of the term is that it serves as shorthand for a suite 

of new developments that remain as yet poorly understood (Weiss 2000, Doornbos 2001, 

Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006, Biermann and Pattberg 2012).  

While even scholarly conceptions and definitions remain vague there is nonetheless consensus 

on the broad content of the term as distinct from “government”. First, while it encompasses 

forms of political organisation and processes of decision-making it is seen to focus particularly 

on strategic aspects of determining who may lay claim to authority and how it will function 

(Brautigam 1992, Doornbos 2001, Graham et al. 2003, Batterbury and Fernando 2006). In other 

words it highlights “the rules guiding…choice and action” (2001, p.17) – dynamics and processes 

beyond policy design, implementation and goal achievement (Weiss 2000, Söderbaum 2004). 

Governance, in this sense, is a useful concept precisely because it suspends judgement on the 

relationships between actors, agencies and institutions (McLennan 2000). As Soderbaum has it, 

it is therefore more than “government”, but is (fortunately) still less than social process (2004). 

At the same time, therefore, it is much more than “management” and it cannot “be divided 

simply into political and technical dimensions” (Beall 1996, p.4) as it encourages thinking beyond 

the status quo and results in ongoing challenges to existing systems of rule or decision-making 

– an adaptive form of “big picture” critical reflection (Hyden 2001). 

Second, and more specifically, it is also typically associated with a move away from vertical, 

hierarchical and centralised forms of administration (Beall 1996, Krahmann 2003, Meadowcroft 

2007, Biermann and Pattberg 2012) and towards more flexible, diverse, fragmented and 

networked forms of social organisation and decision making, encompassing both the state and 

its relation to citizens and citizen groups and interactions between public, private and civil 

society spheres (Williams and Young 1994, Boas 1998, Gaventa and Valderrama 1999, Longo 

2008, Schlager and Bauer 2011). It therefore assumes forms of social “steering” that absorb and 

interrelate diverse rationalities and interests in a process that is pluralistic, deliberative, 

negotiated, ever-incomplete, experimental and evolving (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992, Rhodes 

1996, Kazancigil 1998, Smouts 1998). As such, it is seen as a process which – in its ideal form at 

least – “flattens” out hierarchies to work across them, allowing the interplay of actors and 

interests operating at various scales (Söderbaum 2004, Batterbury and Fernando 2006). 
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3.2   “Underdevelopment”, failing states and the rise of “Good Governance” 

Even as scholars rediscovered “governance” as a critical catch-all for emerging developments, 

in popular and practitioner circles it rapidly rose to equal importance as the signifier of a new 

political economic agenda to resolve crises in the world of Official Development Assistance. Here 

it appeared with a normative modifier as “Good Governance”, a phrase first manifest in a report 

on the political-economic struggles of Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 1989). Though it came 

effectively out of nowhere, by the early 1990s the concept had become ubiquitous – an 

indispensable part of what has been called the “Post-Washington Consensus” (Leftwich 1994, 

Brown 2003, Biermann and Pattberg 2012). In the decades since, the term and all its baggage 

have only become further entrenched, a linchpin of international rhetoric, the focal point of 

debates on problem definition and policy strategies and a core theme of numerous conferences 

(Williams and Young 1994, Szeftel 2000, Kaufmann 2005, Delapalme 2011).  

A flexible term with broad appeal, it has become a bridging concept, linking advocates in a range 

of areas including democracy, human rights, poverty reduction, economic liberalisation and 

even “sustainable development” (Grindle 2004, Batterbury and Fernando 2006, Delapalme 

2011). In effect, it has become something of a “Grand Unifying Theory” of the ‘Development’ 

world, both explaining the failures of 50 years’ efforts to “modernise” the global south, and 

promising (T)he way toward its successful social, political and economic libera(lisa)tion (Szeftel 

2000, Cornwall and Brock 2005, Goldsmith 2007). In essence, since the early 1990s the new 

orthodoxy has been that “Good Governance” (essentially read as the establishment of capitalist 

liberal democracy) is both the necessary precondition and the driver of just, equitable and 

prosperous socio-economic development (Leftwich 1993, Fischer 2001, Grindle 2004, Hope 

2005, Andrews 2010) – particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (Kakonge 1998, Noorderhaven and 

Tidjani 2001, Harrison 2004, Porteous 2005, Delapalme 2011).  

As Leftwich notes, such interventionist efforts are hardly a novel phenomenon, and over the 

past 200 years and more the African continent has certainly seen its share of efforts to impose 

externally designed models of social, political, environmental and economic organisation (1993). 

Still, since the late pre-independence era, interventions have been largely techno-industrial 

and/or fiscal in nature (Leftwich 1994) and the recent shift in focus marks a dramatic departure 

from previous orthodoxy that might well never have occurred if not for a specific sequence of 

developments. With the financial shocks of the OPEC crises, African leaders turned to Northern 

institutions for increased loans to maintain the large state-based political economies 
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characteristic of the early post-independence period. As the financial situation continued to 

worsen, however, state revenues continued to decline and debt loads rose to unsustainable 

levels. By the early 1980s, the outlook had become bleak and, while the country’s leaders 

blamed exogenous factors such as colonial legacies and unfair terms of trade, their creditors 

took a contrasting view. In the now famous (and infamous) “Berg report” (World Bank 1981) 

Western development economists cited corruption, fiscal mismanagement and inappropriate 

policy, presenting a scathing condemnation of the region’s “bloated” states that marked one of 

the first major articulations of the neoliberal turn known as the “Washington Consensus”. Armed 

with the report and backed by their control over considerable flows of much-needed capital, the 

IFIs ushered in an era of loan conditionalities presented in the form of “Structural Adjustment 

Programs” (SAPs) (Leftwich 1993, Hewitt de Alcántara 1998, Englebert 2000). Focused on 

economic liberalisation and drastic cuts to state agencies, staff, programs, services and 

regulations, the SAPs were designed to achieve nothing short of a neoliberal revolution in the 

name of economic growth (Ndulu and O'Connell 1999, Weiss 2000).  

In the mid-1980s, realising that the attempt to blame economic troubles solely on the West had 

garnered little sympathy, the Organisation for African Unity convened another meeting to 

design an appeal for more and differently structured financial assistance. The new 1985 proposal 

entitled the “African Priority Program for Economic Recovery” tentatively accepted some of the 

ideas in the Berg Report, admitting some contribution of “internal factors” in the production of 

the region’s predicament (Owusu 2003). Despite this (slight) convergence toward discursive 

common ground and the erstwhile acceleration of the SAPs, however, the painful program of 

“Adjustment” did not generate the results expected and by the late 1980s had become an 

increasingly evident failure (Leftwich 1994, Englebert 2000). Having ostensibly “gotten the prices 

right”, therefore, the international community of ‘Development’ economists entered a period 

of considerable soul-searching as to the reason for the miserable performance of their 

prescriptions (Porteous 2005). Given the examples of success in East Asia, moreover, the focus 

was once again directed to the Sub-Saharan region where the SAPs had had the least success 

(Leftwich 1994, Englebert 2000). This process led to the publication of a dramatic 1989 Bank 

report entitled “From Crisis to Sustainable Growth” which marked the point of departure from 

purely economistic analysis with the assessment that the root cause of Africa’s “failure to 

develop” was “a crisis of governance” (1989, p.60).  
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In its foray into political process, the bank eschewed open discussion of politics, attempting to 

couch its analysis and prescriptions in techno-bureaucratic discourse. Moreover, the new 

assessment did not abandon the old but supplemented it: states were not now to become “big” 

or interventionist again, rather, they were to let “The Market” work its magical hand in a much 

more efficient, transparent, accountable and participatory manner (Moore 1999, Ndulu and 

O'Connell 1999, Englebert 2000). Where the state had been the “enemy” of market-led growth 

and development in the 1980s, now it was rediscovered as something akin to a “necessary evil”, 

a critical arms-length facilitator and stabiliser charged with making society safe for capital 

(Munro et al. 1999). To be sure, the decision to discuss the state itself in anything beyond purely 

fiscal and economic terms was one which was not taken lightly and was one which involved 

considerable debate (Munro et al. 1999, Doornbos 2001). Due to its explicitly apolitical mandate 

and the sticky issue of sovereignty in the context of East-West tensions the Bank had long 

avoided any discussion not directly related to GDP growth, fiscal balances and debt repayment 

capacity (Williams and Young 1994, Hyden 2001). By the early 1990s, however, several 

international political developments had created a context in which both of the IFIs began to 

feel that “governance” intervention was not only within their capacity and authority but even 

their explicit responsibility (Baylies 1995).  

The first, as widely noted, was the fall of the Soviet Bloc, which initially left the Euro-American 

alliance with a relatively free hand to reshape the world according to its own ideals without fear 

of losing the allegiance of client states to “Communism” (Goldsmith 2000, Szeftel 2000, Austin 

2001). The second was the spread  of pro-democracy movements due to which it had actually 

become politically dangerous to be associated with governments seen to be repressive (Weiss 

2000, Doornbos 2001). The third was the rise and triumph of neoliberal ideology which sought 

to secure a new global economic order of liberalised markets open to the free play of capital (De 

Senarclens 1998, Pagden 1998, Szeftel 2000, Taylor 2010). Fourth, marked particularly by Robert 

Putnam’s influential (1993) publication “Making Democracy Work”, there was a marked shift in 

academic circles toward the notion of civil society as the basis of social trust, cohesion, political 

accountability and bureaucratic effectiveness required for political and economic “success” (De 

Senarclens 1998, Englebert 2000). Fifth, 1990s experiences of genocide, war crimes and other 

abuses shifted conceptions of sovereignty from understandings based on the rights of states vis-

a-vis others to views oriented more to the responsibilities of states to their populations, adding 

an additional normative dimension to the rationale for intervention (Weiss 2000). 



 
37 

 

Finally, in developments in Africa itself additional impetus toward political conditionality. On 

one hand, for African and other Southern states the demise of bipolar geopolitics meant not 

only the loss of a “second option” in aid relations but also a considerable decline in ideologically-

based bonds of “Third World” solidarity and the “Non-Aligned Movement” (De Senarclens 1998). 

On the other hand, by the late 1980s governments of the Sub-Saharan region were increasingly 

buffeted by vocal domestic democratisation movements (Brautigam 1992, Oman 2001). 

Recognising that they had little option but to move with the current of political reform, within 

the new forum of the African Union (AU) leaders from across the continent produced another  

proposal, the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) which considerably shifted the 

discursive terrain. Strongly endorsing principles of democratisation, participation, transparency 

and accountability, the alliance proposed regional structures to ensure mutual accountability 

within the continent (Chabal 2002, De Waal 2002, Owusu 2003). While the notion of 

“partnership” was ill-fated due to enduring post-colonial North-South power differentials 

(Taylor 2010), from this point onward the “governance” project was in full swing, quickly 

saturating all discussions and becoming a given of the ‘Development’ world (Szeftel 2000, 

Therkildsen 2001, Porteous 2005). 

Despite this prominence, even after three decades of rhetoric perspectives still vary with respect 

to what “Good governance” actually means. Broadly speaking, however, two main schools of 

thought can be distinguished. The first is most prominently associated with the World Bank for 

whom the term refers mainly to managerial aspects of government while the second is that of 

UN agencies and Western donor governments who also emphasise democratisation (Leftwich 

1994, Weiss 2000). As such, though the term itself is less a defined concept than a list of 

attributes (Grindle 2004, 2007, Mwenda 2008), there is nonetheless some degree of consensus 

with respect to its general characteristics.  

Emerging as it did from the analysis of a problem, the notion of “Good Governance” is effectively 

described inversely, as the opposite of “Bad governance”. Based on a survey of descriptions in 

the scholarly literature, the latter, for its own part, is similarly characterised by a list of traits 

which can be grouped under the headings of: corruption, including any use of public power for 

personal advantage; the personalisation of power resulting in exclusionary and/or arbitrary 

decision-making; a range of public management failures including inefficient, or inequitable 

policy design, weak or unfair enforcement, poor quality services, unrealistic or excessive 

regulation and instability or unpredictability, and, finally; lack of respect for civil, political and 
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human rights (Baylies 1995, Blunt 1995, Munro et al. 1999, Szeftel 2000, Doornbos 2001, 

Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith 2004, Mwenda 2008). Good governance, correspondingly, is taken 

to mean an inverse state of affairs – one characterised by; open and transparent information 

sharing, decision making and enforcement; accountability of decision makers to those affected; 

legitimacy, justice, fairness of political, administrative and justice systems including respect for 

citizens legal and human rights and; efficient, effective and competent decision-making and 

implementation. As noted, for some it also includes openness and participatory design of 

structures and processes to ensure inclusion and involvement of citizens and civil society 

formations including democratically-based political processes; and – for a not insignificant 

number of others – the free and independent working of markets (Boas 1998, Kakonge 1998, 

Kazancigil 1998, Gaventa and Valderrama 1999, Matovu 2002, Grindle 2004, Longo 2008, 

Andrews 2010). 

These articulations, however commonsensical and comfortable to a wide (and by now more or 

less “captive”) international audience, nonetheless have their critics. Wrapped in soothing 

words such as “participation”, “accountability” and “transparency” the notion presents an 

almost irresistible package of essentially undeniable “goods”. Indeed, even the term itself is 

subversively normative, subtly precluding debate by hiding its ideological character in plain sight 

as pre-judged content: the agenda with its long lists of prescriptions is, by its own definition, 

already that which constitutes the “Good” in governance. The effect, moreover, has been 

striking – a broad-based convergence of norms ideals and models of practice across a wide range 

of polities and actors spanning a large portion of the world (Cornwall and Brock 2005). Subjecting 

its articulations and practical applications to closer scrutiny, however, a number of scholars have 

found reasons to challenge its rhetoric and it has also been perhaps one of the most critiques 

forms of governance discourse.  

To begin with, as noted above, the term is famously vague and “hardly carries a specific 

meaning” (Doornbos 2001, p.95) serving as a catch-all concept “covering everything and, 

therefore, nothing” (Hyden 2001, p.17). Mwenda, for example, concludes that in legal terms it 

is practically useless (2008) while Hewitt de Alcantara suggests that it emerged less as a practical 

programme than as much more a discursive strategy allowing the IFIs to “work themselves out 

of [the] intellectual and practical dead-end” created by their own ideology (1998, p.106). 

Relatedly, the recipe lists for “Good governance” contain numerous internal contradictions. As 

Bryld emphasises, for example, it is expected to be: broadly participatory involving many interest 
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groups in deliberative processes; rigourously accountable involving many procedural checks and 

balances and; thoroughly transparent involving systematic and extensive dissemination of 

information while still being maximally efficient and effective (2000). Leftwich, similarly, points 

to the inherent tradeoffs between the various developmental goals it is meant to achieve 

simultaneously – not only economic growth but also stability, equity and autonomy (1993). 

Fukuyama, moreover (who one might have expected to be a solid proponent) emphasizes the 

lack of attention to ends in favour of means which leaves it open to counter-developmental or 

even morally abhorrent outcomes (Fukuyama 2013).12  

Another key problem, is that the theory of “good governance as precondition for development” 

suffers from a classic chicken/egg dilemma. Indeed, until recently it was widely accepted that 

political liberalisation and administrative efficiency gains occurred as products of modernisation 

– as a result of increasing technological sophistication and prosperity, not as precursors 

(Leftwich 1993; Grindle 2007). Indeed, historical records of societies touted as good governance 

models suggest processes of co-evolution of under conditions of contest between rulers, elites 

and common folk (Brautigam 1992), most of which appear (in contrast to “Whig history” 

narratives of linear social “progress”) more chaotic than teleological (Austin 2001, Goldsmith 

2007). As Brautigam notes, European states, for example, only recently adopted the notions that 

civil servants should be hired on merit rather than birth, work for the common good rather than 

the agendas of nobles, and receive salaries rather than the spoils of war (1992). Moreover, as 

Austin emphasizes, many currently prominent countries acquired their wealth and power during 

periods of relatively (or even distinctly) autocratic rule (2001), a pattern recently exemplified by 

the People’s Republic of China (Grindle 2007).  

At the same time, despite numerous efforts to quantitatively demonstrate the (now inverted) 

causal link between liberal democracy and stable, equitable economic growth, there are major 

issues with the studies to date. Delapalme, for example points to problems of availability, 

continuity and comparability of data (2011). As well, Sinzingre emphasizes the problem of 

reducing dynamic multi-layered social constructs like political-economic institutions to variables 

to be quantified and fed into cross-country regressions (2004). As Hyden notes, for example, the 

6 categories employed to produce World Bank governance rankings – 1) voice/accountability; 

2) stability; 3) effectiveness; 4) regulatory quality; 5) rule of law and; 6) corruption control – are 

                                                           
12 It could be said, for example that the Rwandan government used radio communications very effectively 
and efficiently to disseminate its genocidal policy agenda in a thoroughly transparent manner 
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so ill-defined that it is not clear that the data they are used to generate correspond to what they 

are purported to measure (2007). Above and beyond this, due to the incorporation of a wide 

variety of actors and fields of interest in the “Good governance” agenda, the ever-growing 

“shopping list” of its characteristics has become so long as to be incoherent, overwhelming and 

therefore quite likely unrealistic (Grindle 2004; 2007).  

In addition to these practical issues, moreover, others have pointed to a suite of political 

concerns. For one thing, a number of observers have criticised the use of the ostensibly neutral 

discourse as a back door for the advancement of other pre-existing agendas interests and 

programmes (Massicotte 1999, Austin 2001, Cornwall and Brock 2005, Hyden 2006). Others, 

meanwhile, criticise the ethnocentricity of the agenda’s basic formulation suggesting that the 

good “Good governance” model is little more than a summary of the ideals of bureaucratised 

Western liberal democratic political economies (Leftwich 1993; 1994; Williams and Young 1994; 

Boas 1998; Pagden 1998) and question whether the universal application of these culturally-

specific values is feasible, or even appropriate (Hewitt de Alcántara 1998, Doornbos 2001, Heeks 

2002, Andrews 2010). Even in the North, it is suggested, some of its principles may not be as 

fitting as claimed. A key example is the tension between the “Good governance” emphasis on 

rigid and consistent application of formal rules, procedures and regulations and the important 

qualities of flexibility, adaptability and contextually-based decision-making that are critical to 

responsive interaction between state agents and diverse members of the citizenry (Graham et 

al 2003; Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith 2004; Sinzingre 2004; Longo 2008; Fukuyama 2012). 

Moreover, the essentially singular design that is being imposed on developing countries belies 

the considerable heterogeneity of actual practices in the Western states from which it is derived 

(Andrews 2010).  

Finally, there may be significant reasons to doubt the credentials of the proponents of the 

agenda. For one thing, it has been noted, effectively all the advanced countries became wealthy 

using trade barriers, colonialist adventures and other exploitative forms of accumulation. As 

well, until not long ago many were actually profoundly anti-democratic (Germany, Italy, Russia, 

Japan, Portugal and Spain come immediately to mind), the majority openly and enthusiastically 

supported a range of often vicious autocrats for geopolitical ends and most have used weapons 

of mass destruction in the recent past (Andrews 2010). Even at present most of these countries’ 

political systems contain many important positions that are filled by politically influenced 
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appointment13 and clientelship/patronage is rife in a wide range of cases (Desai and Imrie 1998). 

Indeed, it is difficult to see which of the northern countries would currently fulfill the full range 

of conditions attached to the label “Good governance” (Smouts 1998) or which of those in the 

South has the capacity to simply “follow their lead” – implementing a model that is forced on 

the weak polities while powerful autocracies such as China or Russia are left to “find their own 

way” (Austin 2010). 

3.3   Bigger problems, bigger solutions: scaling up to “Global governance” 

In a somewhat different vein, another important aspect of the “governance turn” has been the 

emergence of an increasingly dense network of international regulatory arrangements adding 

up to what has been termed a new “Global Governance” regime complex. In a certain sense 

such developments are not particularly novel (Hertel 2003, Fine 2004). Trade relations 

connected much of the world well before the European “age of exploration” and by the colonial 

era agreements such as the treaty of Westphalia and the Berlin Conference affected large areas 

of the planet. In addition, the first universal structures of international steering were already put 

in place during the first half of the 20th century in the form of the League of Nations and its 

replacement the UN. Despite this lengthy history of growing interrelation, however, the concept 

of “globalisation” is itself quite new, reflecting critical shifts in international relations.  Indeed, 

the term itself only became a catchword in the late 1980s (Sonnenfeld and Mol 2002) and early 

1990s (Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006), reflecting rising popular awareness and acceptance that 

something had truly changed. Beginning with the fraying of the post-1945 world order in the 

tense years of the 1960s (Langley 2001), building with the global economic crises, the collapse 

of “Fordism” and the increasing internationalisation of production in the 1970s (Rosenau and 

Czempiel 1992) and coalescing with the fall of soviet communism, the proclamation of a “new 

world order” and the communications revolution in the 1990s, the world has become less “inter-

national” and more “global” in character. In particular, social, political and particularly economic 

relations are less and less matters of plodding inter-state diplomacy and more increasingly 

characterised by rapid, often informal and frequently ephemeral interactions and agreements 

between private parties and social groups the world over.  

In this context, the anarchic Westphalian system has been increasingly challenged and according 

to many no longer has the capacity to cope with the task of maintaining international order and 

                                                           
13 the senate and governor-generalship of my own country of origin (Canada) are clear but far from 
exclusive examples 



 
42 

 

protecting the “global public good”. Accordingly, and particularly since the late 1990s, 

international relations have shifted into an era of increasing “globality” characterised by the 

supra-national definition of problems and solutions (Fine 2004) and growing efforts to put into 

place worldwide systems of consultation, negotiation, regulation and control (Lawler 2005, 

Dubash 2009, Bernstein 2011). Under the new dispensation, even small-scale events appear to 

have repercussions all over the world (Massicotte 1999) and states, both individually and 

collectively, have come to seem inadequate for achieving social goals (Smouts 1998, Hajer 2003, 

Whitman 2005, Khagram 2006, Finn 2010) in, as Ramachandran et al nicely put it, “a world of 

problems without passports” (2009, p.342). Indeed, even inter-national organisations ranging 

from the agencies of the United Nations to the OECD, G7, G8 and now also G20 have been 

challenged to keep up (Cronin 2002, Forman and Segaar 2006, Heinbecker 2011) and civil society 

networks increasingly bypass or condition national and inter-state authority structures, 

appearing almost anywhere the responses of the latter appear weak, or unsatisfactory (Thakur 

and Van Langenhove 2006, Bernstein and Cashore 2007, Grugel and Peruzzotti 2007).  

Importantly, the shifting terrain of post-cold war geopolitics and the multiplication of actors in 

the international arena has also eroded the ability of “great powers” to define international 

norms, agendas and rules. For one thing, the emergence of something resembling a “global 

public” with access to constant streams of information on developments around the globe has 

been associated with the politicisation of truth claims and a shift from might and prowess to 

perceived legitimacy as the basis of influence (Miller 2007, Bernstein 2011). As well, there has 

also been a decline in the relative importance of superpowers in the context of a growing array 

of rising “major” powers such as the EU, Japan, and the “BRIC” countries which reduces both 

the opportunities for unilateralism and diminishes the importance of military might as a 

guarantee of achieving foreign policy goals (Morphet 2004, Martin 2007, Hampson and 

Heinbecker 2011). Finally, As Jentleson notes, there has been a shift in the understanding of 

security issues. During the Cold War, the main source of instability was geopolitical conflict that 

impacted on individual nation-states “from the outside in”. Now, he points out, an additional 

focus of critical importance is the risk to regional and international order coming “from the 

inside out” as cases of domestic tension and/or state failure spill beyond national borders 

(2012).14 In accordance with growing recognition of the importance of these dynamics there 

have been increasing efforts to develop new forms of international-level decision-making, 

                                                           
14 Obvious examples include the Mano-river and Congolese civil wars, the crisis in the former Yugoslavia; 
the role of Ghaddafi in international terrorism and the issue of al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan. 
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regulation and coordination. Collectively, these comprise a broad movement toward “Global 

Governance”, which has become “a rallying call for policy advocates who hail it as a panacea for 

the evils of economic and ecological globalisation…and an analytical concept for new empirical 

phenomena of world politics” (Biermann and Pattberg 2012, p.1).  

Once again, like the root term “governance”, the global version of the concept is understood 

differently in different quarters. For some, to be sure, it means the creation of something akin 

to the “government” of international and transboundary affairs. For others, however, and again 

particularly in scholarly circles, it refers to a search for creative new institutional responses to 

the challenges of “steering” in an increasingly fluid, interconnected and hybrid global scenario 

(Hewitt de Alcántara 1998, Miller 2007, Anselt et al. 2012). As well, for many it connotes the 

global diffusion of common norms and standards, creating international constituencies working 

toward the realisation of shared experiences and values (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992, Rosenau 

2002, Steele 2004, Grugel and Peruzzotti 2007, Birdsall 2010). 

It is perhaps in the latter senses that the term has been most relevant to date. While there has 

been no notable movement toward the creation of a single global “government”, over the past 

3-4 decades novel governance regimes based on shared problem definitions and joint 

development of normative standards have emerged to address concerns ranging from dams and 

environmental management to corruption, food products and apparel and from landmines and 

chemical weapons to human rights, health and financial investment (Picciotto 2005, Thérien and 

Pouliot 2006, Grugel and Peruzzotti 2007, Tamura 2008, Dubash 2009, Mantilla 2009, Mosley 

2009, Birdsall 2010, Bernstein 2011). While such initiatives are in different stages of 

development and vary considerably in their levels of detail, coherence and support they share a 

key commonality as examples of a general effort to develop shared perspectives on particular 

problems and universal programmes of action frequently involving new constellations of actors 

including civil society, private and market-based actors (Udombana 2004) particularly with the 

diffusion of neoliberal norms of political-economic organisation. At the same time, however, the 

flexibility of the concept and the wide variety of manifestations it purports to group together 

have led to a certain amount of confusion as to its specific content. Indeed, given both the 

openness to actors of any variety and the emphasis on linkages across multiple scales from the 

local to the international, it is often difficult to determine what does and what does not qualify 

and the term can seem to refer to just about anything (Dingwerth and Pattberg 2006). 
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Unsurprisingly, this situation has stimulated a range of efforts within the academic community 

to define the term and from a survey of the literature some broad categories of meanings can 

be determined. Biermann and Pattberg, for example, make a distinction between analytical 

definitions developed by scholars to attempt to capture the outlines of current socio-political 

transformations in the international arena on the one hand, and normative definitions employed 

by various actors seeking to develop a political program to deal with the challenges of 

globalisation (2012). Jaggers and Stripple, in contrast, present a three-fold categorisation, 

accepting the normative classification, but dividing the academic uses into: first, the broader 

usage of scholars such as James Rosenau seeking to describe the sources and implications of 

change and restructuring in broader global political relations, particularly with respect to the 

new roles of civil society and the fragmentation of authority and; second, the use of the term in 

the context of regime theory by observers such as Oran Young, focused on the production of 

new networks of institutions and norms that coalesce into novel systems of social steering 

(2003). 

Still, as noted, definitions have remained rather vague, taking more the form of gestures in a 

general direction than outlines circumscribing specific formations or processes. On the academic 

side, for example, Young takes the term as a label for the “combined efforts of international and 

transnational regimes” (1999, p.11), while Vllyrynen sees it as “collective actions to establish 

international institutions and norms to cope with the causes and consequences of adverse 

supranational, transnational, or national problems” (1999, p.25). In a similarly broad fashion, for 

Finkelstein it refers to the act or process of “governing, without sovereign authority, 

relationships that transcend national frontiers” (Finkelstein 1995, p.369) and for Rosenau it is 

“the sum of the world’s formal and informal rule systems at all levels of community” (Rosenau 

1995, p.16). Likewise, in Slaughter’s view, it refers to “the formal and informal bundles of rules, 

roles and relationships that define and regulate the social practices of states and non-state 

actors in international affairs." (Slaughter et al. 1998, p.371). As well, there are also a range of 

normative definitions employed by those, particularly among European observers and policy-

makers (Biermann and Pattberg 2012), who advocate for a guided and concerted programme to 

develop new mechanisms of coordination to protect global public goods, Falk, for example, uses 

the concept to summarise his call for international structures to counter the current movement 

toward market-based decision-making and promote the development of a more sustainable and 

humanist global political economy (Falk 1995). In a similar vein, Lipschutz envisions a progressive 

democratic decentralisation of decision-making to local actors anchored by place but linked 
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through global knowledge-based networks in order to increase both appropriateness and 

legitimacy (e.g. Lipschutz and Mayer 1996).  

Broadly speaking, therefore, like “governance” and “Good Governance” “Global Governance” is 

perhaps more productively taken as a reference to a list of characteristics or developments than 

a unified concept. In both its analytical and normative senses there is consensus that it is 

associated with: 1) the emergence of novel supra-state actors in agenda-setting and decision-

making processes; 2) the development of new structures and processes for these and; 3) the 

vertical and horizontal fragmentation and (re)networking of authority. In particular, in contrast 

to the notion of “Global government” it precludes the idea of centralised coordination and 

control, involving diffuse and diverse interests operating at different scales and integrating these 

in various sorts of flexible, non-hierarchical deliberative processes. 

3.4   Ecological crises, civil society and “Environmental governance” 

While the moves from “government” to “governance”, “Good governance” and “Global 

governance” have encompassed a range of issue areas much broader than the concerns of the 

environmental movement, the quest for solutions to problems of environmental management 

has nonetheless been an increasingly important area of experimentation and innovation with 

novel forms of “steering” (Pattberg 2012, Zelli et al. 2012), perhaps most prominently at the 

global level (Biermann and Pattberg 2012). In diverse contexts all over the world, “governance” 

approaches have been increasingly presented as panacea solutions to environmental problems 

(Nagendra and Ostrom 2012) which are now predominantly understood as the legitimate 

concerns and responsibility of a multitude of actors. For most of the past century and more of 

Western thought, land and land-based resources were conceived of primarily as “property” 

under two main forms of ownership and hence right of disposal – public and private. Since the 

enclosure of European commons during the Industrial revolution and the rise of neoclassical 

economic theory, productive lands were largely under private control while areas of special 

beauty, amenity or ecological significance have been managed by state bureaucracies in the 

name of the public interest (Duit and Galaz 2008, Nagendra and Ostrom 2012). Beginning in the 

1960s, however, with the rise of “ecological” thinking and the emergence of problems 

associated not with lands and resources per se but with the global ‘Environment’15, things 

became more complex; new “externalities” were discovered producing novel problems of 

collective concern, responsibility and action. As a result, for some time the role of the state 

                                                           
15 See Chapter 5 for more detailed discussion of this 
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became more prominent and it was obliged to take on an increasingly interventionist role than 

previously provided for by the public-private dichotomy (Karkkainen 2004).  

By the 1980s, however, it began to appear that not only did many more interests have a 

legitimate stake in environmental decision making and implementation, the state on its own 

(particularly in the wake of neoliberal “roll-backs”) was not enough to see to the protection of 

ecological values and actually required these other actors’ assistance (Karkainnen 2004, 

Nagendra and Ostrom 2012). The situation intensified during the course of the late 1980s and 

into the 1990s as authority became more and more fragmented, networked (Liverman 2004, 

Mwangi and Wardell 2012) and dynamic, with shifting constellations of actors and roles (Büscher 

and Dressler 2007, Weiland and Dedeurwaerdere 2010) creating situations of considerably 

greater political complexity (Biermann and Dingwerth 2004, Duit and Galaz 2008). At the same 

time, many new ecological problems were seen to be transboundary in nature, affecting much 

wider ranges of actors and interests but appearing in an institutional void where no single entity 

was empowered with overriding authority over the actions of myriad decentralised and/or 

transnational agents (Hajer 2003, Biermann and Dingwerth 2004, Büscher and Dressler 2007, 

Armitage 2008). With the beginning of the 1990s, moreover, came the rise of the international 

democratisation movement, the ideals of which were increasingly entrenched in the 

“participatory” rhetoric of formal multilateral environmental agreements (Bernstein and 

Cashore 2007). 

In this context there was a progressive shift away from “ownership” based on the strict 

separation of public and private spheres and toward more open and diffuse conceptions of right 

and responsibility – the birth of the era of the “stakeholder”.16 With this movement away from 

“Government” and “ownership” toward “governance” and stakeholdership, there was a 

concomitant transition from single-level arenas of decision-making to hybrid configurations of 

authority integrating various groups of actors both “vertically” (across-scales) and “horizontally” 

(across jurisdictions) (Bernstein 2002; Armitage 2008; Mwangi and Wardell 2012). As well, 

decision-making came to be based much less on “command and control” models and more on 

institutionalised processes of contestation, deliberation and consensus building (Duit and Galaz 

2008, Gouldson 2009). These experimental efforts have resulted in a wide but often subtle 

variety of different arrangements that have been categorised by various observers using a range 

                                                           
16 A rather bizarre and unwieldy term, meant to refer to persons who have legitimate interests in a 
particular decision-making process and NOT to be confused with vampire slayers. 
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of novel terms such as “nested governance” emphasizing multiscalarity (Ostrom 1990, Mwangi 

and Wardell 2012), “cascaded governance” emphasizing multijurisdictionality (Murphree 2009), 

“Co-management” which represents a continuum of public-citizen or public-private 

management partnerships (Mwangi and Wardell 2012) and “Decentralisation” – a nebulous 

term referring to the devolution of authority to the lowest possible level, usually to match the 

scale of implementation (Weiland and Dedurwaerdere 2010). 

A critical aspect of the shift in thinking towards these novel forms of decision making and 

regulation with respect to environmental concerns has been the simultaneous globalisation of 

environmental governance which has recently emerged as a major focus of attention in both 

academic and policy-making circles (Patterson 1998, Sonnenfeld and Mol 2002, Esty 2008). To 

be sure, the project of developing permanent structures of Global Environmental Governance 

(GEG) is far from complete and, despite roughly three decades of effort and widespread 

normative support, largely still in its infancy. States around the world still cling – often quite 

firmly – to Westphalian claims to sovereignty and the right of non-interference over 

environmental and resource policy in their own domestic spheres (Miller 2007, Alden and Alves 

2009, Pattberg 2012). Due to a number of influential factors, however, the continued 

incremental development of a joined up GEG regime has come to appear to many as a more or 

less inevitable and irreversible process.  

First, the upscaling of environmental problems to regional and global spaces has challenged 

previous systems of national-level intervention and forced the issue of transboundary 

cooperation (Rosendal 2001, Watts 2002, Dietz et al. 2003, Trittin 2004, Newig and Fritsch 2009). 

Second, there has been the naturalisation of the idea of globalisation as an unstoppable force, 

an irreversible fact of life requiring, again, increased and novel forms of collaboration and supra-

national cooperation (Sonnenfeld and Mol 2002, Compagnon et al. 2012, Mwangi and Wardell 

2012). Third, and concomitantly, there has been an increase in the profile and political 

significance of global summits, participation in which has therefore become effectively 

mandatory particularly for governments of weak states for whom they present important 

opportunities to boost the appearance of coherent authority (Patterson 1998, Dernbach 2002, 

Haas 2002, Meadowcroft 2007, Death 2011, Compagnon et al. 2012). Fourth, the dramatic rise 

of “Global Civil Society” in the form of major international NGOs who serve as inter-continental 

lobbying groups has exerted considerable pressure on individual governments to at least be seen 

to comply with emerging “international” norms (Harris and Seid 2000, Forman and Segaar 2006, 



 
48 

 

Khagram 2006, Tienhaara et al. 2012). Fifth, particularly among citizens and civil society agencies 

of Northern countries, there has been a trend toward the increasing invocation of “global 

citizenship” implying a right and duty of care – backed up by influential agencies such as the UN 

and the World Bank and shifting the parameters, meanings and extent of sovereignty in 

international discourse (Pasha and Blaney 1998, Ford 2003, Sand 2004, Miller 2007, Pattberg 

2012). 

Collectively, these dynamics and pressures have led to the emergence of a rapidly expanding 

array of environmental regimes at the global level which, though varying in their levels of 

development, support and potency, are becoming increasingly joined up as their proponents 

work to achieve synergy and the consolidation of the ground thus gained (Watts 2002, Esty 2008, 

Alden and Alves 2009, 2009, Schlager and Bauer 2011). As a result, the field of international 

environmental relations has been increasingly characterised by diffuse but networked clusters 

of public, private and hybridised systems of rule-making now typically referred to as a single 

non-territorial regime – the “GEG” (Rosendal 2001, Falkner 2003, Paterson et al. 2003, Coleman 

and Wayland 2006, Forman and Segaar 2006). Contrary to widespread celebratory rhetoric, 

however, a number of observers have taken critical stances questioning whether “governance” 

as currently conceived is really a cure-all for environmental problems.  

For one thing, there is the question of cultural fit. While the range of “governance” 

arrangements proposed and attempted thus far is quite diverse, like the environmental science 

on which their problem definitions are based, in most cases their designs are based on Western 

Euro-American ideas of social, political and economic organisation. This leaves the question 

open as to how far such models can actually be “stretched” to fit into the rather different 

contexts of the South, for example (Mwangi and Wardell 2012) or even in Northern countries 

where indigenous populations with other ways of being are involved. As Randeria notes, the 

language and practices of GEG, though novel, actually have a long and complex colonial 

genealogy (2007) and, like colonial efforts to “rationalise” resource management, generally fail 

to account for differences in socio-political context that affect both the appropriateness of and 

local support for their designs (Liverman 2004). An item of particular importance here are the 

particular constructions of “stakeholdership” and the notional sets of rights and obligations they 

imply for different actors which may or may not be congruent with local perspectives and 

practices – including the idea that local resources and landscapes are part of the rest of 
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humanity’s “common heritage” (Buscher and Dressler 2007) – a theme explored in more detail 

in subsequent chapters. 

Such issues, however, are frequently obscured by techno-bureaucratic discourse that constructs 

environmental “governance” even in the South as if it were an apolitical province of “experts” – 

typically, again, from or trained in “advanced” Western countries and carrying its cultural 

baggage. As Leftwich notes, however, when people change their patterns of resource use they 

also change their relationships to each other (1993). At the same time, as Armitage emphasizes, 

any project of “governance” involves, by definition, an effort to control behaviour, moving it in 

a certain direction despite the presence of conflicting interests (2008). As a result, it is inherently 

and profoundly political and presenting it in technical terms only masks the interests and powers 

at play – often for the benefit of certain actors at the expense of others (Buscher and Dressler 

2007). An example of particular importance is the way in which the movement toward 

environmental “governance” has been linked to the discourses of “Sustainable Development” 

allowing it to be incorporated as part of a broader project of neoliberalisation. Environmental 

“governance”, therefore increasingly means greater allocation of authority to market actors or 

reliance on market forces instead of public or civil society bodies as the means to make 

decisions, with attendant effects on systems of property rights and authority allocation 

(Bernstein 2002, Büscher and Dressler 2007). 

Finally, such concerns have further led a number of scholars to question the viability of the 

“governance turn” in environmental decision making, particularly with respect to the emerging 

GEG. “Global Environmental Governance” is a confronting term, and has become one of the 

most important buzzwords relating to processes of globalisation, but it is not at all clear that the 

level of consensus, coherence, inclusiveness and multi-scalar organisation it implies has been or 

can be actually established (Ferguson 2006, Büscher and Dressler 2007). As Rosenau 

emphasises, coordinating the diverse range of actors, interests and authorities involved around 

the globe and convincing them to subordinate their concerns to those of not only their own, but 

also everyone else’s great great grandchildren is no simple task (2003, see also Büscher and 

Dressler 2007). While it has frequently seemed easy enough to achieve the appearance of 

rhetorical consensus at world summits, alliances and agreements appear to fragment quite 

quickly in their aftermath when day to day political-economic realities and agendas come back 

into play.  
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3.5   Conclusion 
Over the past 30 years or so, the “governance turn” has been associated with a range of novel 

developments in a variety of spheres encompassing nearly all fields of human activity and at 

scales from those of communities or firms to those of nation-states, regions and even (more or 

less) the globe. Although in a good number of cases the shape of future evolutions remain vague 

and unclear, for many observers such developments hold great potential for improvements in 

social organization based on high ideals. “Good governance” promises the establishment of 

improved public management based on the principles of transparency, accountability and 

participation, and for many implies the democratisation and empowerment of “illiberal” 

societies around the world. “Global governance” has been taken both as a descriptive and 

analytical term for new formations in the field of international relations, but also as a summary 

term for normative programs of global political transformation. “Environmental governance has 

been held up as a panacea solution to current problems, offering ways out of complex and 

difficult situations characterized by competing interests, knowledge deficiencies and both social 

and ecological dynamism. A much touted example is the emergence of Global Environmental 

Governance institutions based on ostensibly universal norms and oriented toward collaborative 

mitigation and prevention of anthropogenic ecological ills. While not all observers are equally 

optimistic about the prospects and potential of the “GEG”, its development has proceeded 

apace resulting in the formation of myriad novel conventions, institutions and agencies spanning 

a wide range of resources, ecologies and issues. As the following chapter details, however, a key 

area of institutional experimentation has been in the context of efforts to deal with the 

prominent concern of forest management. What has emerged is a set of innovative initiatives, 

collectively known as the “Global Forest Governance” regime, which seek to universalize the 

acceptance and enforcement of international principles of “Sustainable Forest Management”. 
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Chapter 4  

A tortuous path 
 

4.0   Civil society, global change and the rise of the “GFG” 

Although the GEG encompasses a wide variety of environmental issues ranging from 

atmospheric emissions to endangered species and water management, one of its most 

emblematic constituents is what has been dubbed the “Global Forest Governance” regime (GFG) 

comprised chiefly of private Forest Certification standards, the UN Reducing Emissions from 

Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) initiative and the European Union’s Forest Law 

enforcement Governance and Trade programme (EU-FLEGT). This emerging set of arrangements 

represents an increasingly joined-up system designed seeking to secure worldwide adoption and 

enforcement of international norms and objectives for forest management in the name of the 

“global public good”. A key component of the emerging Global Forest Governance regime, FLEGT 

has been particularly celebrated as an innovative approach to the challenges that have thus far 

impeded progress towards universal implementation of Sustainable Forest Management. Taking 

the currently high profile issue of “Illegal logging” as its starting point, the European programme 

seeks to negotiate binding agreements with producer countries to ensure the effective 

implementation of their own laws in order to reduce the international flow of illicit timber. Of 

particular interest to many observers has been the process of VPA negotiation itself, which has 

been widely lauded for its incremental and ostensibly broadly participatory approach. In this 

chapter I explain the emergence and development of the GFG, beginning with the evolution of 

the various conceptualisations of “governance”, moving on to brief descriptions of the 

establishment of certification and REDD, and concluding with a more detailed explanation of the 

origins, architecture and critiques of EU-FLEGT (henceforth simply FLEGT) to date. The chapter 

thus presents a foundation underpinning the critical chapters that follow in which I analyse 

experiences with FLEGT in more detail with a specific focus on the forestry in Sierra Leone.       

4.1   Intersections: climate, timber and (Good) Global Forest Governance 

Although the modern western environmental movement was born of local concerns, during the 

1980s it became increasingly international in scale and focus and more than a few lobbying 

groups evolved into transnational advocacy groups. Along with several other prominent 

concerns, a key focus of attention during this period was the issue of tropical deforestation and 

much energy was directed at promoting the development of a binding global agreement on 



 
52 

 

forests. While the issue has not diminished in political salience, however, such an agreement 

was not reached and frustrated activists turned to alternate solutions to address their concerns. 

As a result of these efforts and the pressures of continued public concern and advocacy, forest 

management has become a key focus of experimentation with supra-national governance and 

a key aspect of the emerging GEG, producing three core independent but increasingly 

interlinked components. The first is independent Forest Certification, a private governance 

initiative developed by NGOs working in tandem with timber and paper industry representatives 

to provide market-driven incentives for “environmentally and socially responsible” commercial 

forest management. The second, known as REDD, is a primarily UN-coordinated international 

effort to develop a global system of payments in compensation for avoided deforestation as part 

of efforts toward climate change mitigation in post-Kyoto negotiations. The third and most 

recent is EU-FLEGT, an initiative produced in response to public pressure to address concerns 

over trade in illegally produced tropical timber using a system of voluntary bilateral agreements 

between the EU and “partner countries”. Together, these three new sets of institutions 

comprise the bulk of what has come to be known as the “Global Forest Governance” regime 

(GFG), widely considered to be a thoroughly novel development and a critical step towards the 

global dissemination of “Sustainable Forest Management” (SFM). 

4.2.1   Early days: from boycotts and protests to forest certification 

The earliest of the GFG institutions to emerge was forest certification, an initiative specifically 

focused on protecting the ecological values of tropical forests in licensed concessions as a 

solution to what were considered to be weak provisions for Sustainable Forest Management 

(SFM) in the forestry legislation of many developing countries (Fredericksen et al. 2003, Cashore 

et al. 2006, Guéneau  and Tozzi 2008). Originating in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it initially 

appeared as a product of environmental NGOs’ acute frustration over the inadequacies of 

national and international actions to address tropical forest loss and degradation. (Auld and Bull 

2003, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Freer-Smith and Carnus 2008). While the mid to late 1980s had 

seen a number of half-hearted attempts at developing international regulation requiring SFM, it 

was particularly the 1992 Rio Earth Summit’s failure to produce a binding forest management 

agreement that provided the final impetus for the World Wildlife Fund, Rainforest Alliance and 

others to develop the Forest Stewardship Council – an independent, non-state international 

standard for commercial forestry regulation (Bartley 2003, Aguilar and Vlosky 2007). Conceived 

as a more moderate alternative to the disruptive boycotts and demonstrations of the 1980s 

(Klooster 2005, Bartley 2007), certification was designed to improve industry accountability 
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through a market-driven system of forest management monitoring and chain-of-custody 

verification (Anderson et al. 2005). In order to be certified, an applicant would have to undergo 

third party auditing to ensure adherence to the standard’s regulations. Once compliance was 

verified, the company would be granted the use of the standard’s logo, intended to give 

consumers a credible guarantee that its production practices were environmentally and socially 

responsible (Araujo et al. 2009). As such, certification sought to provide a means to “direct, 

control, and hold to account organizations that claim to perform sustainable production” 

(Overdevest and Rickenbach 2006, p.94). At the same time, it was meant to offer commercial 

operators the possibility of price premiums for certified products, improved access to 

environmentally sensitive markets (Taylor 2005, Durst et al. 2006), improved management 

efficiency and reduced risk of production disruptions (Doornbos et al. 2000, Taylor 2005). 

In recent years, the forest certification industry has developed rapidly with a proliferation of 

standards (Hughes 2006, Bartley 2007) and exponential increases in forest area (Leslie 2004). 

Ever since its founding in 1993, FSC-style certification has been challenged by the rise of 

alternative schemes, developed largely by industry groups, each with slightly different social and 

environmental perspectives (Aguilar and Vlosky 2007, Auld et al. 2008). Among the earliest and 

largest were those developed under the Canadian Standards Association (CSA) and the 

Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) to provide more flexible alternatives for the ostensibly 

already relatively well-regulated firms operating in North America. Subsequently, this pattern 

was repeated around the world, and numerous industry-led national standards emerged such 

as CERFLOR in Brazil, Lembaga Ekolabel Indonesia (LEI) and the Malaysian Timber Certification 

Council (MTCC) (Cashore et al. 2006). The majority, including CSA and SFI, have since been 

subsumed under the (Europe-based) Program for Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) 

which, in 2002, surpassed the FSC in certified forest area (Klooster 2005). As a result of all this 

activity, the global area of certified forest has grown dramatically (Nalle et al. 2005, Bartley 

2007). Ironically, however, though certification was originally intended to ensure the protection 

of tropical forests (Rametsteiner and Simula 2003, Klooster 2005) it has had considerably more 

success in the temperate and boreal regions of the developed world (Durst et al. 2006) and there 

are few tropical or other developing countries with large tracts of certified forest (Ebeling and 

Yasue´ 2009). As a result, the certification industry has been criticized for “preaching to the 

choir” (Durst et al. 2006) of companies operating in countries with no annual net forest losses 

(Auld et al. 2008) rather than focusing on forests of the tropics which, it is claimed, are much 

less regulated and much more biologically complex (Ghazoul 2001, Guéneau  and Tozzi 2008).  
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Certainly, tropical forest certification still faces a number of barriers, not least in Africa. For one 

thing, it is not well institutionalized on the continent due to weak interest among governments 

(Cashore et al. 2006) and a lack of FSC action on the development of national standards 

(Dingwerth 2008). As well, the small size of many operations (outside the Congo basin at least), 

widespread public ownership of forest lands (Cashore et al. 2006), frequent political instability 

and the absence of a bank loans for forest management development (Guéneau  and Tozzi 2008) 

all provide notable impediments to the often significant investment required to achieve 

compliance. Moreover, problems have surfaced even in the case of larger operations, such as 

the French firm Leroy Gabon, whose certification was revoked after investigation of NGO 

allegations of major management plan and stakeholder inclusion deficiencies (Cashore et al. 

2006). Finally, the rapid growth of alternative markets not requiring certified products, 

particularly in Asia, has been an important issue particularly as northern producers with lower 

certification costs have increasing “cornered” the European and North American certified 

products markets, reducing access for African producers.  

Nonetheless, even in Africa there is evidence of increasing interest overall and while the 

expansion of forest certification in Africa has been slow, it has nonetheless been continuous and 

there are several forces supporting its further development. As in South Africa (Morris and 

Dunne 2004) and Zambia (Cashore et al. 2006), operations in a number of countries are at least 

partly geared toward the fairly environmentally sensitive European market. As well, the 

influence of international and multilateral aid agencies has been important; as Guéneau and 

Tozzi (2008) report, the French Development Agency’s support for the development of logging 

concession management plans in Central Africa has been a major factor in enabling operators 

to commit to certification. Similarly, given the founding of the “Forest Alliance” by the World 

Bank and WWF in 1997 to promote certification in developing countries, it is reasonable to 

expect that the Bank’s influence with African governments will continue to provide impetus in 

this direction (Auld et al 2008). Finally, experiments with national certification standards have 

been undertaken in Gabon and Ghana, though these are expected to fall under the umbrellas of 

either FSC or PEFC (Ozinga 2004).  

4.2.2   Forests as the carbon ‘quick fix’ and the push for REDD 

Another significant dimension of the developing Global forest Governance Regime is the 

increasingly important UNFCC-led initiative for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Degradation (REDD). Until recently, the implementation of an international REDD program was 

considered too difficult to handle due to issues around monitoring and controlling deforestation 
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as well as developing countries’ concerns that it would infringe on national sovereignty and 

reduce pressure on developed countries to lower their own emissions (Angelsen 2008, 

Kaimowitz 2008). Over the past 10 years or so, however, remote sensing advances (Chatterjee 

2009, Melick 2010), the slow progress of other international forest management initiatives 

(Levin et al. 2008) and increased attention to the role of forests in climate change mitigation 

(Kaimowitz 2008, Levin et al. 2008) have shifted the context of the REDD debate. As a result, 

there has been a major sea-change in international climate change discussions and 

deforestation, particularly in tropical developing countries, has become a central issue in post-

Kyoto negotiations (Dutschke and Pistorius 2008, Carlson and Curran 2009, Corbera et al. 2010, 

Okereke and Dooley 2010, Skutsch and McCall 2010).   

In essence, the logic of REDD is quite simple. Viewed through the lens of climate science, forests 

appear as both the world’s most important land-based carbon ‘storehouses’ (Venter et al. 2010) 

thought to collectively contain nearly half of all terrestrial carbon (Corbera et al. 2010) and also 

as critical ‘sinks’ capable of removing additional carbon from the atmosphere every year (Gibbs 

et al. 2007, Strassburg et al. 2009). As a result, they are seen to play a critical role in stabilizing 

global climatic patterns particularly in the context of rising anthropogenic emissions (Pedroni et 

al. 2009, Okereke and Dooley 2010). At current rates, however, deforestation and forest 

degradation – again, largely in the tropics (Corbera et al. 2010) – are not only seen to threaten 

this stabilising role, they are also said to add considerably to already high levels of anthropogenic 

carbon emissions. Indeed, it has been claimed that forest loss is the third largest source of 

greenhouse gases (GHGs) (Angelsen 2008) responsible for an estimated 15-35% of total 

greenhouse gas emissions during the 1990s (Gibbs et al. 2007, Pirard 2008, Neeff and Ascui 

2009), and about 36% of carbon emissions since 1850 (Pedroni et al. 2009). As well, whereas 

developed, temperate countries’ emissions are largely from the industrial and transport sectors, 

in most tropical countries forest loss and degradation is the largest source of GHGs, accounting 

in Africa for almost 70% of total emissions (Gibbs et al 2007). As such, in international climate 

change debates deforestation has emerged as a climatic liability in its own right, and some have 

predicted that the total “economic cost” of climate change from forest loss could reach US$ 1 

trillion a year by 2100 (Poffenberger 2009, p.285). Perhaps more importantly, however, Avoided 

Deforestation (AD) has also become a key component of overall emissions reductions strategy 

due to difficulties in other areas. For one thing, it has become apparent that the reductions 

needed to prevent catastrophic climate change are so large that progress in other sectors will 

not be enough to achieve them (Kaimowitz 2008). As well, given the difficulties involved in 
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radically transforming the industrial, transport and other sectors in developed countries, AD has 

come to be seen as a critical opportunity to achieve substantial emissions reductions sooner 

rather than later (Levin 2008). 

Although there have been many different proposals for the design of REDD architecture, at the 

heart of all of these has been an economic approach based on an international-level system of 

Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES). Inspired by the historical work of von Thünen, PES logic 

assumes that land cover change occurs because land users can obtain higher rents from 

agricultural or other land uses than from conservation. The apparent solution to deforestation, 

therefore, is to induce those who wish to avoid the economic costs of losing otherwise free 

“ecosystem services” to pay compensation payments for conservation, thus raising the rent 

value of forest conservation higher than the opportunity costs of forgoing alternative land uses 

(Angelsen 2008, Humphreys 2008, Carlson and Curran 2009, Motel et al. 2009). Based on the 

UNFCCC principle of common, but differentiated responsibilities (Dutschke and Pistorius 

2008)17, the REDD system is intended to involve a global-scale program of funding transfer from 

industrialized countries to participating developing countries, who would subsequently 

distribute payments to those in direct control of managing forest lands (Campbell 2009). Based 

on decisions taken in Bali at the 13th Conference of the Parties to the United Nation Framework 

Convention of Climate Change in 2007, the most prominent variant – UN-REDD – was 

established in 2008 under the auspices of the UN-REDD Programme secretariat which 

coordinates Northern donor support and the acticities of the Food and Agriculture Organisation 

(FAO), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) which have taken lead roles in country-level organisational and 

technical support (UNDP 2008, UN-REDD Programme 2016).      

4.2   Grassroots activism and Neoliberal imperatives: the birth of FLEGT 

Following on the heels of the emergence of certification and REDD, the third major component 

of the nascent GFG regime to appear was the European Union’s Forest Law Enforcement, 

Governance and Trade programme. In the place of certification’s broad principles of 

environmental and social responsibility and REDD’s focus on conserving forest carbon stocks, 

FLEGT concentrates on the more narrow question of “legality”, seeking to stem the international 

                                                           
17 This principle is that all countries share responsibility for reducing GHG emissions but, since it is the 
historical economic development of industrialized countries that is most responsible for climate change, 
it is they who must bear the cost burden of supporting “clean” development in non-industrialized 
countries 
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trade in illicit timber. In the current discursive environment of international forestry this 

“legality” focus has come to appear almost self-evident, a necessary and obvious pragmatic 

approach building complementarity between the various initiatives of the GFG, particularly 

given the present prominence of “Illegal logging” as an issue of major international concern. In 

reality however, both the shift in focus to the general issue of “legality” and FLEGT’s specific 

response to it mark quite dramatic departures from previous understandings of forestry in the 

context of international relations. In essence, although the now thorough naturalisation of such 

notions has obscured their relative novelty, it was not always so, and the construction of with 

“Illegal logging” as a global ill amenable to and in dire need of intervention as a legitimate focus 

of global policy-making actually represents a major shift – or set of shifts – in international forest 

discourse.   

4.2.1   From “unsustainability” as outcome to “illegality” as cause  

As noted briefly above, with the “globalisation” of the environmental movement in the early 

1980s, tropical forests emerged as major objects of public concern and civil society activism in 

Europe, North America and the antipodes. Widely publicised through frequent dramatic protests 

and regular media coverage, “Deforestation” became a popular buzzword evoking dramatic 

images of daily devastation in the “pristine” rainforests of the South, most famously those of 

the Amazon basin (Davidson 2007). In response to growing public pressure, the governments of 

the Northern countries where the movement originated were impelled to press for action and 

the establishment a legally binding international convention on forest management became a 

key focus of international environmental negotiations. While such efforts met with little success 

during the late 1980s, by the early 1990s hope appeared in the form of the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 

Advocates and activists of all stripes were disappointed with the results of this meeting, 

however, as forest-rich countries of the South refused to commit themselves to any hard legal 

agreement, insisting that forests remained sovereign resources essential to national 

development. In the end, all that was produced in Rio was a set of non-binding “Forest 

Principles”, agreed as a guide for sustainability in forest management and exploitation. 

Frustrated with this result, and unable to directly influence other agents of “deforestation”, 

environmental organisations narrowed their main focus to the tropical timber industry, a target 

much more within the reach of radical activism due to its dependence on western consumer 

markets (Cerutti et al. 2012). On one hand, they worked with research institutes to develop a 

general international code of practice for “Sustainable Forest Management” which, with the 
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assistance of multilateral development assistance agencies was disseminated across the South 

through a nearly wholesale country-by-country revision of national forestry legislation, policy 

and regulations. At the same time, they applied pressure to the timber trade industry by 

mounting dramatic public campaigns against major western retailers of “unsustainable” tropical 

timber products leading to reconciliation and the collaborative development of private 

certification initiatives described above (Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). In the meantime, however, 

the question of “legality” was suppressed by the hybridized discourse of “deforestation–

sustainability”, not least in the arena of international relations where it was still considered a 

domestic matter for sovereign states and hence not a legitimate subject of foreign policy or 

international discussion (Davidson 2007). Nonetheless, since the mid-1990s there has been a 

gradual but accelerating shift toward an emphasis on Illegal logging “as a key global forestry 

problem definition” (Cashore and Stone 2012, p.18). Naturally, this dramatic discursive about-

face did not occur overnight, but rather progressively as a product of evolving attempts to deal 

with broader concerns about global forest futures within the strictures of international 

conventions on sovereignty and trade. While the novel cooperative networks of environmental 

activist organisations and tropical timber producers and retailers established through 

certification initiatives shifted the domain of action on forest sustainability from the forest floor 

to the material flows of international trade (Brack 2005), policy makers – particularly in North 

America and Europe began to see legality verification as a point of entry by which they might 

respond to public pressure for action on forest “sustainability” (Attah et al. 2009, Beeko and Arts 

2010, Dooley and Ozinga 2011, van Dam and Savenije 2011).  

Despite the dissemination of the “SFM” international code of practice through “assisted” 

legislative revision, it was increasingly observed that the new tropical forestry laws existed more 

on paper than in practice and served more to illegalise much of existing production rather than 

reform it (Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). This presented Western policy-makers with both a 

legitimate concern (the rising proportion of illegal materials flowing into their countries) and a 

critical point of leverage (the fact that sovereign nations were not enforcing their own laws) by 

which to open the forestry sector up for firmer international discussion, negotiation and 

intervention. As a result, the question of legality started to emerge as a focal point of global 

forestry discourse, appearing with increasing frequency and prominence in the publications of 

various international agencies. According to Humphrey (2006), for example, the first 

manifestation of official concern was in the International Tropical Timber Agreement (ITTA) of 

1994 which placed the trade in “undocumented wood” centre stage (Beeko and Arts 2010). 
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Following on this development, at the 1996 Geneva meeting of the new Intergovernmental 

Panel on Forests (IPF) organised under the UN Commission on Sustainable Development, a 

coalition of countries made a formal commitment to investigate “the nature and extent of illegal 

trade in forest products” (Davidson 2007, p.10) – a move which both presented the first use of 

currently dominant terminology on the topic and also laid the groundwork for subsequent 

international-level policy commitments (Beeko and Arts 2010). In 1997 the new body was 

replaced by the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF) which promptly agreed to “consider 

appropriate national level actions and promote international cooperation to reduce the illegal 

trade in wood and non-wood forest products including forest related biological resources, with 

the aim of its elimination” (Davidson 2007, p.10). Although the rest of the decade saw little 

further action in this area and the various international and multilateral bodies concerned 

appeared content with having identified “Illegality” as a bold new focus of global concern, these 

discursive developments were nonetheless critical. What they achieved was to establish 

commercial forestry as a legitimate domain of international intervention, ultimately creating an 

international advocacy and policy-making coalition (Hajer 2006) and the foundations for 

subsequent initiatives. In essence, ‘forest crime’ was transformed from a politically charged and 

effectively taboo topic into a focal point of international policy-making (Montouroy 2013). 

Of particular significance to the building of momentum in this area was the linkage of legality 

concerns to “governance” discourse, particularly in its manifestation as “good governance”. A 

critical factor in this further evolution was the first official intergovernmental discussion of the 

issue at the Birmingham G8 summit in 1998. Forefronting the problem in its Action Programme 

on Forests, the G8 meeting was effectively the first in which it was explicitly identified as 

primarily a product of weakness in governance (Cerutti et al. 2012) which the participating Heads 

of State resolved to eradicate through bilateral “assistance” to strengthen the rule of forestry 

law in developing tropical countries (Ayed 2006, Davidson 2007). Indeed, while there was little 

that was revolutionary in the specific actions proposed, the key influence of the G8 summit was 

in this linkage of Illegality and governance discourses and in the additional weight the influential 

body lent to the issue. Moreover, following the 1998 meeting the UK, which chaired the group 

at the time, took a pro-active stance initiating studies and discussions in various other fora and 

important meetings on the new topic of “Forest Law Enforcement and Governance” (FLEG) in 

East Asia and Africa as well as Europe and North Asia (Brack 2012). 
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These efforts had considerable ‘knock-on’ effects and in its 31st session in November 2001, for 

example, the International Tropical Timber Council took a decision to take action on “forest law 

enforcement”. Following this, the second session of the UN Forum on Forests (UNFF-2) of early 

2002, itself dedicated to the FLEG theme, produced a Ministerial Message for the World Summit 

on Sustainable Development (WSSD) planned for Johannesburg later in the year. The Message 

called for broad-based and immediate action to deal with issues of domestic law enforcement 

and international timber trade (Davidson 2007). The very next month, at COP 6 of the 

Convention on Biological Diversity, an extended work programme was adopted in Decision VI/22 

which included efforts to strengthen law enforcement and governance in forestry.  Finally, at 

the summit in Johannesburg, the recommendations of UNFF-2 were taken to heart leading to 

both the endorsement of the basic “FLEG” concepts in the WSSD Plan of Action as well as the 

formation of the Asian Forest partnership (AFP), a group that held its first meeting in Japan three 

months later. While the AFP has remained a ‘soft’ process of discussion and mutual 

encouragement with a focus on broader issues of forest management, ‘harder’ commitments to 

law enforcement and governance had already been given shape with the birth of East Asia-FLEG 

in 2001 (Brack 2005). Stimulated by the commitments of the G8 and spearheaded by the World 

Bank, the UK Department for International Development and the US Department of State, the 

EA-FLEG meeting in Bali Indonesia led to an immediate inter-ministerial resolution to “take 

immediate action to intensify national efforts…to address violations of forest law and forest 

crime, in particular illegal logging (EA-FLEG 2001, p.1) This development became a catalyst for 

further similar action in other regions, notably the 2003 Yaoundé Cameroon Conference in 

which the African equivalent (AFLEG) was founded and another for Europe and North Africa 

(ENA-FLEG) in 2005. 

In sum, developments leading up to the turn of the century produced a series of discursive 

linkages, first between the discourse of “deforestation” and broader “sustainability” thinking 

and subsequently between these and neoliberal notions of “governance” as well as those of 

“good governance” from the field of international development. In the first decade of the new 

millennium, this new focus on timber trade evolved into a formal fixation with the logic and 

mechanisms of “legality verification”. While in the context of international discussions, illegal 

logging discourse was “inextricably linked to what has been framed as ‘forest law enforcement 

and governance’” (Beeko and Arts 2010, p.223), this development led to relatively little specific 

practical action. What it did do, however, was lay the groundwork for “law enforcement” 

initiatives such as EU-FLEGT and the US Lacey Act amendment which tied the FLEG discourse 
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back to international timber trade in a pragmatic, action-oriented fashion (Dooley and Ozinga 

2011). Building on the model and successes of established international product licensing and 

tracking schemes such as the Kimberley process (Brack 2005), these two policy initiatives – and 

particularly the latter – were designed to skirt both the politically-charged and time-consuming 

difficulties of intervening in the processes of broader forest governance reform in sovereign 

states as well as the strictures of WTO trade rules by shifting the discussion into the techno-

bureaucratic realm. The result has been a considerable change in global thinking and practice 

with respect to how international trade in forest products may be legitimately conducted, with 

a new international focus on systematic monitoring and documentation (van Dam and Savenije 

2011, Cashore and Stone 2012). 

4.2.2   Learning from the past: sovereignty, certification and the WTO  

Logically speaking, a number of different approaches could have been employed to deal with 

the issue, and as such, the FLEGT program’s particular architecture can only be understood in 

the context of the historical experiences of which it is a product. While the development of 

private certification was meant to address the failure to develop a binding forestry convention 

it has largely been confined to the temperate developed countries rather than the tropics where 

many feel the most action is needed. At the same time, while shifts in international political and 

environmental discourse produced a growing convergence of thinking with respect to “Forest 

Law Enforcement and Governance”, the resulting (FLEG) initiatives were strictly supply-side 

oriented and focused on longer-term wholesale improvement of a very wide range of political, 

economic and technical aspects of forest management. As a result, while their emergence has 

been of considerable political and discursive significance, many have been concerned about 

their potential to produce the kinds of near-term, practical responses seen as imperative to 

achieve progress on forestry sustainability concerns (Gasana and Samyn 2008, Cashore and 

Stone 2012). Though other developments have also been of some importance it was particularly 

these key shifts and initiatives that led to the conceptualisation and final design of EU-FLEGT – 

both by creating the international political space for its emergence and by shaping the strategy 

on which its approach is based. While the EU is keen to promote the development of a binding 

multilateral agreement on forests (Morgera 2012) it has sought to learn from the strengths and 

weaknesses of certification, FLEG and other initiatives that seek to build consensus and 

stimulate practical action on technical forestry matters. In essence, by combining the FLEG focus 

on negotiated formal international agreements – if only at the bilateral level – with the Trade-

based and end-market orientation of certification, FLEGT is expected to harness market forces 
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to the achievement of FLEG objectives in a broader, more comprehensive, more reliable and 

durable way than appears achievable through certification alone (Beeko and Arts 2010, 

Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014).  

In order to do so, however, FLEGT had to be designed to deal with a constraint almost greater 

than that of the sovereignty concerns of tropical producer nations that has impeded REDD 

negotiations18 – the global legislative framework of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) (Attah 

et al. 2009). In fact, the specific approach taken with FLEGT is in many ways a direct product of 

the experiences gained in the 1990s by European member countries such as Austria to block 

illegal timber exports from certain countries, efforts that were successfully challenged in the 

WTO court (Ayed 2006). Created in 1995 as the successor to the General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade (GATT), the WTO is the umbrella institution of the effectively global Multilateral 

Trading System (MTS), and functions as a semi-autonomous Global governance regime with its 

own legislation and judicial systems to promote and administer worldwide trade liberalisation 

(Delimatsis 2012). While the WTO system cannot provide explicit rules for each product or 

service provided around the world, its founding agreements delineate general principles, the 

violation of which is subject to the arbitration and sanction of the Organization’s own court. 

While this interpretive approach allows for some latitude in national policy-making (particularly 

as not every violation will be formally challenged and some may find an interpretive defense) it 

has become clear that the more a given policy is out of line with the basic principle of non-

discrimination in trade – and the more it actually affects given trade flows – the more likely it is 

to be challenged by another member state (Brack 2009). 

Given the relatively novel nature of initiatives to prevent trade in illegal timber there have been 

few WTO-based challenges and in-depth analyses of potential conflicts are currently scarce. 

Perhaps the most detailed assessment is that recently developed by Brack (2009), a notable 

analyst and policy advocate in the field of FLEG development. Examining the suite of regional 

and national efforts to ban illicit timber to date, he notes that governments seeking to develop 

related policy measures have faced two key problems. The first, and simpler issue is that 

illegality in a producer country does not imply illegality in a consumer country – a matter easily 

corrected in a WTO-compliant manner by simply illegalising possession or sale of contraband 

materials, a non-trade measure that is typically already in place with respect to domestic 

                                                           
18 indeed, as development institutions – not least the World Bank and IMF – have demonstrated 
repeatedly, claims to national sovereignty over policy-making can become remarkably pliable in the face 
of financial incentives and/or penalties! 
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products that are stolen or otherwise illicit, and one that has now been successfully applied to 

timber in several cases, most prominently the Australian Illegal Logging Prohibition Act, the US 

Lacey Act and the EU Timber Regulation.  

The troublesome aspect of such legislation, however, is that it places the burden of investigation 

on already busy police and customs agencies such that comprehensive enforcement is unlikely 

and indeed probably impossible (as proven comprehensively in the context other illicit trade, 

such as in illegal drugs, for example). This, in turn, leads to the second problem, which is the 

much thornier question of how governments can distinguish legal products from illegal ones, 

particularly in the case of timber given the myriad reasons for which it may be considered 

“illegal”, a matter which much more quickly runs into conflict with WTO rules. As Brack notes, 

there are several potential such conflicts: first, there is the question of whether “legal” and 

“illegal” timber can be considered “like products” (which in many ways they obviously can) 

against which discrimination based on origin is not permitted by GATT Article I. Second, if legality 

verification is not required for the timber products of all domestic and international sources 

(which would be exceedingly difficult for any one nation to achieve reliably as a unilateral policy 

measure) then it would also violate the provisions against “most favoured nation” (Article I) or 

“national” (Article III) treatment. Third, since the legality requirement for international timber 

is naturally an “at-border” trade restriction, it risks running up against article XI which requires 

the “elimination of quantitative restrictions”. Fourth, if in actual practice the measures serve to 

provide a de facto advantage to domestic producers or to certain countries over others there 

may still be a challengeable violation (2009). 

Certainly, there are some provisions of the GATT that allow for trade restrictions under specific 

circumstances but these offer very limited opportunities to systematically block illegal timber 

flows. For example, Article XX (b) allows for trade measures “necessary to protect human, 

animal or plan life or health” but in the context of forest products it is difficult to see how this 

justification could be realistically extended beyond demonstrable phytosanitary issues. As well, 

Article XX (g) allows for restrictions “relating to the conservation of exhaustible natural 

resources” but this implies a quantitative restriction which, moreover, can only be enforced “if 

such measures are made effective in conjunction with restrictions on domestic production or 

consumption.” Finally, while Article XX (d) allows for measures “to secure compliance with laws 

or regulations…relating to…the prevention of deceptive practices” these must be “consistent” 

with the provisions of the GATT and there remains the sticky issue of proving that deceptive 
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practices have in fact occurred. Moreover, as Brack emphasizes, none of the provisions allow for 

discrimination between countries and it must also be demonstrable that a trade restriction is 

truly the only practicable option for addressing the issue of concern (2009).  

In the context of these constraints and opportunities, in the early 2000s the EU set out to devise 

a means of linking FLEG objectives to trade regulation instruments through a system of 

negotiated voluntary agreements with exporting countries which would be invulnerable to 

challenge based on WTO rules. Building on international momentum in the area of forest 

governance around the turn of the millennium – particularly that generated by the international 

conference held on East Asia FLEG in 2002 – the EC held a workshop in Brussels to stimulate 

discussion on the options at its disposal for controlling illegal logging in general, and more 

specifically for halting the entrance of illicit wood products into the EU. The product of this 

meeting, and the considerable debates that followed (Brack 2005) was the Action Plan on Forest 

Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) published in May 2003, approved by the EC 

the following October and supported by a motion of the European Parliament in Early 2004 

(Ayed 2006), which led to the adoption of the EU-FLEGT regulations in 2006 (Midwoud and van 

Bodegom 2006b). At the heart of the FLEGT concept is the establishment of “Voluntary 

Partnership Agreements” between the EU and individual tropical timber exporting countries to 

establish national licensing systems verifying the legality of timber products destined for EU 

markets by tracking them from source to final retail markets – an approach modelled to a 

considerable extent on the Kimberley Process certification scheme developed for the problem 

of “blood” diamonds (Brack 2012).  

From the outset it was widely noted (not least by the EU itself) that the VPA design suffers from 

a key weakness. While its voluntary and negotiated bilateral structure neatly circumvents the 

potential for WTO-based challenges, it also fails to address the problem of illegal imports from 

non-partner countries, reducing its effectiveness both for the EU as a guard against illicit wood 

products, and for signatory countries who lose the incentive of preferential access to European 

markets. In response, after considerable deliberation, the Union decided to complement the 

country-by-country system of VPAs with broad-based “Due Diligence” legislation which, similar 

to the Lacey Act from which it gained much impetus (Cashore and Stone 2012), requires 

European timber merchants to independently ascertain that their wares are in compliance with 

the laws in place in countries of origin (Beeko 2009, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014). Like the FLEGT 

regulations, the European Union Timber Regulation (EUTR) passed in 2010 and applied in 2013 
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has been designed with a careful eye to WTO compliance and applies to all wood products 

regardless of source, including those produced domestically (Brack 2009, Dooley and Ozinga 

2011, Van Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). As the regulation effectively allows the EU to enforce 

the wholesale closure of its markets to illicit wood products, it considerably reinforces the FLEGT 

process by bolstering the economic incentives for participation – a fact not lost on tropical 

timber exporting countries, the number of which engaged in VPA negotiation has risen sharply 

since the passing of the EUTR (Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014). 

4.2.3   Architecture and process 

As envisioned in the Action Plan, the EU has taken a broad and multi-pronged approach to 

dealing with the trade in illegally produced timber. In its own domestic sphere, for example, it 

has pushed its member states to revise their procurement policies and other legislation that may 

encourage illicit sourcing or facilitate its practice and, through the EUTR, disciplined the private 

sector by illegalising possession and trade of undocumented wood materials within the EU. In 

both domestic and international contexts it has also pressured banks and other financial 

institutions to improve monitoring of financial flows related to forestry to make the proceeds of 

illegal timber sales more difficult to launder. As well, in addition to its broader efforts to promote 

the development of multilateral commitments to SFM and forest governance, it has also 

provided considerable technical and financial assistance to developing countries for “capacity 

building” in these areas (Ayed 2006, Dooley and Ozinga 2011). Ultimately, though even this suite 

of initiatives is itself part of a broader effort working toward a binding global agreement on 

forests, for the time being the centrepiece of EU action on international timber trade is most 

certainly FLEGT, which itself is built almost wholly on the system of Voluntary Partnership 

Agreements (VPAs). 

Essentially trade agreements, although VPAs ultimately serve as vehicles for quite profound and 

wide-ranging environmental and socio-political interventions (Van Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013) 

their core focus is the generation of commitments by tropical timber producing nations to 

develop credible systems to verify that wood exports have been produced in accordance with 

their own national laws, in return for which the EU promises to accept only such state-licensed 

imports. Conceptually, VPAs are built on two main “pillars”: on one hand there is the 

development of the “Timber Legality Assurance System” (TLAS) to actually certify and track 

wood products through their Chains of Custody (CoC), and the other is the process of 

governance reform required by the EU to ensure that the laws regulating the forestry sector are 

(in theory) actually practicable. The link between the two key pillars is the definition of legality, 
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produced via the VPA negotiation process, which serves as a key guide for legislative reform, 

and as the foundation of the TLAS (Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010, Van Heeswijk and Turnhout 

2013). 

While VPAs are, in principle, the products of unique negotiation processes and therefore 

somewhat unique to each partner country (EC 2007a) the main components are predetermined 

by the EU, which requires not only the legality definition and a means of its implementation (the 

TLAS) but also a system of independent monitoring and verification to ensure regular reporting 

on the state of its implementation and effectiveness (Midwoud and van Bodegom 2006a, 

Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010). In addition, while specific legislative reforms may vary from 

case to case depending on national circumstances and the preferences and views of producer 

country governments and “stakeholders,” there are nonetheless certain core “governance” 

provisions that the EU requires to be included. A key example is the stipulation for improved 

“transparency” based on the premise that full disclosure of all actions, transactions, and 

allocations in the forestry sector will make it difficult for state or private actors to violate national 

laws, particularly as it may allow for independent action by civil society watchdogs (Bollen and 

Ozinga 2013). 

Naturally, an international initiative of such scope requires considerable bureaucratic oversight 

if its design, implementation, monitoring and maintenance are to be effective, and the 

development of FLEGT has been accompanied by the growth of new inter-institutional networks. 

On the EU side, the program’s evolution and implementation has been supported by the EU-

FLEGT Facility run by the European Forest Institute via its offices in Barcelona, Joensuu and Kuala 

Lumpur (EFI 2014c). Given the inter-governmental nature of the program, however, the 

authority and responsibilities for actual negotiation and implementation have remained with 

formal European governance bodies and, while individual member states have provided 

supporting efforts at times, FLEGT has remained an essentially European-level affair. Its 

development and structure were promoted and finalised by the Union and bilateral negotiations 

were assigned to the Commission. These are conducted under the oversight and via the 

ratification authority of the European Parliament and the Council of the EU and with the 

coordination assistance of the Ad Hoc Working Group on FLEGT administered by the Directorate-

General for Development and Cooperation – EuropeAid (EFI 2014a).  

On the “partner country” side, an array of state and non-state agencies and stakeholders are 

involved in VPA negotiation and implementation, key among which, of course, are the national 
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forestry agencies and the ministries or departments under whose authority they operate. Of 

particular importance to the process, however, are the Joint Implementation committees (JICs) 

– newly formed bodies emerging from the negotiation process and composed of representatives 

from the partner countries and the EU itself – which are charged with ensuring compliance and 

the coordination of any revisions or adjustment to the Agreements that may be required on an 

ongoing basis (Brack 2012, Bollen and Ozinga 2013). Finally, built into the structure of VPAs is a 

requirement for third party monitoring. Although the identity and nature of such bodies is 

ostensibly not predetermined by the FLEGT regulations, there are two sublevels which have 

been set up in practice. The first is an auditor – a mandatory requirement for all VPAs – and the 

second, established in several Agreements to date is a monitoring body to serve as a source of 

information for the auditor, both of which have been required to be completely independent 

from both the private and the public agencies of the forestry and timber sectors (Ayed 2006, 

Brack 2012, Bollen and Ozinga 2013). The key purpose of these monitors is to verify the VPA 

compliance of both state agents and timber producers to enhance the credibility of the system 

and to “prune potential corruption in issuing legality licences” (Ayed 2006, p.223). 

Although these provisions appear superficially practical, however, it is worth noting that in 

certain respects they are quite revolutionary and present a source of considerable potential 

controversy. As Midwoud and Bodegom note, for example, in most international accords the 

relationship between parties is reciprocal and monitors examine the compliance of each on 

behalf of all. In the FLEGT situation, however, the monitor must survey and/or sanction one 

sovereign state on behalf of another, presenting a clear potential source of friction (2006). In 

addition, there is also the still unresolved question of civil society involvement in ongoing FLEGT 

monitoring activities. Unsurprisingly, many domestic and international environmental NGOs 

have proposed the institutionalisation of a role for themselves as external monitors of 

corruption or malpractice in the implementation of VPAs (Ayed 2006). While in some cases – as 

in the Republic of Congo, their suggestions have been incorporated into the Agreement, in most 

the role of civil society in ongoing implementation remains unclear, informal and largely 

voluntary (Bollen and Ozinga 2013).   

Another intriguing aspect of the VPAs is the fact that they resemble something akin to unstable 

long-term contracts. As negotiated bilateral accords, they can only be entered into voluntarily, 

but once signed, their provisions are legally binding – though it is unclear what sanctions might 

be imposed (particularly by producer countries) in the event of non-compliance by the other 
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party. At the same time, however, the VPAs negotiated to date include various clauses that 

permit either party to end the Agreement at more or less any time, but without any direction as 

to what further steps or consequences might be applied in such a situation. Examples from the 

Agreement signed with the Central African Republic provide illustrate this aspect well – it Article 

25, for example provides for temporary suspensions: 

1. Either Party may suspend the application of this Agreement. The decision to suspend and the 

reasons for that decision shall be notified to the other Party in writing.  

2. The conditions of this Agreement shall cease to apply 30 calendar days after such notice is given.  

3. Application of this Agreement shall resume 30 calendar days after the Party that has suspended 

it informs the other Party that the reasons for the suspension no longer apply (EC and CAR 2011, 

p.26). 

Similarly, while it is assumed that the Agreement will be maintained by both parties, there is 

clear provision for its non-renewal in Article 28, which provides that the VPA will “remain in 

force for a period of six years and shall be extended for consecutive periods of six years unless 

a Party renounces the extension by notifying the other Party in writing at least one year prior to 

[its]… expiry” (EC and CAR 2011, p.27). Finally, even this clause for non-renewal is apparently 

unnecessary, given that “notwithstanding Article 28, either Party may terminate this Agreement 

by notifying the other Party [and] this Agreement shall cease to apply twelve months after the 

date of the said notification” (EC and CAR 2011, p.28). 

4.3   Critiques and concerns to date 

As described in Chapter 3, while the broad critiques of environmental governance make some 

gestures in a similar direction to that of the overall argument advanced in this thesis, by and 

large they lack analytical detail, offering little more than general appeals to cultural relativism 

as a variable of concern. In analyses of specific initiatives, moreover, even such basic and vague 

articulations are rare and critical concern has been focused on technical details of programme 

design relating to effectiveness and long-term viability. Along with discussions of Forest 

Certification and other initiatives, debates on FLEGT design and implementation provide a key 

example of this trend. Notwithstanding a few minor exceptions, analyses of FLEGT have been 

mainly congratulatory and while a wide range of design details have been pointed out as areas 

for improvement, assessments have mainly concentrated on apolitical aspects of the 

programme. 

To be sure, some have highlighted issues of a mildly political nature, particularly those linking 

FLEGT to the priorities of the “Good governance” agenda. While there has been much jubilation 
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and backslapping over the “participatory” nature of VPA negotiations, for example, some have 

evinced concern as to the durability of inclusive and consultative processes once the pressures 

of donor demands and the constraints of the negotiation processes are removed (Beeko and 

Arts 2010, Marfo 2010, Marfo and Mckeown 2013). As well, it has been noted that a 

considerable proportion of those “included” in negotiations to date have been European 

International NGOs (INGOs) upon whose prominent influence such processes (and subsequent 

implementation) may be overly dependent (Belligoli 2010). Another area of mildly political 

critique has been that of equity and fairness in VPA implementation. While many have pushed 

for the inclusion of domestic lumber markets in FLEGT agreements (Hansen et al. 2012, Marfo 

and Mckeown 2013), still more have argued that law reform must ensure that the definitions of 

“legality” and their supporting regulations do not unjustly impact “local communities” engaged 

in subsistence forest use or small scale logging as a “response to poverty” (Elliott 2007, Attah et 

al. 2009, Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010, Atyi et al. 2013, Van Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013, 

Wiersum and Elands 2013). 

Beyond these very general articulations, however, the vast bulk of critiques have been almost 

exclusively absorbed with technical details relating to durable and effective implementation. 

Among these, a major area of focus has been the question of how to ensure effective and 

resilient systems of monitoring and enforcement on the producer-country side of the supply 

chain. For one thing, there is the omni-present question of political will in the context of shifting 

agendas and political-economic realities (Dooley and Ozinga 2011, Ochieng et al. 2013). Where 

will is present, however, there is the further issue of how to build up sufficient monitoring and 

law enforcement capacity (Attah et al. 2009) in countries where state agencies are notoriously 

weak, particularly in the context of a programme that may offer additional opportunities for 

collusion and corrupt practices (Ayed 2006) and where information on illegal operations is often 

lacking (Attah et al. 2009). As others have highlighted, a further problem is the definition of 

legality itself, as in many cases inconsistencies and contradictions between various overlapping 

laws and levels of jurisdiction make it difficult to determine whether timber is illicit or not (Brack 

2005). Finally, as Chain of Custody verification is foundational to any VPA, a key challenge is the 

difficult question of how to track timber products from source in a reliable and unfalsifiable 

manner as emerging technologies for doing so (dendroprovenancing, comparative DNA analysis 

etc) are as yet not well developed (cf Kagawa and Leavitt 2010, Jolivet and Degen 2012, Degen 

et al. 2013). 
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Naturally, it is not only on the producer country side that difficulties have become apparent, and 

a second area of focus has been the identification and closing of gaps and loopholes in 

international Chain-of-Custody (CoC) verification systems. A key source of concern in this 

context is the fact that thorough-going implementation of a VPA entails considerable initial and 

ongoing costs for producer country agencies as well as timber producers (Atyi et al. 2013). Given 

that the agreements do not include commitments from the EU to actually purchase timber 

(Attah et al. 2009), the cost burden may result in number of undesirable outcomes. For one 

thing, some suggest, FLEGT may drive smaller operators out of business, or at least force them 

into the realm of illegality as legal production becomes unaffordable (Brack 2005). At the same 

time, there are concerns that the initiative may simply drive producer countries to less sensitive 

alternative markets, particularly the formidable processing industries of the Asian region (Huang 

et al. 2013), and shift European demand toward less controversial temperate hardwoods – a 

trend that has already been observed in the UK (Giurca et al. 2013). As well, while the addition 

of the EUTR has helped to address the issue of non-partner country coverage, since it is limited 

to first importers only it can be undermined by the use of shell companies to effectively 

“launder” illicit timber (Levashova 2011). Finally, there have been questions regarding the 

wisdom of leaving enforcement and sanctions to individual EU member countries as they have 

often proven reluctant to take decisive action (Belligoli 2010, Levashova 2011). 

In addition to these two sets of issues pertaining to monitoring and enforcement, other broader 

concerns have also been put forward. Among these, a key concern has been the relationship of 

FLEGT to Forest Certification and REDD initiatives since, although mainstream discourse 

assumes synergistic co-evolution of these disparate efforts, according to others there are a 

number of ways in which they might undermine each other (Dooley and Ozinga 2011, 

Montouroy 2013). Another prominent issue has been the sufficiency of focusing on legality 

alone as a means of achieving universal application of “Sustainable Forest Management” 

practices. Some suggest that “legality” is important but not sufficient and that FLEGT must 

therefore be supplemented by other efforts, particularly by careful interlinkage with other GFG 

initiatives, most prominently Forest Certification (Cashore and Stone 2012). Others, however, 

see the legality focus as an obstacle in itself as forestry laws are often designed to stimulate 

increased large scale industrial production and may therefore stand in contradiction to 

principles of “sustainability” (Ayed 2006, Green et al. 2007). According to Heeswijk and 

Turnhout, moreover, these tensions are even evident even within the context of FLEGT 

development which, they claim, is characterised by a complex of both complementary and 
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competing discourses the respective prominence of which differs between actors and between 

the rhetoric of documentation and actual discussions and negotiations. Overall, they find, while 

the EU agenda is motivated by environmental and social “sustainability” concerns, in VPA 

processes these tend to take second stage to transparency, accountability and efficiency in the 

enforcement of “legality” verification as well as a set of industry-related economic concerns 

(2013). 

Such concerns and analyses are, of course, both valid and timely if FLEGT is to become a 

functional and effective tool to combat illegal forestry practices in the tropics. What is missed – 

and even obscured – by this focus on technical aspects of the programme’s specific design and 

implementation, however, is the question of whether such an outcome is in fact feasible and, 

ultimately, desirable or appropriate. Of particular importance is the thorny issue of “legality” 

which, as I argue in later chapters, is considerably more complex than has generally been 

recognized to date. Lurking beneath this key problem, however, are much more profound 

concerns pertaining to the basic ideology of the programme and its agenda. In the following 

chapter I examine its philosophical roots in the (now largely conjoined) ideologies of 

‘Development’ and modern environmentalism.  

4.4   Conclusion 

Though still in development, “the GFG” already forms a key part of the emerging network of 

institutions collectively known as Global Environmental Governance and a critical site of 

experimentation with new arrangements and regulatory approaches. As well, the current 

prominence of “illegality” and its manifestation as a legitimate, and even critical, object of 

international intervention is novel and intriguing, the product of considerable shifts in forest 

discourses that have paralleled developments in thinking with respect to “governance”. Where 

1980s efforts to halt “deforestation” were frustrated by state and inter-state inertia there was 

a shift towards approaches involving new non-state actors. Participants in global timber value-

chains, for example, were reproduced as both new objects of direct intervention and as 

collaborative participants in forestry regulation while civil society environmental advocacy 

groups have taken on novel roles in agenda setting, monitoring and enforcement. As well, the 

movement toward market-based systems is in line with (specifically) neoliberal conceptions of 

the “governance turn”. Meanwhile, the change of focus from the “forest floor” to international 

flows of illicit timber has facilitated the reconstruction of illegal production as a worldwide 

concern and hence not simply the province of sovereign states but a legitimate object of “Global 



 
72 

 

governance”. Finally, just as “Good governance” has been presented as a precursor to 

development, so also has the direct focus on “sustainability” been supplanted a new concern 

with the principles of transparency, accountability, participation and equity as the guarantors of 

“responsible” forestry practice.  

On one hand, therefore, given the “participatory” approach of VPA negotiations, their market-

based system of incentives, ostensibly worldwide operational scale and rigorous emphasis on 

transparency in monitoring and implementation, FLEGT is easily construed as a novel innovation 

bringing together many elements of contemporary approaches to (global) “governance”. 

Conversely, however, closer inspection of its design and actual operation reveals a rather 

different character. Though widely applauded by practitioners and scholars alike, the issues and 

concerns presented by FLEGT run considerably deeper than analyses have suggested to date. In 

reality the design of FLEGT is aligned to a very particular and narrow understanding of the 

concept of “governance” based on a centrally administered rule-based system of control 

intended to ensure adherence to externally-developed standards. As I detail in the following two 

chapters, therefore, FLEGT is properly understood not as a “governance”, “global governance” 

or “environmental governance” initiative in the ways these are currently understood by 

scholars. Rather, it represents an environmentally-themed ‘Development’ project, designed to 

ensure the “modernization” of forestry regulation and forest management bringing them into 

line with the techno-scientific and bureaucratic practices of the North.  
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Chapter 5  

“Everybody’s business” 
 

5.0   Universal history, global nature – the ‘Environment-Development’ nexus 

Presented as a component of the emerging regime of Global Forest Governance, FLEGT has been 

touted as a novel and innovative approach to forest governance and an important step towards 

the institutionalization of sustainable practices in international forestry and forest products 

trade. Given this widespread enthusiasm, while the specific design of the programme has 

received some critical attention analyses to date have been largely congratulatory and critique 

has been almost exclusively focused on technical aspects of its implementation, seeking to find 

ways in which its effectiveness might be improved and its durability secured. In this and the 

following chapter, however, I present a different perspective, arguing that FLEGT’s specific 

approach and its attendant weaknesses are not products of the practical details of its technical 

design and implementation but of the prior ideological commitments according to which it has 

been constructed and upon which it depends.  

To be sure, its voluntary nature and at least superficially participatory approach present gestures 

in the direction of a new and perhaps improved model for Global Environmental Governance 

initiatives. Nonetheless, even the EU itself has specifically expressed that while the programme’s 

overt objective is the curbing of “illegality” it is explicitly intended to achieve more thorough 

entrenchment of the norms and standards of “Sustainable Forest Management”. Seen as a 

vehicle for the transfer of discourse and practices developed in the Universities and research 

institutes of the temperate zones to the governments and populations of the tropics, therefore, 

the programme takes on a markedly different and distinctly more familiar character. Indeed, the 

notion that “Experts” of the “North” can and must intervene to transform the policies and 

practices of the “South” did not appear from thin air, or even recently. Rather, as I explain here, 

FLEGT owes an indispensable ideological debt to the pre-existing theory and practice of 

international ‘Development’ and modern ‘Environmentalism’. 

In this chapter I illustrate the roots and preconditions of FLEGT in these two different but now 

intimately related ideological formations providing a theoretical basis for the analysis of the 

FLEGT programme’s own essential commitments, design and their implications for its prospects 

presented in Chapter 6. In the first Section I examine the philosophical roots, historical evolution 
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and essential precepts of international ‘Development’ as a system of epistemological and 

political-economic geopolitics. In the Second I present an analysis of the now globalized modern 

environmental movement, its divergent political impacts and their roots in the philosophical 

revolution it engendered. In the Third section I examine the intersection of the two phenomena 

in the discourses and institutions of what has been termed the “environment-development 

nexus”. Ultimately, in sharp contrast to current representations of FLEGT, I argue that the two 

ideologies present the core body of thought and practice that not only informs FLEGT thinking 

and design but without which the project which it attempts would be philosophically and 

geopolitically inconceivable. 

5.1   ‘Development’ and the universal race to techno-bureaucratic order 

One of the defining features of world politics since the 1950s has been the emergence and 

evolution of the apparatus of ‘Development’ which purports to assist less affluent countries to 

“catch-up” with the industrialised North. After six decades of institutionalisation, despite its 

manifold failures this system has come to seem self-evident, a natural moral necessity in the 

face of glaring disparities of wealth and power. As detailed below, however, the very particular 

set of relations and practices on which it is based are the products of a historically and culturally 

specific philosophy that legitimises a range and scope of interventions that would otherwise be 

unthinkable under the Westphalian system of sovereignty. Moreover, although its prescriptions 

have changed considerably over the decades, from its inauguration to the present-day the core 

ideological characteristics of the ‘Development’ project have remained constant. Among the 

most prominent of these have been an unfaltering focus on the central state as the locus of 

intervention and a thoroughly technocratic discourse that depoliticizes both the objects and 

contents of its interventions. Together, the entrenchment of the North-South relations of 

‘Development’ and these two critical characteristics have provided essential preconditions for 

the emergence of FLEGT and determined much of its specific form and approach. 

5.1.1   “Enlightenment”, ‘Progress’ and the imperative of intervention 

Although it has been normalised in international circles by 60 years of ‘Development’ discourse, 

the notion of social history as a process of teleological improvement is actually relatively novel 

even in the Euro-American societies for whom it has now become foundational. In the medieval 

period, for example, Europe’s Christian theologians maintained a metaphysics in which all parts 

of “creation” were interrelated in a hierarchy based on their “levels of perfection” and hence 

their degrees of closeness to the Creator. Differentiation of form and role, in this conception, 



 
75 

 

served as the principle of eternal static diversity and indeed precluded the very idea of change 

(Ferguson 2005, Lovejoy 2011). With the revolutions of the “Enlightenment”, however, a major 

shift occurred which maintained the notion of hierarchy but fundamentally transformed its 

explanation. In the context of major leaps in technological prowess and the liberation of 

intellectual endeavour from theological oversight what emerged was a heady brew of humanist 

thought based on the idea that, in earthly life at least, human destinies were free of divine 

constraint and therefore subject to improvement (Hyden 2006). In this context, an evolutionary 

perspective developed in which diverse societies began to appear as stages along a universal 

path from “savagery” through “barbarism” to varying levels of “civilization”. In essence, time 

became a stand-in for “improvement”, and history became ‘History’ – a universal story of 

‘Progress’ towards social, political and economic “maturity” (Ferguson 2005). 

Importantly, as Sachs (2000) emphasises, the idea of “development” which thus emerged was 

not understood as a coordinated or collective project, but rather as a natural process resulting 

from the disparate efforts of individuals and groups seeking to better their own immediate 

circumstances. During the 1800s, however, a shift occurred and with the rise of colonialism the 

notion of the “white man’s burden” became increasingly important. Initially formulated as a 

spiritual responsibility to “save” the worlds “backward pagans” from Perdition (even while 

callously exploiting their lands, resources and even bodies), with the acceleration of imperialism 

marked by the 1890s “scramble for Africa,” the discourse took on broader connotations. 

Formalised in 1920s Nigeria by British colonial theorist Sir Frederick Lugard, the expanded 

version of the “burden” principle and its attendant discourse asserted a moral obligation to 

improve the condition of not only native souls but also of their overall level of “civilization” as 

well (1922). During the early twentieth century heyday of empire, therefore, colonial agents 

undertook a range of initiatives to groom chosen elites of overseas holdings to assist with and 

eventually assume responsibility for the “modernization” of their own societies. 

While the late colonial period was indeed characterised by a distinct effort to realise Europe’s 

“civilising mission”, the project nonetheless remained in large part a sideshow to the primary 

objective of economic exploitation. By the 1950s, however, conditions had become ripe for a 

major paradigm shift (Leys 1996), one which manifested in a wholesale transition from passive 

belief in the reality of “development” to the orchestration of ‘Development’ on a grand scale. 

On one hand, with the sweeping spread of modernist ideologies (validated and made tangible 

by a growing parade of dramatic scientific and engineering triumphs), belief in the gradual 
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progress of societies as natural fact was transformed into ardent faith in ‘Progress’ as a 

concerted social project. As powerful new machines and techniques revolutionised both warfare 

and peacetime life alike, the potential for human self-reinvention through rationalist technical, 

social, political and economic engineering appeared nearly infinite. Rather than evolving 

haphazardly over time, societies would be remodeled by technical experts to achieve 

‘Modernity’ – no longer a descriptive term but rather an end point of maturation (Sachs 2000, 

Ferguson 2005). On the other hand, for Northern leaders the geopolitical imperatives of a world 

entering a new geopolitical era seemed to necessitate a proactive effort to consolidate global 

networks of alliance. Following the end of the Second World War, Europe was in economic 

shambles and the United States was fast becoming the key pole of opposition to an expansionist 

and increasingly potent Soviet Union. With the fraying of European Imperial power, moreover, 

independence movements in the Southern colonies intensified – not least in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Fearing either violent anarchy or, worse, the spread of communist influence, US leadership in 

particular looked to fill the void left by decolonisation and promote the a new global order by 

means of a major campaign to disseminate the values of its own self-image (Sachs 2000).  

While the process of ideological evolution towards the ‘Development’ era was thus a gradual 

one, its actual beginning was quite different, marked by a formal announcement on the 20th of 

January 1949 in which its basic concepts burst from the western collective subconscious into 

formal international discourse (Hyden 2006). Building and expanding on the themes and 

rationale of the Marshall Plan for rebuilding post-war Western Europe, the new American 

President Harry S. Truman in his inaugural address officially re-categorised the world into two 

new groups – the “developed” nations of the North and the “under-developed” societies of the 

South (Sachs 2000). In particular, it was in the fourth point of Truman’s now-famous program 

for post-war US policy that he insisted on the critical importance of initiating “a bold new 

program for making the benefits of…scientific advances and industrial progress available for the 

improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas” (in Simon and Dodds 1998, p.595-6). In 

essence, Truman’s move collapsed Lugard’s parallel objectives of economic development for 

imperial profit and moral concern for the “elevation” of native societies into a new ideological 

formulation in which (officially, at least) moral concern for human welfare would sustain a new 

universalised program of technical instruction for economic advancement (Sachs 2000).  

Critically, however, what the announcement represented was not simply a new direction in 

foreign policy or a practical initiative of assistance but a major ontological shift. With Truman’s 
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new categorization, “Modernity” was officially proclaimed as the universal gold standard for 

social evolution and societies not congruent with the European ideal came to appear no longer 

different but unfinished (DuBois 1991, Escobar 1992, Sachs 2000, Ferguson 2005). As Pritchett 

and Woolcock aptly put it, the world’s “Djiboutis” came to be seen as incomplete “Denmarks” 

(2004) and “entire peoples found themselves locked into being deficient, defined not according 

to what they [we]re and want[ed] to be, but according to what they lack[ed] and [we]re 

expected to become” (Sachs 2000, p.6). In the process, an increasingly wide range of first 

economic, then social and political and more recently even environmental issues have been 

reconstructed as breakdowns in the “developmental” process – products of “the shallowness of 

modernity’s grip, the inconsistent application of its principles and, especially, the 

underdevelopment or absence of [its] institutions” (Duffield 2002, p.1052). The result has been 

the systematisation of intervention as the primary mode of relation between the “developed” 

North and the “backward” South, enabling and even impelling the former to involve itself ever 

more profoundly in the sovereign affairs of the latter.  

5.1.2   Shifting agendas for a constant object: ‘Development’ and the 
state 

Although ‘Development’ strategy and focus have changed considerably over six decades of 

practice, core elements of its basic rationale have remained surprisingly constant, weathering 

even dramatic paradigm shifts. Among these, of particular importance has been a thoroughly 

state-centric mentality based on a foundational commitment to social ‘Progress’ as a primarily 

macroeconomic process, focused at the country level and hence primarily in the hands – or at 

the mercy – of the state (Leftwich 1994, Therkildsen 2001, Hyden 2006). While this orientation 

has doubtless been a product of many factors, two influences stand out a particularly salient. 

One of these was the long tradition of Western political-economic theory and practice which, at 

the time of the inauguration of the ‘Development’ era in the 1950s, remained focused on the 

state as the linchpin of national and international social organization. Of equal significance, 

however, were the ideological and geopolitical characteristics of the post-war period itself.  

By the time of Truman’s seminal speech, the successes of centrally driven recovery from the 

Great Depression, the World War II directed economies and the rapid technological leaps of the 

centrally managed Soviet Union had built broad-based faith in State-led “development” based 

on grand designs of industrialisation implemented by large and powerful bureaucracies 

(Rondinelli 1982, Baylies 1995, Ndulu and O'Connell 1999). Meanwhile, the period also marked 

the beginning of a transition to independence for the former colonies of the South who were 
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naturally jealous of their newfound sovereignty (Weiss 2000) and East-West rivalry allowed the 

new polities the critical space they needed to assert themselves even in the face of considerable 

imbalances of power (Harrison 2001, Marquette and Beswick 2011). Shaped by these factors, in 

its inauguration in the mid-1950s ‘Development’ was constructed as a thoroughly inter-national 

endeavour with a major focus on building up the edifice of the state itself as the key engine, 

planner and implementer of “development”.   

While this state of affairs remained effectively unchallenged for some time, as noted in chapter 

3 by the late 1970s the progressive growth of Southern “developmental states” into burgeoning 

social and economic colossae had transformed what was initially conceived as a model of global 

Keynesianism for advancement into a sort of debt-driven bureaucratic imperialism (Harrison 

2001). This placed them in a very weak position to weather the global economic shocks triggered 

by the OPEC crises of 1973 and 1979 (Ndulu and O'Connell 1999) and by the early 1980s the 

situation had become one of fiscal crisis. In the West, meanwhile, state-building had fallen from 

favour after the embarrassment of the Vietnam War (Marquette and Beswick 2011) and with 

the rise of neoliberalism the state was vilified as the key source of economic, political and social 

decay (Munro et al 1999). Where large bodies of government technicians had been 

indispensable agents of visionary modernisation, suddenly bureaucracies were maligned as 

“dead weight” holding back the vibrant, self-renewing and self-regulating forces of private 

industry and ‘The Market’ (Baylies 1995). As a result, the state structures of the South became 

the focus of a new round of interventions to empower entrepreneurialism through privatisation, 

elimination of subsidies and taxes, the carving back of civil services and general withdrawal of 

“government” from as many arenas of national life as could be achieved without creating 

anarchy (Baylies 1995; Harrison 2001). 

Within a decade, however, it became clear that despite the confident rhetoric of the neoliberal 

cabal, its cures were proving in many places almost worse than the original “disease”. 

“Adjustment” could only be implemented by the state itself but as its agencies were decimated 

it progressively lost the capacity to carry out its own reform (Baylies 1995, Moore 1999, Lotz 

2010). Meanwhile, as the new paradigm had no roots in domestic political sentiment, 

populations grew restive and protest began to spread (Ndulu and O'Connell 1999). Against this 

backdrop a further evolution in thinking occurred, and the state was subjected to a third round 

of intervention. This time, instead of trying to make the “big” state “small”, donors began to try 

to make the “Bad” state “Good” (Desai and Imrie 1998; Munro et al 1999). In sum, although 
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notions of the appropriate form and role of government have shifted considerably, what has 

remained constant is the central position of the State as the principal focus of theory and 

practice. On one hand, whether big or small, laissez-faire or interventionist, the state and its 

specific forms and scope of action continue to be seen as the key to socio-economic success – 

the essential subject of ‘Development’ action. On the other hand, and primarily as a result, the 

state has itself been also a principle object of ‘Development’, an ongoing focus of intervention – 

first to build it up as a grand edifice, then to demolish its “bloated” structures, and finally to 

remodel and reinforce its weakened remnants.  

5.1.3   Machine logic: ‘Development’ as anti-politics   

If the first characteristic of ‘Development’ has been an unerring fixation on the central State, a 

second, somewhat paradoxically, has been a thoroughly apolitical technocratic approach. At first 

glance the pattern of reliance on “expert” analysis and intervention appears unsurprising and 

innocuous – a product of circumstance, convenience and natural processes of administrative 

professionalization. Upon closer examination, however, it becomes clear that this apolitical 

mindset is a direct expression of the underlying philosophy of ‘Modernism’ which produces 

social conundrums as a series of technical problems like “entries in a crossword puzzle for which 

there can be found a recognized, uniquely correct and permanently valid set of responses" 

(Henderson 1980, p.14). In line with this logic its initiatives have been designed like engineering 

plans, calving off segments of social reality as bounded, isolated and universalised spaces of 

intervention rendering them manageable and amenable to expert application of generic 

knowledge (Green 2003). Conceived primarily according to the dictates of quantitative 

econometric models (Sinzingre 2004), therefore, intervention “projects” are created through 

standardized processes of documentation that define ‘Development’ spaces by reducing existing 

social dynamics, planned interventions and expected outcomes to a series of parsimonious 

diagrams and “log frames” (Green 2003). These techniques of representation not only 

determine what “social facts” will be included, they also define their natures and their causal 

interrelations, reproducing them as “factors”, “inputs” and “deliverables” (Escobar 1992; 

Sinzingre 2004) to be produced, eliminated or manipulated to achieve the ‘right ordering’ of 

materials, populations, landscapes and relations (Desai and Imrie 1998; Chabal 2002; Fine 2004; 

Andrews 2010).  

From within the confines of the ‘Development’ apparatus, all of this appears essentially 

unproblematic – a matter of reproducing a particular sort of socioeconomic machine requiring 

specific components assembled and interconnected according to the designs of its engineers. 
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From without, however, it is apparent that this imaginary masks a wide range of tensions, 

depoliticising – at least internally and superficially – a range of fundamentally political concerns. 

In construing socio-economic transformation as a simple matter of applying universal techno-

managerial skills and practices, it obscures and displaces local histories and political dynamics 

(Sinzingre 2004). As well, like any epistemological system, the techno-managerialist philosophy 

of ‘Development’ is ultimately normative in that it defines what may be counted as legitimate 

knowledge, how it can be obtained, and by whom with considerable effects on the distribution 

of voice and agency in decision-making (Leftwich 1994, Townsend et al. 2002). Reducing 

complex, heterogeneous and dynamic aspects of social relations to simple aggregate categories, 

it downplays and conceals profound inter-societal differences of perception and preference 

regarding the nature of the public good, appropriate economic arrangements and even 

desirable political-economic outcomes (Green 2003; Harrison 2001; Sinzingre 2004; Taylor 

2004).  

Although the implications of this orientation are complex and manifold, one of the most 

prominent and critical is that it depoliticises the concept of the state itself, producing it as a 

simple administrative organ divorced from the day-to-day politics of life and making a living in 

which it actually inheres, that it co-produces and by which it is itself continually reproduced. In 

Sub-Saharan Africa in particular, the effect is little less than a continuation of the charade of 

formal “government” which, since its original imposition during the colonial era has served as a 

superficial performance hiding the forms and functions of actual political relations. What results 

is the perpetual re-creation of a self-referential “governance habitus” (Gould and Ojanen 2003, 

Harrison 2005) which is often little more than a staged circus, a spectacle of sovereignty and 

“state-ness” designed to distract its viewers from “the street outside the theatre…and the action 

backstage” (Cornwall and Brock 2005, p.1055). To begin with, the form of the modern nation-

state as conceived in political theory and constitutional legal-speak has little enough to do with 

the way manifests in the “stable liberal democracies” of the North that originally conceived it 

(Leftwich 1993, Sindzingre 2004; Taylor 2004; Hyden 2007). Concomitantly, however, the 

enactment of idealised state-ness in the context of ‘Development’ interventions not only hides 

the actual day-to-day practices of “governance” within state institutions, but also supports a 

perpetual masquerade of the unified national “polity” as a whole and the place of the state 

within it (Harrison 2001, Cornwall and Brock 2005, Harrison 2005).  
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In addition, however, the “technicist illusion” (Leftwich 1994) of ‘Development’ not only hides 

the political arrangements and contests that permeate its “object societies”, it also depoliticises 

itself and the conditions that sustain it (Lister 1998), naturalising interventions that in many 

cases would otherwise (and often nonetheless) appear politically suspect (Duffield 2002). Built 

on moral discourses of poverty alleviation and supported by comforting buzzwords such as 

“participation”, “empowerment” and “ownership”, the ‘Development’ project presents itself as 

a simple and unobjectionable system of technical transfer. In presenting “modernisation” as “a 

measurable moral goal that the governments of all countries should strive towards” (Cornwall 

and Brock 2005, p.1048) and a technical problem with known solutions (Ferguson 1990), 

however, it effaces not only the international political-economic conditions that perpetuate 

global inequality in the first place, but also the normative agendas of the ‘Developers’ 

themselves. For one thing, there is the question of the international distribution of wealth 

which, in a bizarre irony, is broadly almost the inverse of the global distribution of material 

resources19. A second issue is that of inequities in the structures of the global economy such as 

the obvious imbalance between the liberalisation imposed on the South and the protectionist 

strategies still employed by the North (Sindzingre 2004, Black 2012). These disparities 

themselves factor into the production of a third – the unequal distribution of international 

influence and indeed sovereignty which allows the affluent countries to exert authority over not 

only international institutions but also the domestic policies of many countries in the 

“developing world” (Amalric 2000, Cammack 2001, Sindzingre 2004). Indeed, in stark contrast 

to the vitriolic and highly public recent debate over Greek economic policy, for example, in Sub-

Saharan Africa painful economic reforms were imposed for years without much international 

media commentary. In the context of Southern economic “disorder”, it has been easy for the 

governments of the leading OECD countries and the IFIs that represent them to portray African 

countries in particular as “basket-cases” in desperate need of benevolent tutelage (Baylies 1995; 

Fine 2004), naturalising intervention and neutralising potential opposition (Cammack 2001; 

Cornwall and Brock 2005).  

If African and other Southern experiences of international economic crisis during the late 1970s 

and early 1980s opened up the way for profound and systematic programs of political-economic 

policy intervention, the rise of “globalisation” discourse, particularly in the context of post 1989 

neoliberal triumphalism provided justification for their maintenance and consolidation. The 

                                                           
19 as illustrated amply by the contrasts between, for example, Europe or Japan on the one 
hand and Sub-Saharan Africa on the other 
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term “Globalisation” – itself considerably a product of neoliberal reforms – has been so twisted 

around and convoluted that it is now almost unproblematically represented as both the disease 

and its cure, used all the while as the rationale for further “benevolent” intervention. As 

Cammack expresses, the allied agencies of ‘Development’ and international economic 

regulation have built a coherent discourse of neoliberal reform premised on  

“the insidious message that there is no alternative …[presenting] the idea of ‘globalisation’ as a 

brute fact, divorced from human agency, which obliges all countries on pain of extinction to follow 

the laws of global competition” (2001, p.406). 

Backed by such discourses, Northern countries and their agencies are frequently enabled to 

impose highly political reforms on ostensibly sovereign states, all the while representing them 

as neutral, technical and indeed unavoidable solutions to ostensibly generic problems.  

5.2   Environmentalism and the earth as universal commons 

If the ideology of ‘Development’ institutionalized Northern intervention into the affairs of the 

South, the rise of modern ‘Environmentalism’ produced a whole new arena of action. From its 

initial rapid emergence in the 1960s, the environmental movement has grown and matured to 

become a considerable global political force but its effects have been geographically divergent. 

In northern societies where both higher education and information are readily available to most, 

the objective authority of ‘Science’ has been wielded with skill and power opening up many 

decision-making processes to citizens and civil society. In the South, however, the effect has 

been more or less the opposite, resulting in the progressive deterritorialisation of environmental 

governance. Produced in northern universities and research institutes, environmental science is 

translated into global managerial discourses and plans of action that are downloaded to 

southern societies via the machinery of ‘Development’ to ensure (at least in principle) 

coordinated responses to “common problems”. Where the ideology of ‘Development’ provided 

the geopolitical preconditions for initiatives such as FLEGT, therefore, it has been the 

philosophical and ideological revolution of the environmental movement that supplied the 

rationale, legitimacy and imperative without which it would still have been unthinkable, rather 

than obvious. 

5.2.1   The rise of environmentalism: from “backward peasants” and 
urban pollution to the imperatives of “Global Change” 

Although the rise of the modern environmental movement is most frequently portrayed as a 

sort of sudden broad-based awakening of the 1960s, both its roots and the philosophical shifts 

it represents are considerably more profound. For one thing, the history of “conservationism” 
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extends back to at least the 19th century influences of colonialism and the industrial revolution 

on European thinking. As such, while the eruption of ecological concern during the post-world 

war II era certainly presented a key development, it must be understood a part of a longer 

evolution of Western socio-ecological values and politics. At the same time, however, the critical 

moment in which “environmentalism” was born as a broad-based “New Social Movement” was 

also more philosophically important than is typically recognised, marking a profound shift in not 

only popular attitudes towards industrial practice, but more importantly a significant ontological 

break in which perceptions of the non-human and its relationship to humanity were transformed 

producing something new – ‘The Environment’, a novel object of concern and an ostensibly 

universal reality.  

Among the various strains of “pre-environmentalist”20 thinking, one of the more prominent was 

the rational-scientific approach to resource management that emerged in the context of 

“empire forestry”. Obsessed with the apparently deleterious effects of “slash and burn” farming 

methods on exportable timber stocks, European colonialists were convinced of the need to 

implement systematic forest management under the care of professionalised state agencies 

(Munro and van der Horst 2011). A key figure was James Ramsay who, with India’s Forest Charter 

of 1855, introduced a template for global colonial practice alienating timber stocks from local 

inhabitants through systems of formal reserves (Barton 2001). At more or less the same time, 

however, another important strain of conservationist thought emerged in the imperial cores as 

growing concern over pollution, sanitation and other humanitarian issues (Rome 2003) gave rise 

to a swelling of anti-urban sentiment and the romanticisation of country landscapes and 

wilderness settings (LaFreniere 1990, McGrew 1990, Bailey et al. 2010). As the early twentieth 

century progressed, this movement gained momentum and by the eve of World War II there 

were over 100 organisations rallying support for an increasingly diverse array of issues (McGrew 

1990, Cable and Shriver 1995, Coglianese 2001). In addition, professional associations in areas 

from civil engineering to industrial hygiene began to foreground related concerns (Rome 2003) 

and national governments – not least in the United States – established new agencies for the 

management of water, land, forests and wildlife (Coglianese 2001).  

While the influence of these earlier roots cannot be denied, however, the ideology and action 

of the period remained decidedly “pre-environmental”, focused on specific geographies, 

                                                           
20Here I (slightly) adapt a term from La Freniere’s (1990) usage to refer more specifically to movements 
or developments in thought which concerned themselves with human relationships to ‘Nature’ or human 
surroundings including urban contexts but which predated the existence of ‘The Environment’ 
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resources and issues (Coglianese 2001; Bailey et al 2010) and it was not until the 1960s that a 

broad-based social movement coalesced around a new object – ‘The Environment’. To be sure, 

some of the factors behind this development were similar to those that spurred previous 

reactions against industrialization. Of particular importance, for example, was the changing 

socio-economic context of the Post-War period as mechanisation and increasing affluence 

reduced the working classes from 45-50 percent of national populations to minorities of less 

than 20 percent (Buttel 1992). With changing fortunes, increasing numbers of citizens shifted 

focus from an urgent struggle for material well-being to concern over “quality of life” including 

safety, aesthetics and amenity values (Kroll 2001). Where socio-economic dynamics provided 

fertile ground for change, however, it was a series of “galvanising events” (Kroll 2001) that 

illustrated the “new species of trouble” posed to the world as a whole by the pursuit of ‘Progress’ 

(Erikson 1991). Even as rising awareness of nuclear contamination raised questions about 

humanity’s long-term prospects (Rome 2003; Bailey et al 2010) and the pesticide controversy 

shifted public focus from local aesthetics to overall ecological viability (Coglianese 2001, Kroll 

2001, Bannerjee 2003), a series of industrial disasters such as a major oil spill in Santa Barbara 

and the burning of the effluent-saturated Cuyahoga River in Ohio, underlined the immediacy of 

acute environmental risks (Cable and Shriver 1995; Coglianese 2001).  

The story did not end there, however, and if modern environmentalism was born in the 1960s 

it was in the 1970s that it “came of age” (Beck and Kolankiewicz 2000) becoming a truly potent 

force (Kuzmiak 1991, Coglianese 2001) and moving onto the world stage at the UN Conference 

of 1972 in Stockholm (Sachs 1992). In many countries national developments continued to boost 

the movement’s momentum as a series of new dramatic events eliminated any lingering doubts 

about the urgency of ecological concerns. Along with the 1973 oil crisis which spread debate 

over fossil fuel dependency (McGrew 1990), events such as the toxic seepage disaster at Love 

Canal, New York and the radiation crisis at Three Mile Island produced more vocal activist groups 

(McGrew 1990, Cable and Shriver 1995, Brand 1999). Although in the early 1980s progress was 

slowed by economic crisis and the “neoliberal” anti-regulatory campaigns of Reagan, Thatcher 

and Kohl, moreover, the movement quickly regained momentum by the middle of the decade 

due not least to a suite of new crises (Cable and Shriver 1995). While the Chernobyl and Bhopal 

disasters garnered widespread attention (McGrew 1990), the public was also increasingly 

confronted with a suite of larger-scale chronic problems such as novel air pollutants, the 

“Greenhouse Effect”, “Acid Rain”; atmospheric ozone depletion and new industrial 

contaminants such as PCBs (Kuzmiak 1991; McGrew 1991). 
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The results of all these developments were striking and ‘The Environment’ became increasingly 

entrenched as a key political object as the movements’ concerns were further institutionalized 

at all political levels (McGrew 1990) – a trend particularly evidenced by the successes of the new 

Green parties most notably in the UK and Germany (Eyerman and Jamison 1989, Bailey et al. 

2010). Moreover, even as it gained ground within individual western polities, the movement 

began to proliferate at the international level as well. With the rise of public concern over 

transnational problems the grass-roots anti-pollution groups and specialist organisations 

became increasingly interlinked, discursively unified under the banner of “Global Change” 

(Rootes 2006). Compelling to a wide audience and much less threatening to Western lifestyle 

habits than previous “zero-growth” campaigns (Buttel et al. 1990), the discourse generated a 

groundswell of public support (McGrew 1990) enabling a wide range of environmental 

organisations to expand internationally. Indeed, building country offices across the world and 

each supported by millions of “shareholders”, groups such as Greenpeace, Friends Of the Earth 

and the World Wildlife Foundation began to resemble multinational corporations in their 

extents and organisational forms (Eyerman and Jamison 1989, Bailey et al 2010).  

Another key development within the movement of the 1980s was a shift from the radical anti-

establishment rhetoric to pragmatic discourses of “eco-modernisation”, a trend which came to 

full fruition in the subsequent decade. If environmentalists of the 1980s moved away from 

notions of a steady state economy, in the 1990s they abandoned them completely, working 

collaboratively with state and industry actors. While ‘The Environment’ remained the “patient”, 

modern industrial processes and consumerism were transformed from diseases to cures and 

whereas economic growth had appeared as a cancer, “green growth” was presented as its 

antidote (Sachs 1992). In the process, ‘Development’ became “Sustainable Development” – 

modernisation with a friendly green face, a concept first spread by the rhetoric of the Brundtland 

Commission in 1987 and cemented as a core part of the global political lexicon by the 1992 UN 

summit in Rio and Agenda 21 (McManus 1996, Brand 1999). From the 2000s onward, moreover, 

the general trajectory of ecopolitics remained largely unchanged, and the main pattern has been 

a deepening, broadening and entrenchment of the dominance of “global change” as unifying 

frame, of “Sustainable Development” as the logic of action and of international relations as the 

prime arena of environmental policy negotiation.  
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5.2.2   Democratisation and dictation: North-South divergence in 
outcomes 

While the legislative changes secured by the movement particularly during its early decades 

typically take centre stage in accounts of its accomplishments, however, its political impacts 

have been considerably more profound than the simple establishment of regulatory standards 

and multi-lateral agreements. In fact, environmentalism has become a considerable force 

transforming not just the content but the dynamics and forms of political processes around the 

world, but with considerably different effects in the countries of the affluent ‘North’ where it 

originated and those of the global post-colonial ‘South’ to which it has been transferred. In 

Western Europe, North America and Australia in particular, its effects have been primarily 

“emancipatory” in nature, promoting social agency and enhancing the democratic character of 

various political processes. In the socio-economic sphere, for example, ‘Environmentalism’ has 

produced vibrant “Re-localisation” and a range of other grass-roots movements towards local 

self-empowerment, advocacy and action to achieve better quality of life and improved 

environmental outcomes (Bailey et al 2010). This trend arguably has its roots in the “hippy” 

movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Kuzmiak 1991) but has evolved throughout the 1980s 

reaching new levels of vitality and participation in the early 21st century (Bailey et al 2010).  

At the same time, the (often militant) environmentalist activism that developed from the 1960s 

onward engendered a considerable “opening up” of Western political processes, consolidating 

and enhancing institutional democracy. While ‘Environmentalism’ was initially only one of 

several “New Social Movements” challenging the status quo (Buttel et al. 1990) it has been 

undeniably the most successful, durable, and effective in mobilising citizen action, serving as an 

“issue node” (to coin a phrase) for civil society formation and new patterns of citizen-state 

interaction (Andrews 1980, McCarthy and Prudham 2004). With increasing dissemination of 

scientific knowledge the movement quickly garnered a broad base public support (Kuzmiak 

1991; Coglianese 2001) producing a new “meta-constituency” that changed not only the content 

of environmental policy itself but also the state of play for policy-making and political process in 

general. Opening the closed doors of modernist rational-positivist development planning, the 

movement considerably re-politicised decision-making in Northern societies making ‘The 

Environment’ an inescapable issue for politicians of all stripes (Kuzmiak 1991). What this brought 

about was a notable shift in agency and authority from the bureaucratic arena to that of the 

citizenry as politicians and civil servants became increasingly fearful of taking decisions with 
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ecological ramifications without consulting concerned representatives of the public (Brand 

1999; Coglianese 2001).  

Though often under-appreciated, this shift in agency was indeed quite profound and has been 

related to broader changes in perspective and action regarding political practice. Mol, for 

example, relates such developments to Ulrich Beck’s (1994) concept of new “subpolitics” – the 

growing prominence of political processes outside formal channels – a phenomenon which, in 

his view, emerges when state policy is too limited, stagnated, unsuccessful or fails to keep pace 

with public concerns (2000). Taylor, in a different vein, points to the demise of Really Existing 

Socialism and the distortions of nationalism during the 20th century as key reasons for a broad 

shift toward environmentalism as a locus of hope for radical transformations of the socio-

economic sphere (1997b). Either or both ways, the effects have been considerable in Northern 

countries, most of which have established some form of provision for citizen enforcement of 

environmental law21. In particular, and most markedly in the United States, the merging of 

environmental and civil rights concerns produced the environmental justice movement which 

has opened up legal processes to poor and minority groups through lobbyist and litigative 

activity (Bailey et al 2010). Finally, as described in Chapter 3, there has been an increasing 

international trend towards non-governmental rule-making, particularly through the harnessing 

of public awareness and consumer preference to change commercial standards of practice 

irrespective of government action, inaction or indifference (Kuzmiak 1991; Mol 2000)22. 

In the ‘Global South’, in contrast, the global spread and institutionalisation of environmentalist 

precepts, values and regulations have had very different impacts. If for the ‘North’, the rise of 

environmental activism resulted in the spread of emancipatory politics based on values and 

concerns emerging from the “grassroots”, for the ‘South’ these have appeared almost out of 

nowhere as “received wisdom” (Bannerjee 2003, Duffy 2006, Randeria 2007). Moreover, 

whereas Northern activism has primarily targeted industrial producers and capitalist political-

economic structures and relations, in Southern countries (where major industry and middle-

class consumers are often conspicuously absent) it has frequently been subsistence and 

artisanal use of fish, forests and farmlands that have been the focus of interventions 

                                                           
21 most dramatically embodied by legislation in the US which authorizes the filing of citizen suits against 
violators of federal environmental regulations (Kuzmiak 1991; Coglianese 2001) and put to extensive use 
by civil society “law firms” such as the National Resources defense Council, the Environmental Defense 
Fund and the Sierra Legal Defense Fund (Dowie 1991)(Dowie 1992) 
22 Of which Forest Certification is obviously a clear example 
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coordinated, stimulated or supported by foreign NGOs and multilateral agencies (Guha 1997, 

Randeria 2007). As such, in stark contrast to the new localism and enhanced social and political 

agency engendered in “developed” countries, the globalisation of environmental initiatives in 

the “Developing World” has been characterised more by de-localisation and even de-

territorialisation – particularly in the realm of discourse and most pointedly in the “official” 

definition of problems and solutions (Luke 1995, Frank 1997, Meyer et al. 1997).  

With global media access, extensive global networks facilitated by the communications 

revolution and recognised seats at international summits, international NGOs have become key 

agenda setting agents, “normative entrepreneurs” able to disseminate potent messages 

defining global discourses and the parameters of decision-making even for major world 

governments (Bailey et al 2010). As a result of this discursive power, their once radical message 

has become conventional wisdom and their specific representations of concerns regarding 

global environmental change are now largely taken for granted in mainstream international 

debates (Buttel et al. 1990, Wapner 2002, Doherty and Doyle 2006). In effect, their agency is 

now so considerable that it has become difficult even to see the cultural work that they have 

achieved. Whereas early activists worked primarily as political agents looking to secure specific 

regulatory changes on discrete, territorially bounded issues, the major environmental NGOs in 

particular now operate as “perspective-builders” – working to reconstruct the ways in which 

hundreds of millions of people perceive themselves and their relationships to their surroundings 

and indeed the nature and function of the world itself in economic, political and of course 

environmental terms (Wapner 2002). What is obscured by all of this apparent consensus is the 

fact that environmental thought, the notion of ‘The Environment’ itself and, consequently, the 

associated development of the nascent global regime of regulation have been and remain 

wholly Northern in origin, perspective and philosophy, obscuring other socio-ecological 

understandings, values and priorities. 

5.2.3   Revolutionising “nature”: the birth of ‘The Environment’ and the 
reconstruction of the world as global commons 

As described above, over the past several decades, the modern environmental movement has 

secured the position of “ecology” as a key political concern around the world (Blühdorn 1997), 

particularly with the increasing globalisation of environmental problems, discourse and policy 

making (Buttel and Taylor 1992, Fisher 2011). While specific issues, problem definitions and 

proposed solutions continue to stimulate vigorous debate, the basic premises of the movement 

– that the biophysical is constituted of a singular global ‘Environment’ as defined by Western 
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science and that it requires engineered systems of management – are no longer legitimate topics 

of debate in mainstream political circles. In pragmatic ecological terms, this development could 

be taken as a productive one, creating a more enabling context for the establishment of more 

careful modes of life and production in industrial societies than was the case prior to the 

movement’s emergence. In other ways, however, the naturalisation of environmentalist 

discourse is problematic as it has not removed its ideological content, but rather serves to mask 

the specific and situated political ideas it carries by precluding competing systems of thought 

and practice (Buttel and Taylor 1992). Of particular concern in this context are the implications 

of the specific ways in which the non-human is represented – both in itself and in relation to 

human society.  

In the Northern hemisphere, where a great deal of the population lives in highly anthropogenic 

environments mediated by modern technologies, many individuals have little experience of 

“nature” aside from highly indirect and mediated interactions such as television programs and 

assorted ecotourism excursions (Brockington 2008). Such experiences, however, nonetheless 

serve as a considerable source of a broad and generalised kind of environmental concern 

focused on not only local ecologies but also – and often much more so – on securing the 

preservation of exotic foreign species and landscapes for their “existence values” and broad 

notions of “sustainability” (Malette 2010, Büscher 2013). Despite its abstract character, such 

“ungrounded environmentalism” (Brockington 2008) nonetheless has very immediate and 

concrete political and material effects in distant parts of the globe which have come increasingly 

under the watchful eye of a growing range of (particularly Northern) institutions and agencies. 

Consequently, the specific philosophical contents of the ideologies guiding particular 

environmentalisms are of critical importance to their practical impacts on the daily lives and 

livelihoods of much of the world’s population. More bluntly, while it is surely not detrimental 

per se that people “care about stuff”, it turns out to be really quite important what they believe 

that “stuff” is and how they believe it ought to be cared for.  

Key to the geopolitics of environmentalism is the fact that it is rooted in specific European 

conceptions of the human, the non-human and their interrelationship. In pre-Enlightenment 

Europe, “nature” did not exist as a specific discrete entity external to humanity. In pagan 

traditions – in very general terms – the world was mysterious, dangerous and unpredictable, an 

interrelated web of physical and spiritual beings and entities from which humanity could not be 

specifically isolated (Luke 1995). Similarly, as noted above, in Christian Europe of the middle 
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ages though humanity held a special place, it was at the apex of a “Great Chain of Being” which 

include” all “Creation” as an interrelated whole. With the emergence of rational positivist 

epistemology and ideology, however, “mind” became distinct from “matter” and humanity 

emerged from newly-born “nature” which was suddenly knowable “from the outside” and 

hence became tameable (Bannerjee 2003, Torgerson 2006). Already thoroughly de-spiritualised, 

therefore, with the industrial revolution, “nature” easily became ‘nature’ – a source of ‘raw 

materials’ (more recently, ‘resources’) as fodder for economic metabolism, merely the 

beginnings of human “finished products” (Sachs 1988).   

Not long after, however, as the ills of rapid and unregulated industrial production became 

increasingly apparent, in Europe (and later in North America) there was a popular backlash 

against the supposed joys of modernity that coalesced in what has been called the “Romantic 

movement”. Weary of the smoke, contamination and congestion of rapidly growing urban 

centres, the Romantics turned their imaginations toward primal, “untouched” ‘Nature’23 – pure 

and virginal, wild and untamed, elusive and full of mystery (La Freniere 1990; McGrew 1990; 

Bailey et al 2010) and idealised as not only external to but in effect the antithesis of human 

‘Culture’. While poets such as Byron and Shelley, for example celebrated the excitement and 

adventure of exotic forests, jungles and steppes, intellectuals such as Rousseau and Thoreau 

expounded on daily experiences of peaceful harmony in ‘Natural’ settings. Critically, however, 

this shift in thinking and sentiment did not displace the projects of scientific advancement and 

industrialisation, but rather evolved in parallel, leading to a dualised conception of the non-

human and its proper treatment by (civilised) human beings. While the values espoused by the 

Romantics (as well as the ills of urbanisation and industrial effluent) were generally appreciated, 

few among the public or those in political or economic power were prepared to abandon the 

ongoing (and apparently succeeding) programme of modernisation. In order to pursue both 

agendas at once, therefore, the non-human realm was conceptually separated into a 

dichotomous geography including both spaces of ‘Nature’, to be protected and preserved free 

                                                           
23 As distinct from “nature” (simply the non-human, a category created in contradistinction to distinct 
from humanity by enlightenment thinking), or ‘nature’ (anthropogenic productive spaces) I use the term 
‘Nature’ here to indicate its idealised form produced notably by Romantic thought as something which is, 
both by definition and in a normative sense, properly that which is kept separate from humanity. In other 
words, ‘nature’ can still be found agricultural or other settings highly modified by human activity and is 
the source of ‘raw materials’ or ‘resources’, but the conception ‘Nature’, by definition, cannot exist where 
human activity is present, or at least only in a degraded form. 
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of human influence, and of ‘nature’, designated for rationalised production and resource 

extraction (cf, for example, Randeria 2007).  

Prior to the 1960s, therefore, ‘The Environment’ did not exist. Even up to the 1950s the word 

“environment” was an unfamiliar one and even ‘Nature’ and ‘nature’ stood not as unified wholes 

but as descriptive conceptual categories into which individual non-human elements and places 

could be sorted. With the birth of ‘The Environment’, however, western thinking was profoundly 

transformed - in the place of a platonic form, or a collection of spaces harnessed for production, 

there was suddenly a concrete entity, an object, a unitary “thing”. Of seminal importance to this 

shift in perception was the impact of “earthrise” and other images of the planet seen from the 

moon captured by the astronauts of the US Apollo missions during the 1960s (Sachs 1993). In its 

previous incarnation as globe, the terrestrial sphere had appeared grand, diverse and endless, 

with space enough for all manner of ‘Natures’, ‘natures’ and ‘Cultures’. With the dawn of the 

“earthrise era” (Lazier 2011), however, the planet appeared as “The Earth” – a small, singular 

and finite object in the black desert of space. Critically, it was also unique, not just one random 

rocky sphere like so many others, but one surrounded by a single thin blue-green shell of air, 

water and living things. In this image, “environments” became ‘The Environment’, a unified and 

closed system (cf de Paiva Duarte 2001, Lazier 2011) – the planet as spaceship-biosphere (Frank 

1997, Jasanoff 1999, Höhler 2008). 

To say that it was newly conceived in the singular, however, certainly not to suggest that it was 

suddenly imagined as simple. On the contrary its complexity was deeply appreciated from the 

first and the earth was alternately conceived as not an organism but a “super-organism” or, 

much more commonly, not merely a system, but as a system of intricately interrelated systems 

of systems (Luke 1995). Indeed, although alternative and counter-currents have appeared in 

environmentalist ontology ever since its initial beginnings, it is the latter model which has 

remained most important, particularly due to the dominance of modernist ideology and 

philosophy in the Northern Hemisphere. Whatever might be said about the emergence and 

evolution of post-modern thinking and ways of being24, rational-positivist epistemology has 

remained a defining characteristic of western thought and organisation, particularly due to the 

critical influences of fields such as science, engineering, and economic theory. In an ironic twist, 

therefore, while it is precisely the human-nature dichotomy and epistemological arrogance of 

the “Enlightenment” tradition that many have blamed for anthropogenic environmental 

                                                           
24 a discussion which is certainly valid but far beyond the scope of the chapter 
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problems, the constructions of problems, solutions and policy approaches of the majority of the 

movement since its emergence have been plagued by the same dualism and techno-scientific 

orientation (Bannerjee 2003). From the days of Buckminster Fuller to the more recent global 

rise to prominence of Earth System Science, the reductionist conception of the planet as a highly 

complex but nonetheless comprehensible cybernetic machine has dominated environmental 

discourse (Sachs 1992, Luke 1995, Höhler 2008).  

A key reason for the continued potency of the “spaceship mentality” the construction of the 

“Earth as super-machine” implies that its workings are logical and can be understood by humans 

through rational inquiry. In this optic, any problem it might have is by definition essentially 

techno-scientific rather than political-economic (Sachs 1993; Lazier 2011), suggesting in turn 

that modernity can become the cure for its own symptoms and the key is to stay the course of 

logical positivist inquiry and rationalist planning. What is required, therefore, is more 

engineering, professional planning and economic calculation, not less, and more surveillance 

and monitoring through “Big Science”, further development of bureaucratic institutions of 

coordination and control in order for ‘Progress’ to survive its self-inflicted “crisis” (Sachs 1993, 

de Paiva Duarte 2001, Höhler 2008). Just as the image of the earth simultaneously both exposes 

human fragility and elevates humanity to the privileged status of external observer so system-

speak is also double-sided, implying the intelligibility of the “system” to those who are able to 

identify it as such and the possibility of engineering for control (Sachs 1992).  

5.3   Universal norms, global distribution: ecology, modernization and the 

Environment-Development nexus 

This culture of technocratic eco-managerialism, moreover, has not only been disseminated to 

ever more distant corners of the globe25, but also reproduced at ever greater scales. In the past 

two to three decades in particular, environmental problems have been more and more 

frequently constructed as worldwide in scope (Sachs 1988, Dunlap and Catton 1994) and as the 

objects of an expanding and intensifying array of international accords, conventions, 

institutions, agencies and programs (Frank 1997, Meyer et al. 1997). These, in turn, bind 

communities, entire societies and even nation states to codes of thinking and conduct 

determined by “worldwatchers” operating at the “global” level (Luke 1995; Litfin 1999; Randeria 

2007). In its production as an important new field of “globality”, therefore, ‘The Environment’ 

has become a critical political force carrying considerably more ideological weight than its 

                                                           
25 In relation to the origins of environmentalism in Northern, “European-based” societies 
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nominal preoccupations with ecological viability would suggest. Indeed, as Jacobs (1997) argues, 

it hardly counts as a single issue at all since the notion of ‘The Environment’ encompasses a 

massive range of concerns, interests, groups and institutions relating to nearly all aspects of 

social organisation and individual daily life. Moreover, it binds these together, linking them up 

within a single ideological package – with all its philosophical baggage regarding the nature of 

the world and “proper” forms of thinking, living and being within it – from the scale of the 

individual to that of the species as a whole. 

It is against this background that the fact that in mainstream circles the specific but universalist 

construction of the non-human as ‘The Environment’ is no longer contested26 begins to appear 

problematic. The concept – bandied about as it has been – is a slippery one, used to represent 

some sort of “everythingness” that is still somehow discrete and external to humanity – the 

“everything-not-us” and few among the great many who use it regularly have a clear idea of 

what it might specifically mean (Luke 1995). Where, one might ask, does it begin? Where does 

it end?27 How do we know when we are in it and when we are not?28 Is it less than the entirety 

of the universe? Is it more than just the “biosphere?” On one hand, because of such lack of 

clarity much of the ideological baggage that goes with it each time the term is deployed goes 

frequently unnoticed. At the same time-but conversely, despite such lack of clarity its very 

deployment is backed with a universal imperative to take immediate concrete action for change 

– but along rather specific predetermined lines (Luke 1995). Put another way, while it is no doubt 

very good that more people are concerned about “not wrecking the planet”, it is most certainly 

a problem that only a small proportion of the world’s people have arrogated to themselves the 

right to decide what “the planet” is or should be and what does and what does not “wreck” it – 

                                                           
26 Certainly there is much controversy over ‘The Environment’ at all levels of society, but what is contested 
in almost all cases are issues such as: whether a specific action will indeed cause environmental damage, 
the level of capacity for environmental self-recovery, or; the relative importance of specific damages vs 
economic growth. The reality or validity of ‘The Environment’ as a specific ontological construction are 
almost never subject to debate outside certain academic circles. 
27 An interesting aspect of this, I find, is the way in which the term is often deployed as a marker for the 
irreducible and fragile “whole-ness” of the biosphere, often immediately before appeals for more 
reductionist study and rational/techno-bureaucratic action – a considerable tension indeed. 
28 Given the human-nature dichotomy fundamental to the separation of ‘The Environment’ as object from 
‘Culture’, it appears logically necessary that there is such a boundary. Moreover, popular articulations 
appear to suggest this is how the concept is indeed understood. Few people, I contend, would worry 
about waste oil affecting bacteria on the floor of a mechanic’s garage, but most would be concerned if it 
were to leak out the door, for fear of it eventually contaminating “The Environment”. At some point, 
therefore, there is considered to be a boundary, but it has not, to my knowledge, ever been defined, and 
its implied definition is often inconsistent. 
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in effect, to both define “reality” and to prescribe universally “correct” ways of thinking, being 

and acting – backed by apparently unquestionable moral force.  

That such a program of universal ideological dissemination has been attempted is far from 

astonishing – it is certainly not the first time a group of humans believing it had discovered ‘The 

Truth’ embarked on a campaign to convince others to change their views and behaviour. That it 

has effectively been (at least formally and discursively) successful without much more than the 

odd whimper of dissent in a world of such diverse interests, perspectives and ways of being is 

more surprising, but can also be explained. Anchored in the culture of ‘Modernity’ (Malette 

2010), environmental discourse shares in the former’s ideological potency and its claims to 

universality are not only backed by the political-economic dominance of the moderns 

themselves, but also made credible by their evident and widely envied “success”. As much of 

the rest of the world remains caught up in a race to achieve Western levels of technological 

power and prosperity, it cannot easily dismiss the knowledge claims of the moderns out of hand 

when they prove inconvenient. Simply put, “Djibouti” cannot easily beg for help to become like 

“Denmark” out of one side of the mouth and protest that “the Danes” have it all wrong out of 

the other. This, however, often places culturally “non-European” societies in a rather awkward 

position where they have divergent ideas concerning what their own social, political, economic 

and ecological futures ought to look like.  

At the root of this tension is what has been called the “scientisation” of environmental discourse 

(Bäckstrand 2004). Itself initially discovered and announced by scientists, ‘The Environment’ and 

its ailments – along with most other aspects of life among “the moderns” – have been couched 

ever more exclusively in scientific discourse, ontology and epistemology (Meyer et al 1997). As 

a result, it is “scientists” alone who are authorised to probe the world and determine its ‘true’ 

character. As well, it is therefore they who have effectively exclusive authority to define what 

kinds of things count as environmental problems, how so and why, and the technically “correct” 

means of their resolution (Taylor and Buttel 1992). Initially understood by many in a more 

holistic sense, therefore, ‘The Environment’ has been conceived in increasingly reductionist 

terms, understood almost wholly by means of “expert” knowledge uniting “ecology” with 

“modernization” in order to environmentalise ‘Progress’ (Bäckstrand 2004; Lazier 2011). This 

logical positivist, technocratic and (ultimately) bureaucratic framing obscures contextuality and 

politics in the understanding of diverse socioecologies (Sachs 1992; Litfin 1999), squeezing them 

into the unitary and universalist mold of ‘The Environment’ (Sachs 1992; Hohler 2008), a 
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technical object to be understood through modernist epistemology and “managed” by means 

of Western rationalist concepts, structures and techniques of social, political and economic 

organisation (Sachs 1988; Jasanoff 1999; Malette 2010). In environmental discourses, ‘Science’ 

is equated with ‘Truth’ per se, while other modes of understanding, particularly those 

originating in the Third World, are relegated to the token category of “local knowledge” 

(Randeria 2007). The scientised discourses of sustainability, however, are far from neutral, but 

rather, as Jacobs puts it, “deeply idealistic in tone, based on unashamedly value-laden 

statements about how the world should be organised” (1997, p.6).  

This “progressive mathematisation of Nature”, to borrow Malette’s expression (2010), allows 

for – and quite often even demands – specific forms and technologies of government and social 

organisation. These, in turn, are based on particular techniques of measurement, “risk 

assessment”, “cost-benefit analysis” and other techno-bureaucratic forms of prediction, 

decision making, organisation and control that define and enforce their own systems of truth 

and codes of conduct, pre-empting others (Luke 1995, Jasanoff 1999, Bäckstrand 2004, Death 

2011). “Normally” – or at least according to the officially agreed principles of international 

relations – the imposition of global norms and practices on sovereign states requires their prior 

agreement through formal multilateral negotiation. In a certain sense, this also the case in the 

field of environmental affairs, which are often the subjects of high profile international 

meetings. In practice, however, much of the importance of such gatherings is symbolic (Death 

2011), and the majority of the practical work involved in environmentalising the societies of the 

South is done not through public negotiation but behind the scenes through the banal day-to-

day practices of ‘Development’. While major international summits provide at least the 

appearance of Westphalian mutual respect and “democratic” process, the main content of the 

global eco-managerial agenda is actually directly “downloaded” to individual societies via the 

apparatus of the ‘Development’ machine.  

Already entrenched as key actors in the policy-making arenas of most Southern countries, 

‘Development’ institutions are well placed to serve as critical agents of global 

Environmentalisation. Armed with the authority of ‘Science’ and the urgency of critical 

transnational ecological problems and backed up by control over much-desired flows of financial 

resources, they are able to establish the discursive context of policy development (Bannerjee 

2003), set agendas (Duffy 2006) and guide the evolution of legislation and associated 

bureaucracies (Goldman 1997). In effect, they ensure the transfer of ready-made blueprints of 
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thought and action from a network of inter-cooperating global agencies to national 

governments (Frank et al. 2000). Structuring the context of decision-making processes, they 

ensure the realisation of pre-determined policy formulations in a relatively seamless and 

apolitical matter as if the decisions being taken were simple questions of bureaucratic efficiency 

(Duffy 2006). While a key actor in this context is the World Bank, which over the past 3 decades 

has repositioned itself as the “go-to” institution at the so-called “poverty-environment nexus” 

(Goldman 1997, 2001), its efforts, however, are also informed, supplemented and reinforced by 

an array of others including bilateral institutions such as USAID and EU agencies, large 

international Environmental and Development NGOs and an arsenal of professional “expert” 

consultants (Goldman 1997; Bannerjee 2003; Duffy 2006; Randeria 2007). 

The effect of all this has been a subtle but progressive, and ultimately profound, 

deterritorialisation of ecological “governance”, pre-empting local eco-politics, relocating policy 

making prerogatives to agencies based in the North and leaving Southern governments with 

little more than the details of implementation. Indeed, increasingly intertwined with the web of 

“global-level” institutions and structures (Frank et al 2000, Duffy 2006), at the level of official 

discourse at least, many governments of the South have become little more than custodians of 

“transnationalised environmental states” (Goldman 2001, p.499), local guardians of global eco-

managerial discourses and projects (Meyer et al. 1997, Mol 2002, Coleman and Wayland 2006). 

These work to define and categorise (previously) sovereign territories and local ways of life, 

reproducing them as national and international maps of degradation and conservation (Luke 

1995, Goldman 1997, 2001, Barney 2012), and as “activities” of varying degrees of 

“sustainability” (Bannerjee 2003, Randeria 2007, Büscher 2013). 

Such effects are a direct product of the “environmentalisation” of the collective non-human. 

Once everything “outside” human ‘Culture’ was reconstituted as ‘The Environment’, it became 

a universal commons, the “heritage of (also singular) humanity” and its care and management, 

therefore, “everybody’s business”. To be sure, the realisation of these implications took some 

time to take shape. As the movement built momentum, however, the pragmatic-localist “Not In 

My Back Yard” evolved into the ethically-based “Not In Anybody’s Back Yard”, and on to the 

ideological position that “everywhere is everyone’s backyard” and the related construction of 

‘The Environment’ as the source of “Global public goods” (Long 1996). If all commons are equal, 

however, some have been more equal than others, and the logic of stewardship does not work 

in all directions. While the contribution of Northern ecologies to the collective good has 
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remained the responsibility of Northern societies, the care of Southern environments has also 

become the obligation of the North on behalf of all (Frank 1997, Goldman 1997, 2001). Viewed 

from any distance at all this logic of “managerial entitlement” (Büscher 2013) has a distinctly 

neo-colonial profile, based on the same logic of cultural superiority that was used to justify 

European conquest of Africa, Asia and other regions even into the recent past (Sachs 1992, Mies 

and Shiva 1993, Bannerjee 2003, Randeria 2007). The socioecologies of the South, the logic goes, 

must be re-patterned to correspond with (ostensibly universal) Western models and principles 

of management because, first, the “locals” “do not know what they do” or are incapable of 

changing their behaviours without assistance. It is, one is told, a dangerous combination of 

ignorance and poverty that creates Third World conditions of non-modernity in “environmental 

management” and existing modes of being in ‘The Environment’ must be re-engineered in order 

to be rendered “sustainable” (Sachs 1993, Guha 1997, Goldman 2001).  

If it is principally “lack” which constitutes the source of the problem (Goldman 1997), it is not a 

lack of locally-based, contextual resources or understandings but of general, universal tools and 

expertise (Jacobs 1997). ‘The Environment’, constructed as a single “machine”, functioning 

according to the same principles everywhere, is presented as universally intelligible to 

“scientific” inquiry from the poles to the tropics (Sachs 1992, Bannerjee 2003) and amenable to 

description through a common conceptual vocabulary (Jasanoff 1999, Randeria 2007; Kim 

2011). There are not, therefore, diverse peoples facing myriad political-ecological challenges but 

only a universalised humanity facing a single technical problem – an undifferentiated “we” 

(Taylor and Buttel 1992) confronted with the need to adapt “our” means of production to avoid 

damaging ‘The Environment’ (Long and Woolley 2009). Fortunately, the story continues, in 

Western science, engineering and political-economic modes of organisation the answers are 

already available. The problems have been defined and “efficient”, profitable (and therefore 

correct) solutions already determined (Jasanoff 1999, Bannerjee 2003). Accordingly, there is a 

moral obligation which falls on the peoples of the North, their agencies and their “experts” to 

ensure the dissemination of their own understandings to the rest of the world for the salvation 

of all (Sachs 1988, 1993, Goldman 1997; 2001) while the reverse remains officially unthinkable. 

In essence, in all the world’s various regions, human relationships to ‘Nature’ and to ‘nature’ 

must be modernised: categorised according to a standard techno-managerial syntax in order to 

be organised, rationalised, planned and made efficient, measurable and predictable (Buttel 

1992, Goldman 1997, Bannerjee 2003, Randeria 2007, Büscher 2013).  
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This process, which might be termed a southern variant of “ecological modernisation”, generally 

premised first and foremost on the centralisation of control over environments and their 

governance and management under the aegis of that old bastion of modernity, the rational-

bureaucratic state. Individuals and social groups, it is claimed, have neither the technical 

understanding nor the material means – or even, frequently, the will – to ensure the 

implementation of appropriate conservation and stewardship practices. As a result, they must 

be “educated” (or “sensitised” in development-speak), assisted, coordinated and policed by the 

benevolent arms of the state until they are ready to become responsible environmental subjects 

(Luke 1995, Oels 2005, Randeria 2007). A wide range29 of environmental-‘Development’ and 

eco-managerial interventions, therefore, focus on strengthening the legislative foundations and 

bureaucratic capacities required to support the categorisation and mapping of Environmental 

spaces, the enumeration of populations and resources and the monitoring and regulation of 

production practices and material flows (Goldman 1997; 2001).  

In accordance with their underlying logic, such programs of re-engineering leave little or no 

place for informal or “locally” negotiated practices, arrangements of forms of “ownership” 

(Fisher 2011). In “conservation” interventions, for example, there has been a long history of 

straightforward eviction of human residents from areas to be designated as “protected” (Guha 

1997, Neumann 2002, Randeria 2007) which continues and is even resurgent in the present-day 

(Büscher and Dressler 2007). While environmental management projects (oriented to the 

administration of ‘nature’ rather than the preservation of ‘Nature’) generally take less dramatic 

approaches, they have almost exclusively followed a similar form attempting to both restrict 

and reshape local productive practices on the basis of their “unsustainability”. In both cases the 

keywords guiding interventionary action are formalisation, monitoring and regulation, generally 

by, or in collaboration with, agencies of the central or local state (Jacobs 1997; Randeria 2007). 

Such efforts have frequently rehearsed or even simply perpetuated and extended colonial era 

practices of surveillance and control of landscapes and populations (Mies and Shiva 1993; 

Bannerjee 2003; Randeria 2007) under the banner of the new legitimating discourses of 

‘Development’ and ‘Environment’.  

                                                           
29 Notwithstanding the diversity of interventions which has included “decentralised” and “community-
based” types of approaches. These have had at times a different character, but in neither case have 
communities been left to themselves. In the former, there has rarely been much actual devolution of 
formal power and states have remained largely in control (cf Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010 for a summary) 
and in the latter they have tended to remain partly under the watchful eye of government agencies and 
the discipline of International aid agencies and/or NGOs. 
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In sum, while it seems clear that human societies face a range of ecological problems – many of 

their own making – it is of critical importance to recognise the character and effects of the ways 

in which these two elements – “ecological” and “problems” – are constructed, represented and 

mobilised for socio-political action. The dominant Western conceptions of ‘Nature’ and ‘nature’, 

for example are founded on an essential dichotomy between the human and the non-human 

that informs the construction of particular sorts of world views leading to specific courses of 

remedial action rather than others. With their absorption by ‘The Environment’, moreover, all 

their myriad instances around the globe became unified in a single field and transmogrified into 

the heritage, concern and responsibility of all. In the context of the epistemological pre-

eminence of ‘Science’ and the dominance of other rational-positivist facets of ‘Modernism’, and 

given the existing patterns and structures of North-South geopolitical relations, however, this 

ostensibly unitary “all” has a divided character, and while “ecology” is ostensibly universal, 

“responsibility” has been unequally distributed. While the ontology of ‘The Environment’ 

superficially dispenses with the notion of “place”, constructing the “everything-nonhuman” of 

the planet as a unitary techno-scientific object (and hence also exclusively an object of techno-

science), in terms of environmental geo-politics place has remained critically important. In direct 

contrast to the much bandied-about images and slogans of “one earth” and a single human race, 

some places have become sites of ideological formation, decision making and policy 

development and others (once again) as sites of reception.    

At the same time, however, such efforts have also met with similar forms of resistance. To say 

that the effort to ‘Environmentalise’ the planet has been successful in imposing itself on the 

discourses, policies and programs of the Third world, is not to suggest that it has been successful 

in disciplining or controlling the people of its societies. Though now thoroughly entrenched in 

official rhetoric, the eco-managerial project has in many cases yet to find a real grip on those it 

would govern who, though largely unconsulted, frequently make their positions clear through 

daily practice. While many are considerably affected by the effectively coercive (and at times 

draconian) measures taken by their own governments and their agents in the name of 

“environmental protection” and/or “Conservation”, a very great proportion – and the evidence 

would tend to suggest the majority – continue to find ways to flout subjugation to externally-

imposed rules through subversion, evasion or simple disregard. 
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5.4   Conclusion 

In contrast to mainstream accounts which largely celebrate FLEGT as a progressive exemplar of 

evolutions in thinking with respect to “governance”, in this chapter I have presented an alternate 

assessment, arguing that its roots are quite different. As the EU itself quite candidly expresses, 

it is ultimately intended as a system for technological and discursive transfer to achieve 

transformations of environmental management. As such, it is in reality the offspring of the now 

twinned ideologies of ‘Development’ and ‘Environmentalism’ which established the 

philosophical commitments and geopolitical relations upon which it is premised and without 

which it would have remained an unthinkable proposition. Reconstructing history as a universal 

inter-societal race toward the mythical end-state of ‘Modernity’, the enlightenment notion of 

“development” laid the ground for the creation of ‘Development’, which institutionalized 

geopolitical relations of tutelage based on specific models of social organization. Where the 

ideology of ‘Development’ largely substituted intervention for sovereignty as the basic principle 

of relations between North and South, the rise of the environmental movement created a vast 

new arena of action with its own proprietary logic. Reproducing the earth as “spaceship-

biosphere”, international ‘Environmentalism’ has succeeded in establishing it as a common-

property techno-scientific object, “owned” by all but understood by few and requiring careful 

expert management. Joined-up in what has been called the “environment-development nexus”, 

these two ideologies have legitimated and even impelled an ever expanding suite of efforts by 

governments, multilateral agencies and a diverse range of civil society organisations to 

“modernise” the socio-ecologies of “developing” countries – a growing range of “eco-

development” initiatives of which, as I argue in the following chapter, FLEGT is but one recent 

example.  
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Chapter 6  

Governance as ‘Development’ 
 

6.0   “Illegality”, “Sustainability” and the forest modernisation project 

In contrast to mainstream representations which cast FLEGT as an offshoot evolutions in 

“governance” thinking, in Chapter 5 I exposed its critical ideological debt to the now twinned 

ideologies of ‘Environmentalism’ and ‘Development’. Here I further argue that FLEGT is not only 

rooted in these traditions, but is itself essentially an Eco-‘Development’ project. While the 

“governance turn” is taken to indicate a move consensus-based and deliberative processes, as 

the EU itself articulates FLEGT is a project of normative entrepreneurship intended to 

disseminate particular pre-established principles and practices. As well, in contrast to recent 

shifts toward multi-stakeholder adaptive methods of problem solving, FLEGT is committed to 

the institution of a state-led command and control model of surveillance and regulation. In 

effect, it represents an attempt to “modernise” the government of forests in the tropics, 

subjecting them to a rigorous bureaucratically orchestrated mode of planning and discipline 

modelled on Northern principles traditions of practice.  

In this chapter I elaborate the basis of this claim through an analysis of the form, content and 

commitments of the FLEGT programme. In the first section I detail the specific environmental 

discourses on which it is predicated, examining the recent reconstruction of “legality” as an 

umbrella solution for securing “Sustainability”. In the second section I assess FLEGT’s approach 

to “illegality” as a new, ostensibly global problem, illustrating how its design corresponds 

directly to the core elements of ‘Development’ practice. In the third I link these contentions to 

the empirically-based arguments presented in the remainder of the thesis, analysing the ways 

in which the programme’s ideological inheritance has informed its specific content and 

approach, particularly in terms of its engagement with the domestic lumber markets of producer 

countries. As such, the chapter concludes the first main argument of the thesis and provides a 

bridge to the second. Ultimately, I find, FLEGT’s construction as ‘Development’ rather than 

“governance” is the source of its most important weaknesses, essential flaws that pose critical 

threats to its prospects for success, a point which I elaborate further in the following chapters.  
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6.1   “Forest Crime” and “sustainability”: illegality as ecological hazard 

In international discourses, FLEGT has been presented as a primarily environmental programme 

designed to address concerns over the future of forest landscapes which have come to be seen 

as critical to global ecological “sustainability”. Though strategically focused on the issue of trade 

regulation, the programme is indeed nonetheless a direct product of shifts in perspective and 

strategy within the environmental movement in which “legality” has been reconstructed as an 

essentially ecological concern. Clearly, the issue of illicit timber trade could easily have been 

constructed differently emphasizing, for example, humanitarian or social justice dimensions 

following the examples of closely related campaigns against “unfairly traded” coffee or “blood 

diamonds”. It is estimated, for example, that one billion of the world’s poorest people glean 

important livelihood benefits from forests and up to 350 million depend mostly or wholly on 

forest-based subsistence (World Bank 2006). As well, around 20 percent of globally traded 

timber products are produced in tropical countries representing a considerable contribution to 

many “developing” economies (Attah et al 2009). Although quantifying illegal timber flows 

remains a difficult challenge (Brack 2005, Green et al. 2007, Dooley and Ozinga 2011, Waite 

2011), it is thought that around 50 percent of tropical production is illegal in some way, 

contributing to the estimated 10 to 15 percent of global trade in wood products is that illicit 

(Green et al 2007, Attah et al 2009) valued at somewhere between 5 and 15 billion USD per year 

(Green et al. 2007, Hansen et al. 2012, Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). This trade, however, is 

presented as the world’s “most economically significant international environmental crime” 

(Green et al 2007, p.95, emphasis added) and it was ecological activists that brought it under 

the international spotlight as a problem in critical need of immediate, rigorous and 

comprehensive intervention (e.g. Brack 2005).  

Indeed, a broad and undifferentiated category of activity, “illegal logging” has increasingly been 

seen as the source of a host of direct threats to forest sustainability (Ayed 2006, EFI et al. 2012, 

Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). Among the most commonly voiced concerns are that it is a key cause 

of habitat degradation (Hembery et al. 2007, Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010, Hansen et al. 

2012), a major threat to biodiversity (Miller et al. 2006, Kishor and Damania 2007, Tacconi 2007) 

and some have even identified it as one of the main contributors to deforestation (Degen et al. 

2013). These impacts, in turn, are seen to increase environmental hazards including erosion, 

flooding, river silting, forest fires and landslides (Hembery et al 2007) and lead to the loss of 

critical “environmental services” including even global public goods such as carbon 

sequestration (World Bank 2006, Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010, EFI et al. 2012, EC 2014). In 
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addition, it is claimed that there are also indirect, or “knock-on” effects with ecological 

implications. A key example is the belief that illegal practices increase the exposure of forest 

areas to a wider range of users resulting in increased secondary harvesting, mining, bushmeat 

hunting and clearing for settlement (Miller et al. 2006). 

At the same time, it is also suggested that “illegality” reproduces the conditions of its own 

possibility by undermining expensive “Sustainable Forest Management” (SFM) practices by 

creating unfair advantages that make it more difficult for “responsible” producers to compete 

in world markets (Glastra 1998, Brack 2005, Beeko and Arts 2010). Since illegal production is 

naturally untaxed, another prominent concern is the impact of revenue losses reducing the 

capacity of already cash-strapped state regulatory agencies (Ayed 2006; Abugre and Kazaare 

2010; Dooley and Ozinga 2011) and the encouragement of corruption (World Bank 2006, Kishor 

and Lescuyer 2012, Teye 2013). More broadly, it has been associated with the stimulation of 

“black markets”, the growth of organized crime and even the funding of armed rebel groups 

(World Bank 2006, Hansen et al. 2012, EC 2014) eroding the quality of sectoral management 

(Miller et al. 2006, Hembery et al. 2007). Finally, it is also frequently presented as a major threat 

to local and indigenous communities, depleting their means of subsistence and forcing them 

into unsustainable exploitation of already damaged forest areas and resources (Ayed 2006, 

Miller et al. 2006, World Bank 2006, Hembery et al. 2007, Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2010). 

While the problem is primarily viewed in terms of socio-ecological outcomes, therefore, the 

connection of the problem to “governance’ terminology has been due to the perception is that 

it stems from regulatory failures, mainly in the tropics. Since the 1990s, the forestry codes of 

most countries have been “updated” to reflect the principles of “SFM” but it is felt that their 

provisions are often not actually applied in day-to-day management and the weakness of law 

enforcement has been repeatedly cited as a critical problem in the sector (Tropenbos 

International Ghana 2011, Brack 2012). This is generally traced back to systemic weaknesses of 

tropical states (Dooley and Ozinga 2011), particularly manifested in poor and conflicting 

legislative designs and bureaucratic structures creating inconsistency and complexity and 

reducing transparency and accountability (Tropenbos 2011; Brack 2012). A further contributing 

factor, according to activist organizations, is the neoliberalisation of the global trade regime 

increasing competition and encouraging deregulation (Glastra 1998). It is in this broad context 

that FLEGT has been taken as a specifically environmentally-focused initiative.  
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6.2   Governance and development or governance as ‘Development’? 

In mainstream international circles, the EU-FLEGT programme has been widely heralded as not 

only a key step in the “fight” against “illegal logging” but also as an innovative contribution to 

the evolving field of (global) environmental “governance”. Closer analysis of FLEGT’s actual form 

and content, however, indicates that its true character is rather that of an environmentally-

themed ‘Development’ project. First, in contrast to negotiated global institutions, FLEGT is 

designed around a system of North-South bilateral agreements designed to achieve normative 

interventions by an “advanced” polity into the domestic affairs of ostensibly less “developed” 

others. Second, despite rhetorical commitments to “inclusion” and “participation”, it is not only 

inter-state, but fundamentally state-centric in character, seeking to achieve rigorous 

enforcement of a centrally administered command and control form of regulation. Third, in 

place of adaptive or experimental approaches and despite superficial discourses of partner-

country “ownership”, it is highly techno-bureaucratic requiring the implementation of specific 

predetermined systems and agencies of monitoring and enforcement.   

6.2.2   Disseminating “Sustainability: FLEGT as normative project 

Although it is presented as a “Global Environmental Governance” initiative, FLEGT shares little 

in common with either adaptive and deliberative “environmental governance” arrangements or 

negotiated ecological conventions such as the Kyoto protocol, REDD or the Convention on 

Biological Diversity. For one thing – as noted early on in the chapter, it is by no means global as 

it involves merely one relatively small region of the northern hemisphere and select forested 

countries of the South. For another thing, it is far from multilateral, structured instead as a series 

of individual bilateral agreements. Far more importantly, moreover, despite a veneer of 

“participation” and “negotiation” it is ultimately designed as a vehicle for the dissemination of 

norms in order to achieve outcomes pre-envisioned by “experts” who not only define the 

parameters of the problem to be addressed but also claim to possess universally valid solutions. 

In essence, following the logic of ‘Development’ FLEGT attempts to use economic incentives to 

ease tropical timber producing countries onto the “right track” by cajoling them into 

commitments to more thoroughly “modernise” their approaches to forest management and 

forestry regulation in line with European traditions of principle and practice.  

That FLEGT’s proponents are convinced of “correctness” is beyond doubt. Given widespread 

concern over illegal logging and its myriad perceived impacts, the programme has been widely 

lauded as a key immediate step towards securing effective forest law enforcement (Attah et al 

2009, Beeko and Arts 2010, Dooley and Ozinga 2011, Atyi et al 2012, Overdevest and Zeitlin 
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2014). In addition, like any good ‘Development’ project it is also expected to generate a suite of 

positive political and social impacts. First and foremost it is broadly expected to enhance both 

public and private compliance with “good governance” principles, particularly by stimulating 

civil society development (Ayed 2006, Cashore and Stone 2012) and increasing transparency in 

a traditionally “murky” sector (Beeko and Arts 2010, Ramcilovic-Suominen et al 2010, Atyi et al 

2012). Second, by foregrounding national legislation it is anticipated that FLEGT will have the 

symbolic effect of “bringing the state back in” and thus enhancing the legitimacy of its agencies 

and institutions (Montouroy 2013). Third, there is a general expectation that it will 

simultaneously help to increase the justice and fairness of political practice particularly by 

ensuring the implementation of existing legislative provisions for social justice (Dooley and 

Ozinga 2011) and informing vulnerable groups as to the content of national legislation (EFI 

2014d, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014). Fourth, and as an outcome of these achievements, it is 

anticipated that the programme will yield a suite of broader “development” dividends including 

poverty alleviation and enhanced employment opportunities due to greater economic 

competitiveness and improved social services supported by greater state revenues (EFI 2014d). 

What is equally clear, however, is that like any ‘Development’ initiative, the design, structure 

and intended products of FLEGT were almost completely predetermined by its proponents 

before the beginning of the first VPA process. To be sure, mainstream discourses celebrate the 

“contextual appropriateness” of FLEGT agreements and, officially speaking, there is no 

“blueprint” for the development of individual VPAs aside from a handful of broad stipulations 

(Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). The resulting agreements are presented as tailor-made products 

“negotiated by different stakeholders in each country and adapted to the national context, 

taking account of local needs and priorities” (Bollen and Ozinga 2013 p.16). In principle, 

therefore, the process is different for each country and the EU merely serves as a source of 

“technical assistance” and “capacity-building support” (EFI 2014b). In practice, however, 

although VPAs do indeed contain differences they are also becoming more and more 

standardised and while some of their (quite subtle) variability is a product of diversity among 

local contexts, most is associated with the order in which they were negotiated (Overdevest and 

Zeitlin 2014), indicating the presence of standardising influences.  

Among these, the first and most obvious is that despite the FLEGT process’ famously non-

prescriptive nature, the discursive basis and architecture of VPAs are in fact predetermined by 

the EU in FLEGT’s founding legislation. As a result, the “participatory” decision making process 
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designed to ensure country “ownership” is focused on working out minor details of how FLEGT 

objectives will be accomplished in a given country context rather than what they will actually 

be. As a key example, at the centre of each and every VPA, by definition, is a Timber Legality 

Assurance System (TLAS) comprised of a national definition of “legality”, a timber tracking 

system to ensure control over the Chain of Custody (CoC) and a provision for independent 

monitoring of compliance (Midwoud and van Bodegom 2006). Partner countries are heartily 

encouraged to design their own Timber Legality Assurance Systems (TLAS), so long as their 

approaches ensure centrally administered verifiable tracking of timber and the conditions of its 

production from source through all stages of custody to the final point of sale in Europe. Similarly, 

these may be monitored in any way the partner country sees fit, provided the procedures are 

administered by externally-accountable independent third parties employing international 

standards of transparency and accounting. In essence, therefore, while minor details of strategy 

may vary somewhat from case to case, the outcomes of VPA negotiations are already laid out in 

FLEGT’s founding legislation. 

A second key factor is the role of EU “technical assistance”, the overt objective of which is to 

ensure the convergence of tropical forestry policies with (the EU’s interpretation of) 

“international” norms and practices. As the EC itself declares, FLEGT should both function and 

be understood “in the context of the overall efforts of the European Community to achieve 

Sustainable Forest Management (SFM), both within and outside the EC” (EC 2004, p.5). While 

the Union is quite explicit about its broader aims in this respect, at a superficial level, it presents 

this transformation as an almost automatic outcome of ensuring the implementation of existing 

policy. As noted above, however, where existing laws are unsatisfactory the EU will “encourage 

a review of the legal framework” as part of “VPA readiness” preparations. It is at this point that 

its own influence becomes more profound, since lurking behind the ostensibly simple matter of 

“technical assistance” is a point of access for deeper transformative intervention. Specifically, a 

key requirement of any VPA is the development by the partner country of credible institutions 

to ensure that harvesting practices comply with national legislation – revised on an ongoing basis 

to ensure compliance with “relevant international standards”. As initiator and sole co-signatory 

of the agreements it is ultimately the EU that determines what sorts of arrangements and 

structures will and will not be considered “credible” and which standards will be considered 

“relevant” (Morgera 2012).  
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Where the basic structural requirements for VPAs predetermine almost the entire design of 

their institutional products such as the TLAS, therefore, the specifications for “VPA readiness” 

and the provisions for “technical assistance” present a depoliticized means of intervention 

allowing the Union to also ensure the reconstruction of forestry legislation according to 

principles and practices it deems appropriate. Officially, FLEGT regulations deal only with the 

narrow question of “legality” leaving the more contested question of “sustainability” to the side 

(EC 2003). In practice, however, forest policy reform is “slipped through the back door” via the 

process of VPA negotiation and EU technical assistance. In essence, the FLEGT program is built 

on a duality involving a techno-bureaucratic focus on domestic “legality verification” on the one 

hand and broader ideologically-based efforts to revise national policies bringing them into line 

with EU norms on the other. Although this level of discursive imperialism stands in rather stark 

contrast to dominant understandings of (environmental) “governance” it is perfectly consistent 

with the traditions of ‘Development’ intervention and, again, like the latter, tied to current EU 

geopolitical objectives.  

Ever since its formation, the institutions that govern the Union have worked to rebuild its 

international influence in the multi-polar world of international relations, particularly as a 

normative force, and most prominently in the field of global environmental policy (Belligoli 

2010, Maier-Knapp 2014). Even within the relatively narrow confines of forestry policy it is 

readily apparent that FLEGT is only part of a larger EU strategy to build international momentum 

towards a more comprehensive and conservation-oriented global governance regime. The 

dissemination of “SFM” practices, for example has long been a key objective and the EU was a 

central proponent in previous efforts to secure a binding agreement on forests, the more 

successful negotiation of the CBD and it continues to provide considerable and wide-ranging 

support to REDD+ implementation (Morgera 2012). With the failure of international 

negotiations, however, it shifted its tactics seeking to set the individual building blocks of a 

binding global accord on forests. Instead of trying to achieve comprehensive transformations all 

at once it now works in a stepwise fashion using separate focused initiatives that may serve 

either as precursors or component pieces of a unified forest governance regime (Belligoli 2010, 

Morgera 2012, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014). Having learned from the difficulties of efforts to 

establish a global accord under the politically charged banner of “sustainability” it now works to 

secure key victories under more innocuous headings such as “legality” and “carbon 

sequestration” using the traditional ‘Development’ carrot of aid for “capacity building” (Morgera 

2012).  
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Importantly, this major project of normative entrepreneurship is not the product of an ad hoc 

shift in policy fashion, but rather of a fundamental precept enshrined in the core legislation 

establishing the rules of conduct for European affairs (Belligoli 2010).  Specifically, as Morgera 

highlights, the 2007 Lisbon version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU) expressly requires EU international activities support “international measures to 

preserve and improve the quality of the environment and the sustainable management of global 

natural resources; and promote an international system based on stronger multilateral 

environmental cooperation and good global environmental governance” (2012, p.2). As well, 

there is a general stipulation that Europe’s common foreign policy be designed to “promote 

multilateral solutions to common problems” (2012, p.2). In order to achieve these goals, the 

Union has employed a three-part tactic: first, it provides strong technical, political and financial 

support for the implementation of existing multilateral agreements; second, where these are 

yet incomplete it seeks to build coalitions with like-minded countries to influence their content, 

and; third, where progress is slow or controversial, it employs bilateral (and often aid-related) 

programs to build broader consensus as an intermediate step supporting future negotiations 

(Morgera 2012, Maier-Knapp 2014). The provisions of the TFEU do not end, however, with 

environmental concerns and EU international programs and relations are also promoted with 

an eye toward achieving broader normative and organisational goals. Specifically, it stipulates 

that EU international efforts should be targeted to ensure the prevention of conflicts, the 

dissemination of respect for human rights and increasing the integration of all countries into a 

single global economy (Morgera 2012). As a result, the “modernization” of the developing world 

has remained a key focus of Europe’s foreign policy and international initiatives (Lister 1997), 

particularly in what it identifies as the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) “region” where 

encouraging long-term shifts toward market-based economic policies and liberal democracy 

have remained key points of focus (Lister 1998). 

Ultimately, these pursuits are not solely the expressions of a vision of a more thoroughly 

globalised and more “sustainable” future, but also tools for the advancement of the Union’s 

specific internal and external geopolitical goals. For one thing, as expressed in the 2003 “Solana 

Document”, the EU is convinced that the improvement of international political stability can 

only be pursued through a holistic approach linking security, sustainable economic development 

and democratisation (Lister 1998, Bagoyoko and Gibert 2007). The active promotion of these 

interwoven goals, however, also provides critical political opportunities for the Union. On one 

hand, it facilitates the improvement of Europe’s international position and prestige by 
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presenting, developing and entrenching itself as a key international broker of “soft” power 

(Maier-Knapp 2014) and a flexible, multi-functional problem solver able to provide 

indispensable assistance in the resolution of military, civilian, environmental and humanitarian 

problems. As well, though less publicly discussed, the international field provides a critical 

opportunity for furthering the development of European unity, an arena in which the policies of 

member-states can be gently harmonised – or “Europeanised” (Bagoyoko and Gibert 2007), 

furthering long-term objectives of domestic political consolidation. 

The point here is not to criticise such efforts are inappropriate per se, but rather to illustrate the 

ways in which the pointed discursive focus on the ostensibly apolitical technical details of 

“legality verification” both glosses over and serves as a carrier for a much more profound and 

wide-ranging process of intervention which sidesteps the thorny issue of sovereignty via a 

‘Development’ “cooperation” approach (EC 2004). The action plan itself is quite clear on this 

interventionist stance, stating that “efforts will be focused on promoting equitable and just 

solutions to the illegal logging problem …capacity building for partner country governments and 

civil society; and promoting policy reform. (EC 2004, p.3, emphasis added). In essence, while it 

is typically suggested that the EU expanded existing FLEG initiatives by linking them to the 

additional issue of trade (adding the “T” to make FLEGT) in reality what it achieved was an 

inversion foregrounding the “T” as an uncontroversial carrier for normative FLEG objectives – 

which, though made to lurk in the background as seemingly “processual” concerns.  

6.2.3   Roots and branches: FLEGT and state primacy in forestry 

Just as the logic and geopolitics of ‘Development’ form the basis of FLEGT’s normative 

interventionist orientation, its modernist ideological commitments have equally influenced the 

programme’s specific strategy and content resulting first and foremost in a state-centric 

approach. Such an approach is by no means novel, and in contrast to the recent spread of post-

modern “governance” thinking, in most of the world the forestry sector has been dominated by 

bureaucratic “command and control” modes of regulation for at least the past two centuries (cf, 

for example Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). Throughout earlier human history, the economic 

interests and material needs of nobles, monarchs and empires ensured that central control over 

forest lands and formalized management of their associated resources was a key priority in 

many regions. With the development of “Scientific Forestry” in 1700s Germany and the rise of 

colonialism, however, the situation shifted and timber production was reimagined as a defined 

commercial sphere of action – a clearly and formally bounded “sector” with a closed structure 

(Scott 1998).  Although prime stocks remained in state hands (or were expropriated by colonial 
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authorities) direct exploitation by its agents was systematically replaced by commodity 

production delegated to fee-paying private entities and the focus of exploitation shifted from 

meeting the annual material needs of government to the generation of profit and tax (Wiersum 

and Elands 2013). In the quest for “maximum sustainable yields” of timber revenues, 

commercially productive areas became the objects of formalised systems of scientific 

“management” (Scott 1998), determined by government-employed experts and enforced by 

central states in a rigid top-down fashion (Büscher and Dressler 2007). 

Initially spread and entrenched during the colonial era, this paradigm has remained remarkably 

resilient, not least in Sub-Saharan Africa30 and governments of independence maintained the 

“need” for central control over prime forest reserves and industrial timber production for much 

the same reasons. While the need for revenues supporting state-building and “development” 

projects provided an ongoing incentive for exploitation, distrust of the “wasteful” peasants 

continued to serve as a justification for their exclusion (Anderson et al. 2006, Munro and van 

der Horst 2011). In the decades since, the official logic of post-colonial commercial forestry has 

changed little and, despite the influence of shifting theories of ‘Development’, discourses and 

legislation have remained centralist, exclusionary and industry-biased across much of the tropics 

(Colchester 2006, Beeko and Arts 2010, Bollen and Ozinga 2013, Marfo and Mckeown 2013, Van 

Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). While the wide-ranging neoliberalisation efforts undertaken 

through SAPs resulted in considerable privatisation31 and deregulation, for example, they did 

nothing to challenge the notion of forest management as a state-level matter (Heeswijk and 

Turnhout 2013). Similarly, in many countries the (at least initially) much lauded wave of 

“decentralisation” initiatives that began particularly during the 1990s achieved little more than 

the devolution of responsibility to lower-level state bodies leaving regulatory authority and 

taxation streams in the hands of national agencies (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010). Despite 

increasing momentum toward “Global governance”, moreover, regional and international 

rhetoric still places the issue of forestry regulation at the feet of national governments. The 

declaration on African Forest Law Enforcement and Governance, for example, is quite clear on 

the matter, boldly declaring the imperative for national governments to exercise their 

enlightened good will with respect to the management of forest lands (AFLEG 2003). Similarly, 

in the pivotal G8 Action Programme the commitment to engage issues of forest sustainability 

                                                           
30 Even if in many countries, as in Sierra Leone, designated concessionaires were state-
owned enterprises 
31 Including state owned corporations such as those in the forestry sector 



 
111 

 

took the form of a pledge to help strengthen the enforcement of national laws, just as the 

subsequent East-Asia FLEG conference affirmed that control of forest crimes, though an 

international concern, is primarily a national obligation (Davidson 2007). Though forests have 

been constructed as part of the “common heritage” of humanity, therefore, it appears that there 

is still considerable consensus that it is primarily at the level of the nation-state that action 

should be taken to “get things done in forestry” (Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013, p.12). 

Given its nominal focus on “governance” and widely celebrated commitment to “participation” 

and “negotiation” FLEGT might well have been expected to take a different turn. In reality, 

however, in this aspect as well it takes the shape of a ‘Development’ project seeking not only to 

ensure the “right ordering” of things, people and relations, but also specifically focusing on re-

engineering the state in line with the prescriptions of the day. At the level of discourse, it 

certainly makes many progressive statements suggesting an informed and nuanced approach to 

the issue of “legality”. The European Commission, for example, has noted that “forest laws and 

policies prepared in past political eras (such as under colonial administrations or ousted 

dictatorships) may be outdated and over-emphasise a top-down approach which is neither 

equitable nor effective, especially in remote areas with little government presence” (EC 2004, 

p.8, emphasis added). More recently it has expressed more specific concern that existing laws 

may in fact “exclude local people from access to forest resources, forcing them to operate 

illegally to meet their basic livelihood needs or compliance may be beyond the practical means 

of small forest operators. (EC 2007a, p.1). Indeed, it is specifically due to these concerns that it 

has emphasized the adoption of an approach to VPA development that is both “consultative” 

and “participatory” because, as the FLEGT Facility articulates, “as many of the issues surrounding 

Legality Definitions can be contentious, it is all the more important to promote dialogue to find 

consensus and compromise so that solutions to conflicts can be found rather than ignored” (EFI 

2010, p.17). Similarly, according to the European Commission, since “the nature of the process 

has a major influence on the definition’s acceptability to different stakeholders [and t]he 

potential harm caused by failure to comply with laws can affect different stakeholders …in 

different ways” it is strongly suggested that “the process to decide which laws should be 

included…should generally involve wide consultation with all interested parties” (EC 2007b, p.2).  

While such rhetoric has set many at ease, however, even the much publicized implementation 

of “participatory” processes in VPA development has not been enough to override the Union’s 

basic commitment to state-based regulation (Colchester 2006, Montouroy 2013) due to the 
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influence of a few key commitments. First, for the same reasons described with respect to 

‘Development’ projects in the previous chapter, FLEGT is essentially bilateral in nature, and 

hence it is the government of each partner country that is the contact point for discussion, the 

prime partner in negotiation and is responsible and accountable for implementation (Van 

Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013, Van Gisbergen 2014). In addition, however, it is the primary focus 

on “legality” which entrenches the primacy of the state in VPA development and 

implementation as law enforcement is clearly the nation-state’s exclusive domain (Brack 2012, 

Hansen et al. 2012). Relatedly, and again, in line with ‘Development’ thinking, the spread of 

FLEGT initiatives has been critically linked to the state-building objectives on which it is based 

and the incentives it offers to support them in the form of aid for “capacity building”. As the 

problem definition is “weak law enforcement” and the goal is “strong centralized regulation”, 

from the initial stages of its design FLEGT has been conceived as an institution-building project 

focused on the enhancement of state strength, efficiency and effectiveness in order for it to take 

on an authoritative role in the forestry sector (Montouroy 2013). Unsurprisingly, this goal – at 

least the overall aim of reinforcing the state’s position, prestige and command over revenue 

flows – is thoroughly harmonious with the bureaucratic interests of state agencies in many 

countries, not least in Africa. Having suffered humiliation due to cutbacks in budgets and hence 

material and human resources, many state foresters in the region remain convinced of the 

critical nature of their role as “expert” regulators and are nostalgic for the “good old days” of 

late colonialism and post-independence when their authority was (at least officially) 

unquestioned (cf, for example Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010, Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 

2011, Marfo and Mckeown 2013). In this context, the arrival of FLEGT-based support for 

institutional upgrading has been a welcome development and a key motive for the participation 

of producer country governments across the region and beyond (GFC and EU 2010, Cashore and 

Stone 2012, Morgera 2012, JIC 2013, Van Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). Indeed, the VPA process 

comes with the express commitment to not only overhaul and reinforce existing roles and 

institutions, but to create entirely new state-based agencies of forestry sector oversight 

promising a greatly enhanced level of control financed largely by the coordinated funding of the 

EC, the EFI, European member states and major participating European NGOs (Attah et al. 2009, 

EC and CAR 2011, Morgera 2012, JIC 2013) 
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6.2.4   The state as hegemonic machine: FLEGT, “Legality” and techno-
bureaucratic logic 

Closely related to its normative nature and state-centric orientation is a third key characteristic 

in which FLEGT further follows the pattern of a ‘Development’ project rather than a 

“governance” initiative – a commitment to technocratic, rule-based regulation and rationalist 

bureaucracy as the key to administration of social order. To be sure, notwithstanding its 

preoccupation with the state the programme does not concern itself with broader social 

organization as a whole, and it certainly does not seek to bring back the bloated all-

encompassing developmentalist political economies of the 1950s. Nonetheless, its logic is clearly 

that of scientifically-guided Weberian modernity which assumes that once sufficient knowledge 

has been gathered and policy objectives are established all that is required is efficient, 

transparent, and thorough implementation. To begin with, the ultimate end goal of the FLEGT 

programme was not only pre-determined even prior to its legal establishment as noted above, 

it was pre-determined by specialist technicians. Sustainable Forest Management is not simply a 

hegemonic international discourse, it is a defined set of rules and principles derived from 

Northern scientific practice and adapted by allied disciplines of “environmental management”. 

Like most contemporary environmentalist thought, therefore, it is culturally situated in the 

universalist ideology of modernity and shares its rational positivist and prescriptivist traits. 

Accordingly, in the context of FLEGT it is taken as a pre-given, an indisputable body of principles 

and practices simply requiring implementation by an adequately authoritative body. 

In addition, however, the focus on timber “legality” further consolidates the position of expert 

technicians, bureaucrats and trained state field agents in VPA implementation, disconnecting it 

from the realm of day-to-day micro politics and local practices. As noted above, EU actors have 

at times clearly indicated concern over the issues of conflicting viewpoints with respect to 

legislative content and the potential for inequitable outcomes, and it is precisely for this reason 

that VPA design is conducted with an official emphasis on “consultation” and “negotiation”. 

Nonetheless, the resulting agreements are equally premised on the notion that the only way to 

achieve SFM is to establish laws that are universally and transparently enforced. As such, it not 

only takes a state-centric approach, it also takes for granted that the state is not only hegemonic 

by right and definition but that it can be made to function like a simple and systematic rule-

enforcing machine. While the programme’s proponents make some allowance for divergent and 

even contradictory interests, these are expected to be discovered in the initial consultative 

phase of negotiations and included as best possible as provisions for “social concerns” tacked 
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on to revised legislation to be subsequently enforced under the resulting VPA. In essence, while 

“politics” are allowed for, they are expected to materialise as side-issues to be “dealt with” 

during the period of negotiation, following which both the state and the VPA itself are meant to 

operate in what is effectively a political vacuum where abidance with established rules and roles 

is ensured by effective monitoring and enforcement.    

Moreover, given its basis in the traditional modernist conception of “commercial forestry” as a 

bounded “sector” populated with defined, more less permanent and distinguishable actors and 

a clear separation between private economic interests and public disciplinary authority, the 

VPAs interpretation of legality has also been narrowly technocratic, focused on three main 

areas. In line with its ultimate goal of entrenching SFM practices in the tropics, the first has been 

the establishment of specific rules governing private sector activity such as concession 

allocation, allowable cuts, requirements for harvesting practices and other issues relating to 

forest “sustainability”32 (JIC 2013). In alignment with the programme’s state-building objective, 

the second has been the relation between private and public actors, particularly with respect to 

the enforcement of taxation – an effort enthusiastically received by many partner country 

governments a number of whom have launched vigorous revenue collection campaigns (cf, for 

example RoG and EC 2011, JIC 2014). Finally, in support of the programme’s official concern with 

international trade in timber a third key area of focus has been the enhancement of the capacity 

of the state to ensure effective long-term enforcement (Van Gisbergen 2014) – an agenda 

pursued with particular alacrity in Ghana where a paramilitary unit was set up already in 2011 

to serve as a “rapid response team (RoG and EC 2011), supported further in 2013 by a new team 

of specially trained and dedicated prosecutors for forestry (ITTO 2013).  

Indeed, while this technocratic orientation is clearly evident in the final VPAs, the EU is quite 

explicit on the matter even in more general publications and while its categorisations are slightly 

different from the three points listed here,33 even a quick glance at the articulations of the 

Union’s agencies on this topic yields a clear indication of its perspective. In the words of the EC, 

for example: 

The long-term aim of the FLEGT Action Plan is sustainable forest management. Definitions of legally 

produced timber should therefore incorporate laws that address the three pillars of sustainability 

– i.e., those aimed at economic, environmental and social objectives. These are likely to include: 

                                                           
32 see Wiersum 2010 for a rare critique of this aspect 
33 for simplicity’s sake, I have lumped together the various aspects of surveillance, tracking and auditing 
as “enforcement” 
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• Granting of and compliance with rights to harvest timber within legally-gazetted boundaries; 

• Compliance with requirements regarding forest management, including compliance with 

relevant environmental, labour and community welfare legislation; 

• Compliance with requirements concerning taxes, import and export duties, royalties and fees 

directly related to timber harvesting and timber trade; Respect for tenure or use rights to land and 

resources that may be affected by timber harvest rights, where such rights exist; 

• Compliance with requirements for trade and export procedures (EC 2007b, p.1-2). 

Notably, though the list of issues to be addressed here includes labour rights, community 

welfare and land and resource rights, even the consideration of these concerns is tied to the 

enforcement of existing supporting legislation and the remaining items all relate to ostensibly 

straightforward matters of compliance with forest management, taxation and CoC monitoring 

regulations. Similarly, but more pointedly still, the EFI description of the components of a TLAS 

– the heart of any VPA – includes just five elements: “1) a definition of what constitutes legal 

timber; 2) a procedure for verifying control of the supply chain; 3) tools for verification and the 

capacity to use them; 4) licensing by a national authority; 5) independent audit” (EFI 2014c). As 

such, the picture of “governance” that emerges from FLEGT is one that is highly techno-

bureaucratic, a vision of “government-as-machine”. 

6.2.5   Fuzz-factors: “partnership”, “ownership” and “participation” 

Despite their defining influences on the programme, the tensions between these core 

characteristics of FLEGT design and its discourses of inclusivity, flexibility and negotiation have 

received little comment to date due to a fourth aspect similarly adapted from ‘Development’ 

practice. If “Good governance” has been the catchphrase summing up the ideological content 

of ‘Development’ over the past two decades, for the past fifteen years and more the intertwined 

discourses of “development partnership”, “project ownership” and “participatory 

development” have been central to its strategic approach (Lister 1998, Fowler 2000, Harrison 

2004). Though “partnership” initially appeared in the context of relations between Northern and 

Southern ‘Development’ NGOs already in the 1970s, it was retooled by multilateral aid agencies 

in the mid-1990s to put a politically palatable face on the retreat from the deep interventionism 

of SAPs and declining real levels of material assistance. In essence it enabled ‘Development’ to 

survive its own rather pointed and public failures by easing the transition to a more indirect 

mode of North-South steering (Abugre 1999, Fowler 2000, Mercer 2003, Thérien and Pouliot 

2006). Key to this approach has been the linked concept of country “ownership”, in accordance 

with which donors began encouraging recipient governments to “muddle through” the (minor) 

details of project implementation “in their own way”, achieving a semblance of democratic 
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legitimacy through various forms of civil society “participation” (Pritchett and Woolcock 2004, 

Dubash 2009). Together, these three terms outlined the contours of a new approach to 

‘Development’ relations in which direct dictation of reforms has been supplanted by discursive 

cooptation of policy processes by means of democratic language that masks the political nature 

of intervention and pre-empts open debate over problem definitions and possible solutions34.  

In FLEGT the logic of “Voluntary Partnership” Agreement serves the very practical objectives of 

legally avoiding WTO entanglements on the one hand, while discursively side-stepping the long-

standing resistance of producer countries to external interventions in domestic forestry policy 

on the other. The latter effect, moreover, is meant to be bolstered by country “ownership” of 

the program’s objectives, produced through discursive immersion during “readiness” 

preparations and the negotiative processes of the VPA itself. Whereas these two emphases 

serve as tools to smooth over potential geopolitical tensions, however, the program’s focus on 

“participation” reflects recent but deeper ideological commitments of the EU itself. While the 

language of “partnership” has become ubiquitous and the notion of “ownership” is more or less 

particular to ‘Development’ discourse, recent interest in “participation” is considerably a 

product of the political shift in many Northern societies toward a pronounced focus on the role 

of “civil society” in politics described in Chapter 3. In Europe this dynamic has been particularly 

prominent and in response to past criticism over lack of political transparency the Union has 

made increasingly focused efforts to involve such organisations in political processes. A key 

example of this shift is the White Paper on “European Governance” adopted by the European 

Commission in 2001, which reoriented the agency towards “consultation and dialogue” in its 

domestic activities to improve its effectiveness and democratic character (van Bodegom and 

Hijweege 2006). In EU international activities the trend has been similar as exemplified by FLEGT 

which, it is said, aims to ensure “the active inclusion” of a wide range of non-state actors 

(Cashore and Stone 2012 p.13). Considerable though these formal commitments have been, 

however, in the context of VPA negotiation the successes of “stakeholder” inclusion have been 

paired with significant failings.  

Given that in many partner countries the VPA negotiation process was the first occasion on 

which non-state actors were involved in the negotiation of an international agreement (Bollen 

and Ozinga 2013) it is unsurprising that many observers have emphasized this as one of the 

                                                           
34 see Fowler 2000, Harrison 2003, Mercer 2003 and Cornwall and Brock 2005 for particularly scathing 
reviews of this terminology and its uses 
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program’s key strengths. In Africa in particular, the negotiations have been hailed for stimulating 

“genuine participation of different stakeholders” who “have been allowed to take a proactive 

role in framing, developing and implementing the process” (Dooley and Ozinga 2011, p.168). A 

key approach has been the formation of multi-stakeholder steering committees to supervise and 

synthesize feedback, gathering various perspectives on aspects of the prospective VPA design 

(Attah et al. 2009, JIC 2013, 2014). In support, moreover, a number of “capacity building” 

programs have been developed by international NGOs such as Tropenbos, FERN and Global 

Witness in conjunction with the EU and FAO to gather data, promote public discussions and to 

improve the transparency of the process (Carodenuto et al. 2010, GFC and EU 2010, Van 

Gisbergen 2014). Given the history of state domination and large-scale industry bias in regional 

and international forestry policy (Attah et al 2009, Beeko and Arts 2010) it has been suggested 

that the “democratisation of agenda setting” has been one of the most critical contributions of 

the VPA process to date, integrating many previously marginalised actors in the deliberative 

processes not only at the “tactical” and “strategic” levels, but even at the “normative” level of 

policy formulation at least to some extent (Beeko and Arts 2010, p.224-5). 

Despite these apparent successes, however, there are reasons for significant doubt of both the 

level of “consensus” built through VPAs and the depth of national governments’ commitments 

to inclusive processes. For one thing, there have been noteworthy technical barriers to 

“participation” particularly due to the mismatch between the relatively techno-legal orientation 

of VPA content and bilateral negotiation practices on the one hand, and low levels of education 

and formal civil society development in “partner countries” on the other. Frequently, the initial 

involvement of domestic non-governmental associations has been quite limited due to lack of 

practical experience with such initiatives and their often relatively informal structures (Bollen 

and Ozinga 2013, Van Gisbergen 2014). In many cases, the result has been a large discrepancy 

in power and influence between the large and well-funded international NGOs involved from 

the outset and local organisations scrambling to catch up and gain a seat at the discussion table 

(Bollen and Ozinga 2013). While subsequent assistance programs have aided considerably it is 

clear that not all groups have been “capacitated” equally and even many formal “participants” 

have found it difficult even to understand the changes being proposed (Attah et al 2009, 

Carodenuto et al. 2014, Van Gisbergen 2014). As a result, in both project texts and external 

observers’ reports it has been the perspectives, concerns and actions of Western-based Big 

International NGOs (BINGOs) that have received prominence of place.  
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Another important concern has been a persistent imbalance between the place given to NGOs 

relative to the voices of broader constituencies they are assumed to represent. In principle it is 

well recognised that “forest communities” and other (nominal) collectivities have legitimate 

rights and concerns and that their marginalisation has been responsible for many of the tensions 

that FLEGT is designed to address in the first place. Nonetheless, aside from the Liberian VPA 

process such groups have had either no voice at all or only through via the words of the NGOs 

who “consulted” with them (Bollen and Ozinga 2013). In Cameroon, for example, indigenous 

groups were actually disallowed direct representation specifically because of the government’s 

position that only formally established NGOs should be permitted to represent non-state actors. 

Moreover, although the EU and FERN created an umbrella organisation called the European 

Community Forest Platform (EFCP) to represent Cameroonian NGOs engaged in forest, broader 

environmental and indigenous rights activities the broad consortium was allowed only one seat 

at the negotiating table. Given such weak representation, it is unsurprising that there has been 

speculation that the coverage of concerns was incomplete, particularly as some groups were 

overlooked and others abandoned the process. Moreover, it has been noted that despite 

specific concern for the need to engage domestic market producers, their level of representation 

was questionable due to lack of prior formal organisation (Carodenuto et al. 2014). 

The emergence of this issue in the Cameroonian case aptly illustrates a key underlying problem 

– the simple fact that it is the EU that calls for inclusive processes of negotiation and it is only 

the temporary pressures of VPA negotiations which ensure their (at least superficial) 

implementation. Across much of the tropical “developing” world there has been little precedent 

for such consultation and in many countries this kind of approach is considerably at odds with 

entrenched habits, practices and ideological positions of politicians, bureaucrats and field agents 

who may in many ways subtly subvert or minimise the role of others in policy development 

despite such external oversight. In negotiations with Malaysia, for example, the government 

took the process as a strictly bilateral affair and almost comprehensively excluded non-state 

actors (Attah et al 2009). Similarly, although the Indonesian process has been superficially more 

participatory, state-centric discourse has remained dominant and the concerns of non-state 

actors were simply removed from the final legality standard (Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013). 

Finally, it must be noted that the widely lauded “inclusiveness” of the seminal Ghanaian process 

was only achieved due to vocal protests by excluded domestic civil society groups and even after 

their formal involvement state officials employed subtle moves such as last-minute notice of 

meetings to limit their influence (Ansah 2010). 
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Ultimately, and as a direct product of these patterns, there are notable questions as to the long 

or even medium-term durability of the ostensible “transformation” of forest-sector policy 

making processes from solely bureaucratic to more “participatory” forms. In the Ghanaian case 

even Beeko and Arts,35 who celebrate the level of “democratization” achieved during the 

“agenda setting and negotiation process,” remain pessimistic observing that in the end “decision 

making power did not really shift from the sector minister [and i]t is not clear yet whether this 

kind of culture can be sustained in the near future given that the factors that created the peculiar 

environment for the VPA process are no longer in place” (2010, p.226). Essentially, the concern 

is that the VPA process may only have served as a momentary pressure-release valve, allowing 

state actors meet EU “participatory” conditions in support of a longer term contradictory goal 

of using the VPA to reinstate exclusive state authority over the sector. Indeed, even enthusiastic 

observers have been forced to admit that stakeholder concerns “were not captured in the final 

Agreement” (Ansah 2010, p.3). Similarly, in the ROC direct participation of forest communities 

was delayed until the implementation stage at which point Community-Based Organisations 

(CBOs) are experiencing difficulty in becoming effectively involved (Van Gisbergen 2014). As 

well, in Indonesia the “strong focus on social issues” observed in draft documents produced by 

a multi-stakeholder process was removed from the final document and implementation plans 

which were designed solely by the state (Heeswijk and Turnhout 2013, p.11). Even leaving aside 

Malaysia and Cameroon where participation was actively minimised in the first place (and both 

of which are under relatively authoritarian regimes), these developments begin to form a 

pattern of an initial burst of “participatory” flourishes that dwindle over the course of 

negotiations and disappear almost entirely upon signing of the final VPA (cf Bollen and Ozinga 

2013). 

Ultimately, while FLEGT rhetoric taps into a number of currently fashionable conceptions of 

“governance” associated with the reduction of centralised autocratic behaviour by state 

agencies, through a series of subtle shifts during negotiation the programme has gone a long 

way to achieving effectively the opposite. If FLEGT is read not as “governance” but as 

‘Development’, however, such dynamics become thoroughly unsurprising and critiques of the 

linked discourses of “Participation”, “Partnership” and “Ownership” in the latter context have 

highlighted their politically dubious uses and effects. For one thing, they frequently serve to 

manufacture an appearance of consent and consensus that merely masks deeper conflicts, 

                                                           
35 The former of whom is, notably, himself an official of the Forestry Department 
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contradictions and antagonisms. As Cornwall and Brock put it, “buzzwords are useful…because 

they are fuzz-words. Their propensity to shelter multiple meanings makes them politically 

expedient, shielding those who use them from attack by lending the possibility of common 

meaning to extremely disparate actors” (2005, p.1055). While such terms have the power to 

impart utopian visions of “togetherness” the techniques of implementation such as 

“workshops”, “steering groups” and “consultation sessions” induct (selected) “stakeholders” 

into a “project reality” created by its engineers for its “stakeholders” through specialist 

performative techniques of normative framing and the production of the “right kinds” of inputs, 

outputs, indicators and targets.36 In the process, “project space” becomes detached from daily 

realities and politics (Green 2003), and a form of discursive closure is achieved (Cornwall and 

Brock 2005) through the technocratic simplification of profoundly political concerns into 

formulaic “problems” amenable to expert intervention.   

6.3   Ideology, discourse and mission creep: FLEGT and the “domestic sector” 

As described above, mainstream representations of FLEGT have emphasized its focus on the 

seemingly apolitical issue of “illegality” and its emphases on “participation” and “partnership”, 

obscuring its fundamentally normative, interventionist stance. As I argue here and in subsequent 

chapters, however, it is precisely these characteristics that render it not only inescapably 

political but also fatally flawed. Of particular note in this context has been a pattern of mission 

creep spurred by its underlying ideological commitments to centralized rule-based regulation.  

Although its nominal aim is to halt exports of illegal timber into the EU, FLEGT agreements have 

been expanded to cover not only timber exports to all other destinations, but – more 

importantly – even the domestic markets of producer countries. Although the EU expressed a 

preference for comprehensive regulation from the start, domestic markets were not initially 

included in the programme’s objectives due to perceived political barriers to such intrusive 

intervention. Once it became apparent during the seminal Ghanaian negotiations that the EU’s 

preferences were congruent with the state-hegemonic aims of partner governments, however, 

domestic market regulation quickly became one of the cornerstones of the programme, not a 

requirement but a strong “recommendation” for each new VPA.  

6.3.1   Forest discourses and the construction of “illegality”  

To be sure, the EU’s initial desire to include domestic markets in VPA design has natural roots in 

modernist ideology with its emphasis on centralized, rational-positivist systems of control and 

                                                           
36 See, for example, Green 2003 for a particularly in-depth analysis of this 
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organization. Despite the considerable influences of post-modern thought, this ideological 

orientation and the epistemological dominance of Western ‘Science’ remain culturally 

foundational in much of the North, particularly in ecological discourses. Such commitments, 

moreover are shared (and indeed, almost over-determined) in many of the Southern post-

colonies where state-building remains a major priority for most governments – if not always 

solely for rational-bureaucratic reasons.37 Still, in order to understand how VPA negotiating 

parties have managed to present the rather audacious move to attempt control of informal 

domestic production as though it were not only self-evident and achievable, but also imperative 

and essential, it is necessary to examine the ways in which the domestic “subsector” fits into the 

specific construction of “illegality” characteristic of recent international forestry discourses. 

As noted, since the colonial era mainstream conceptions of “commercial forestry” have focused 

almost exclusively on formal large-scale industrial operations and their regulation by state 

agencies (Wiersum 2010, Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2011). As a result, both 

international discourses and the forestry policies and legislation of tropical countries have been 

oriented towards improving the practices and efficiencies of major producers operating formal 

concessions for tax-generating exports to the almost wholesale neglect of production for 

domestic markets. Until recently the latter has been seen as an insignificant local affair – not 

least in the moist forest regions of SubSaharan Africa (Langbour et al. 2010). In recent times 

there have certainly been moves away from this pattern and over the past 2-3 decades the 

necessity of involving a broader range of stakeholders and recognising a more diverse array of 

forest management regimes has become well accepted in the ‘Development’ community as 

reflected by localized experiments with toward of “decentralization”, “co-management” and 

other more “governance”-styled approaches. Even these however, have remained largely 

attached to romantic idealized notions of “noble savages” living in a simple but “traditional” 

manner outside but nonetheless vulnerable to the arena of “commercial” forestry. The result 

has been a narrow perspective on “illegality” that reduces the internal complexity of tropical 

forestry “sectors” to simplistic dichotomies between “subsistence” and “commercial” forest 

users and between the observance of formal regulations as unqualifiably “good”, and its 

opposite (including essentially all forms of informality) as categorically “bad” – in fact usually 

“very very bad”.  

                                                           
37 Here, to be clear, I make reference to the vast body of literature on the post-colonial state, which, 
particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa has long exhibited imperialist tendencies but frequently in the service 
of neopatrimonialist political strategies and/or for the self-enrichment of those in power. 
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Indeed, since the rise of “illegal logging” discourse even national and multilateral ‘Development’ 

institutions have increasingly taken on the florid and romantic prose of activist groups, 

promulgating dramatic generalised crisis narratives that demonise any forms of forestry activity 

not fully integrated into formal state-administered management regimes. The activism-inflected 

prose of a publication by the British Department For International Development (DFID) provides 

a clear case in point: 

Take a boat up one of the many long rivers…stop from time to time to talk to the villagers on the 

riverbanks, and you will discover that illegal logging is about far more than the unlawful felling of 

trees. You will soon learn how the law-breakers – the illegal loggers – have put themselves above 

the law by paying bribes to politicians, the police, the military, forestry officers and even the courts. 

You will hear, too, about the impact of forest loss on the livelihoods of local people, who will tell 

you that the wild animals and plants which they hunt and gather, either to eat or sell, have become 

much rarer as their habitats have been degraded or destroyed. As for the landscape, it tells its own 

story. A generation ago you would have travelled along broad rivers whose banks were lined with 

dense forest. Today, many of the rivers are muddied by silt washed off the denuded hills, and 

punctuated by rusting cranes, rickety jetties and other paraphernalia of the logging industry. One 

thing you’re unlikely to see, unless you travel to very remote regions, is pristine forest. (DFID 2008, 

p.3 – emphasis added). 

Following this excerpt, the placement of a random photo of a “pygmy” family from Cameroon 

evinces an effort to drive home the point by personalising the narrative, glossing over the vague 

rhetoric of the text and validating it by playing on the reader’s human sympathies (Figure 6.1). 

 

Figure 6.1: “Pygmy” family, ostensible example of “locals” affected by illegality? (DFID 2008) 

Moreover, the drama of the text is brought to new heights in a subsequent paragraph:  
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“there are close parallels between illegal logging and the drugs trade. Both are worth billions of 

dollars. Both tend to be controlled by a relatively small number of individuals who are more likely 

to be found in flashy city offices than on the forest floor. Whether they are dealing in drugs or 

illegal timber, their profits are nearly always laundered through the banking system to be 

reinvested in other activities. The dirty work of getting timber out of the forests, and transporting 

it, is left to a vast army of local people. Both these trades rely heavily on bribery to oil the wheels 

of commerce, and both have helped to fund armed conflicts.  The damage caused by the illegal 

timber trade, in terms of disrupted lives, is probably greater than that of the drugs trade, and the 

victims are largely confined to the countries where illegal timber is harvested, not where it is sold. 

(DFID 2008, p.4 – emphasis added). 

Associating forest “law-breakers” with agents of organised crime, the text – like many others – 

creates a straightforward categorisation of “illegality”, as the work of rapacious villains seeking 

to undermine the rule of law, stealing from the poor and leaving a trail of destruction and misery. 

Leaving aside questions of the accuracy of this particular description, the critical problem it 

presents is the conflation of diverse forms of both “illegality” and “logging” into singular 

imagined forms. It is most certainly true that “smash-grab” operations by large companies are a 

real phenomenon and that they can impact local populations – often in more complex ways than 

indicated by such florid but simplistic texts. As well, environmental outcomes in such cases may 

well also present important concerns, particularly given the typical scales and intensities of 

disturbance characteristic of industrial operations. Nonetheless, the careless treatment of 

“illegality” as a category, as well as the discounting of local decision-making with respect to 

forest resource use, leads to deeply a problematic mindset regarding forest governance in the 

tropics. While the focus of the text presented above appears to be on the export-oriented 

industrial subsector, most of the traits and practices of it so vividly decries are equally 

characteristic (at least in a superficial legalistic sense) of informal lumber production for 

domestic markets.  

Indeed, the situation has been made worse in recent years with the development of broad new 

headings that explicitly lump all “lawbreaking” together under even more dramatic terms than 

“illegality.’ A key example is that of the Tropenbos organization’s general term “Unacceptable 

Forest Practices” which, it has unilaterally decided, refers to: 

“…any act by which one compromises professionalism, morality and ethical behaviour in the 

discharge of their duties. It may also infringe upon decorum, rule of /// law and respect for 

fundamental human rights. Illegal forest activities…may manifest in many forms, including arson, 
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occupation of forestlands, logging, timber transportation, trade and smuggling, accounting 

practices as well as forest products processing” (Tropenbos International Ghana 2011, p.2).  

At a glance, this definition may seem quite reasonable, particularly if the reader imagines it to 

apply to the rapacious international companies conjured by the previous DFID text. The 

Tropenbos organisation’s much broader conception of “unacceptability” quite quickly becomes 

clear, however, in the catalogue of offenses that immediately follows which includes: “conniving 

with forestry officials and law enforcers to…transport timber…without paying appropriate 

taxes”; “under-declaring…specifications and volume” of harvests; “commencing processing 

…without officially vetted approval”; and “failure to adhere to health and safety standards” 

(Tropenbos 2011, p.3). More strikingly still, however, while this list implicitly condemns informal 

production of any kind, the definition moves on to condemn the local subsector directly with 

explicit reference to harvesting of timber by local contractors, and particularly chainsaw milling, 

“with or without the complicity of forestry officials and stool landowners”38 (Tropenbos 2011, 

p.3). In truth, this aspect of the text should be quite startling: in a bald-faced proclamation, a 

European organisation declares “unacceptable” the production of essential building materials 

even while recognising the validity and legal force of local ownership claims. Critically, there is 

no justification provided for such a pronouncement beyond the implied reasoning that such 

activities have been declared “illegal” by the central state.  

Such pronouncements are of considerably more than semantic significance, moreover, and 

increasingly form the basis of often draconian campaigns to “stamp out” the now very large and 

important domestic subsectors of many tropical countries that rely on informal lumber 

production by Chain Saw Milling (CSM). While the various initiatives launched to staunch 

international flows of “suspicious wood products” are still in their infancy, recent studies 

indicate considerable results including 50-75 percent reductions in unlawful harvesting in key 

producer countries and a roughly 30 percent decline in illegally sourced timber across several 

main consumer markets (Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). While a number of factors contributed to 

the achievement of these successes, the most important was a strategic shift in discourse from 

the prior emphasis on the weaknesses of supply-side management to the role of “developed” 

country consumers in driving demand for cheap timber products. Although this change in 

approach has proven quite effective in dealing with international timber trade, it has also 

perpetuated the neglect of “illegal” logging for the domestic markets of the developing world, a 

                                                           
38 This particular text was written with respect to the Ghanaian context and the “stool” refers to the 
authority and land management rights of paramount the paramount chieftaincy 



 
125 

 

subsector about which, consequently, generally quite little is known (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). 

Due to economic growth and rising urbanisation, however, over the past 2-3 decades informal 

forestry activities supplying local needs have grown rapidly and in many tropical countries they 

now rival the “official” industrial subsector in scale (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). As a result, in 

recent years the subsector has received increasing attention becoming a major topic of 

international concern and a distinct area of policy focus, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (Wit 

et al. 2010, Kishor and Lescuyer 2012), and most pointedly in the context of FLEGT negotiations. 

6.3.2   FLEGT and the domestic “sector” 

As noted previously, while FLEGT emerged out of European concern over tropical forest 

sustainability, in order to avoid thorny conflicts with national sovereignty and WTO regulations 

it was originally focused explicitly on ensuring the legality of timber exported to EU markets. As 

a result, although from the outset its designers expressed the hope that “in some Partner 

Countries it [would] be possible to develop and implement a legality assurance system on a 

country-wide basis”, domestic market regulation was not included as a necessary component of 

VPAs (EC 2007b, p.2). Instead, the EU decided on a more gradual approach, initially insisting only 

on legality verification systems for “key supply chains exporting to the EU” which, once 

established, would create a context in which it would be easier to “encourage Partner Countries 

to expand the application of legality assurance systems to all exports as well as the domestic 

markets” (EC 2007a, p.2-3). Intriguingly, however the trend that has emerged in practice has 

been the commitment of partner countries to immediate universal application of Timber 

Legality Assurance Systems (TLAS) to all commercial forestry production with pointed emphasis 

on small-scale domestic operators.  

Although EU agencies have expressed (pleasant) “surprise” over this development, for many 

reasons this move, though audacious, might have been expected. For one thing, whatever the 

official “hesitation” of EU representatives to push the matter, there have certainly been 

pressures from international agencies to take steps in this direction. Large international NGOs, 

for instance – a number of whom have been directly involved in VPA negotiation processes and 

who in many cases wield considerable influence through direct support for forestry and 

conservation activities in tropical countries – have repeatedly voiced concerns over the potential 

effectiveness of VPAs if their coverage did not include domestic production (e.g. Hembery et al. 

2007). In specific terms, there are concerns about the potential impacts of creating a double-

standard of legality that may undermine the verification system for the export-oriented 

operations (Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014). More generally, however, many advocacy 
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organisations have pushed for the inclusion of “domestic-market restructuring” through the VPA 

process based on the assumption that its restriction and regulation is “essential for the success 

of the war against illegal logging and to promote sustainable utilisation of…forest resources” 

(Ansah 2010, p.6). 

At the same time, there have been notable pressures pushing in the same direction from within 

the national policy-making arenas of partner countries. On one hand, in most countries 

industrial, export-oriented producers have weighed in as strong opponents of the small-scale 

informal sector which they portray as an unfair competitor for resources and markets (Hembery 

et al. 2007, RoG and EC 2011). Importantly, neither this position nor its influence are new – 

indeed, in some countries the enthusiastic lobbying of formal export timber producer 

associations has been a notable factor in the implementation of harsh measures attempting to 

restrict or even outlaw domestic production using Chain Saw Milling (CSM). Ghana again 

presents a key example as its well-established large-scale milling industry is represented by 

officially recognised umbrella organisations that have permanent seats on the Forestry 

Commission Board and have long been “consulted on all major forest policy issues” (Marfo 2010, 

p.11). In most countries, moreover, state forestry agencies have long stood largely in the same 

camp and forestry legislation in most cases is strongly oriented toward the needs of formal 

sector actors, and either implicitly or explicitly anti-CSM. As some have noted, in the context of 

VPA negotiations the legacy of such legal strictures has placed many countries in a somewhat 

awkward position with respect to domestic market needs.  

Given (not entirely invalid) suspicions that some CSM timber makes its way into export 

commodity streams the fact that it has been legislated into “illegality” means that with the 

advent of FLEGT, “a policy choice must be made to either confirm the illegality of CSM and 

strictly enforce the law, or to…integrate CSM into the formal timber industry” (Marfo 2010, p.3). 

Despite the clear opportunity for policy revision as part of the VPA process, however, in general 

it is the latter path that has been taken exposing the prior ideological commitments of both 

international FLEGT proponents and national bureaucrats. In essence, while external and private 

sector pressures certainly contributed to the “surprising” inclusions of domestic production as 

part of VPA commitments, the fact that all partner countries to date have done so (Bollen and 

Ozinga 2013, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014) considerably reflects the fact that FLEGT offers 

Forestry agencies a key opportunity to do what they already wanted to do in the first place – 

centralise control over all aspects of the forestry sector.  
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In order to achieve such transformations in the domestic lumber production, the VPAs envision 

a comprehensive and highly technical system of monitoring, regulation and enforcement. In the 

VPAs signed to date there are legally binding stipulations that all timber producers, regardless 

of methods or scale, apply for centrally-issued logging licences and/or permits prior to the 

commencement of harvesting. In Ghana, for example, the VPA requires the Forestry Commission 

to set up a specific mechanism by which small and medium scale forestry enterprises can be 

allocated timber access rights (Ochieng et al 2013). In sum, while the details of specific means 

and measures applied vary from country to country, the basic “plan” in each VPA has been to 

ensure the extension of the national TLAS to domestic commodity chains in toto, so that all 

timber and lumber products harvested within or moving across national borders would be 

traced from the stage of pre-harvesting approval to final end sale in a transparent, forgery proof 

and thoroughly verifiable fashion (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). The implementation of such 

systems is to be backstopped by strict and thoroughgoing enforcement by state agencies, 

themselves monitored by designated third party observers.  

As these measures and their (admittedly frequently less severe) counterparts in other partner 

countries are often specifically designed to put an end to currently dominant modes and 

practices of production in the informal sector – particularly, in many cases, by shifting some or 

all aspects of production for domestic markets to the large-scale formal sector – it has been 

widely recognised that a considerable number of livelihoods will be affected by the planned 

“improvements” in forest governance. As a result, in VPA documents and negotiation processes 

there have been recurring patterns of discourse that revolve around curious notions such as the 

“safeguarding” of local livelihoods (particularly those of the most poor and vulnerable such as 

rural forest communities) and, quite frequently, the provision of “alternate livelihoods for 

operators” in the domestic sector (Attah et al. 2009 p.314). As elaborated in Chapter 7, however, 

despite the ostensibly benevolent intention of such rhetoric it is quite is difficult to see how the 

Parties to these agreements will manage to “minimise possible adverse impacts on…potentially 

affected local and indigenous communities, including those engaged in illegal logging” (EC and 

CAR 2011, p.19) on the one hand, while simultaneously removing from them what is in most 

cases their prime opportunity to make a living and/or stimulate local economic development 

through the use of locally-owned resources on the other. 
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6.4   Conclusion 

Building on the analyses presented in Chapter 5, in this Chapter I have argued that FLEGT is not 

merely rooted in the philosophical commitments of ‘Environmentalism’ and ‘Development’ but 

is itself at root an ‘Environmental’ ‘Development’ project. To be sure, the programme’s nominal 

focus on the seemingly innocuous and technical issue of “legality” in international trade, its 

ecological orientation and the warm discourses of “partnership”, “ownership” and 

“participation” in which it has been wrapped have lent it a sheen of (a)political correctness and 

legitimacy. Nonetheless, while not wholly invalid, they largely serve to mask its commitments to 

the (re)consolidation of command and control styled regulation based on the rigorous 

implementation of northern principles of forest management, techniques of surveillance and 

bureaucratic oversight under the (rebuilt) authority of central state agencies. Furthermore, it is 

precisely this set of commitments – acting in combination with those of a particular discourse 

of “illegality” – that has led to the extremely ambitious move to include the regulation of partner 

country domestic producers in all VPAs signed to date. While efforts to strengthen state 

institutions and/or to address international flows of illicit timber are not necessarily 

inappropriate in and of themselves, the problem with FLEGT’s central discourse lies in its 

detachment from empirical specificity. In producing a broad conception of ‘illegality’ per se as 

the problem – absent any more detailed inquisition into its various forms, contexts and effects 

– it reduces a wide and diverse range of forestry actors to a broad but undifferentiated category 

of “law-breakers”. As a result, it presents a picture that, while convincing to a wide array of 

external audiences, is not only deeply unsound but deepens the most critical defect of the 

programme itself – its essential disjunction from the day to day realities into which it seeks 

secure state intervention.  
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Chapter 7  

Policy visions and power saws 
 

7.0   Official ideals and popular practice in contemporary African forestry 

As detailed in Chapter 6, the FLEGT programme has undergone a considerable amount of 

“mission creep”, broadening its objective from an initial narrow focus on preventing illicit timber 

from entering the EU to a much more expansive attempt to achieve the comprehensive 

transformation of entire national forestry sectors. Though such a move was perhaps to be 

anticipated, it is nonetheless rather audacious, embroiling FLEGT in matters of considerably 

greater scope and complexity than envisioned in its initial design or understood by its designers. 

Over the past 2-3 decades technological and socio-economic developments across the tropics 

have given rise to a dynamic local lumber markets supplied by Chain Saw Milling (CSM) 

operations. In line with international discourses this “subsector” has been increasingly vilified 

due to its informality and has come to be an increasingly prominent focus of policy interventions.  

Despite the frequently draconian nature of state efforts to eradicate it, however, CSM-based 

production in the Sub-Saharan region has not only survived but continued to grow with vigour 

indicating a critical mismatch between official conceptions of “proper” commercial forestry and 

local practical realities.  

Developments in commercial forestry policy and practice in Sierra Leone exemplify these 

regional patterns and the rapid post-war emergence and expansion of CSM-based domestic 

lumber commodity chains has been met with equally dramatic policy responses. In this chapter 

I examine these dynamics and their critical relationship to the development of FLEGT. In the first 

section I describe the emergence of CSM as a critical transformative force in African commercial 

forestry and in the second, the history of policy responses to date. In the third I present a 

historical analysis of how these dynamics have developed in Sierra Leone, particularly in the 

context of FLEGT support initiatives. Ultimately I suggest that the tension between the state-

hegemonic approaches of official forestry agencies and the informal, flexible practices of CSM 

(which in several countries now rivals formal production in scale) is unlikely to be resolved by 

the simple addition of FLEGT-type international support for techno-bureaucratic central 

regulation, a conclusion which I explain in detail in the following two chapters using extensive 

case-study data from Sierra Leone.  
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7.1   Myopic policy and popular response: the rise of CSM 

As in many parts of Asia and South America, across much of Sub-Saharan Africa Chain Saw Milling 

and lumbering39 (CSM) has become a widespread, economically important and politically 

charged occupation. In most African countries, from the colonial era until the relatively recent 

past, production of wood-based forest products was characterised by a relatively sharp 

separation between large-scale formal economic “sector” employing mechanized equipment to 

exploit officially allocated concessions and small-scale informal production relying on hand tools 

to produce poles and some sawn lumber for subsistence use and local sale. While the former 

provided important rents for the governments of many countries, the latter long remained a 

rather minor and officially neglected local activity. In the context of rising urbanization, however, 

the introduction of the gasoline-powered, hand held chainsaw (or “powersaw”) transformed the 

conditions of local production, enabling the development of critical material streams for growing 

domestic markets, opening up livelihood opportunities for thousands of young men and offering 

new income sources for myriad communities across the region.  

7.1.1   New needs, new tools, new practices: enter the “power saw”  

Although the domestic lumber production subsector in Sub-Saharan Africa remains under 

researched (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011, Lescuyer et al. 2011a, Kishor and Lescuyer 2012), one 

thing that has become clear from recent studies is the revolutionary impact of the rise of Chain 

Saw Milling (CSM). Naturally, neither the saw itself nor the industries it supports are 

fundamentally novel and in one sense the tool represents merely an important step in the long 

evolution of implements for tree harvesting and shaping. Indeed, as Pasiecznik (2010) 

documents in detail, toothed saws for felling, cross-cutting and ripping logs were used already 

5000 years ago in ancient Egypt. These spread to many parts of the world and remained in 

widespread use changing little until a further technological revolution occurred in 1777 with the 

invention of the first functional circular saw blade. While this, along with the first band saws, 

was adapted by the early 1800s for continuous cutting using water, and later steam, powered 

mills, prior to 1900 there was no efficient means of milling timber that could reasonably be 

                                                           
39 To be specific, “chainsaw milling” or “chainsaw lumbering” refer to the process of converting logs into 

dimensional lumber at the site of felling, using a chainsaw – the former term sometimes used to indicate 

the use of bars or other guiding attachments, and the latter indicating freehand cutting. Here, following 

mainstream usage, I use the generic term “Chain Saw Milling” (CSM) to refer to both as in Sub-Saharan 

Africa the use of guides and attachments is uncommon. 
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described as portable. In Africa as elsewhere, timber and lumber40 could only be produced by 

pit or frame-sawing (which is very time and labour intensive – Figure 7.1), constructing a mill on 

site (which is expensive and often not practicable), or transporting logs to an existing mill (which 

can be quite costly).  

 
 

Figure 7.1 – Pit-sawn board production (Grin 2016) 
 

With the invention of the first Chainsaw by Andreas Stihl in 1929, however, lumber and timber 

production underwent a further revolution with particularly important impacts for small-scale 

producers. Interestingly, as Pasiecznik elaborates, the new tool was a long time in the invention. 

Although a chain-linked bone saw for surgeons had into come use by 1830 it took a half century 

before the concept was adapted for the logging industry and another half century of refinement 

before Stihl’s model displaced its unwieldy predecessors (2010). Moreover, even Stihl’s version 

and its early competitors were designed only for felling and crosscutting and another 2 decades 

passed before they were adapted for dimensional ripping by the introduction of frame or guide 

attachments (Pasiecznik 2006). These developments were soon followed by improved ripping 

chains in the early 1960s and the development of larger portable mills built around the chainsaw 

or using its motor to power bandsaws (Pasiecznik 2006; 2010). As a result of these refinements, 

increasing ubiquity and reduced cost, in recent decades the machines have come into 

                                                           
40 Though these terms are often used synonymously, from here on in I maintain a distinction between 
“timber” – referring to large, heavy often roughly shaped pieces of unmilled more or less dimensional 
wood and “lumber” – referring to smaller dimensional pieces already milled to ready to use standard 
sizes. The distinction becomes important in later discussions of Sierra Leonean production.  
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widespread use not only in developed countries but among forestry workers, farmers and others 

across the developing world as well (Pasiecznik 2006; Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011).  

The spread of the chainsaw in the SubSaharan region occurred over many decades and its timing 

and the reasons for its initial appearance vary somewhat from country to country. The machine 

first appeared in the 1940s in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Massamba and N’yanga 

2010) and even earlier in the neighbouring Republic of Congo where it was used to produce 

railway sleepers in the 1930s. In Ghana, however, the first chainsaws did not arrive until the 

1960s and only gradually displaced their manual predecessors, perhaps partly due to their 

unfamiliarity and price. Similarly, while the Ugandan Ministry of Agriculture also introduced 

them in the 1960s to aid with pruning and bush clearing for coffee plantations, the small models 

with short bars initially disseminated were not suitable for lumber production (Kambugu et al. 

2010). Across much of West Africa, moreover, the saws did not appear until the late 1970s (FRP 

2006, Isikhuemen 2010) and in Cameroon they were relatively uncommon even until the 1980s 

(Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Nonetheless, eventually the machine’s utility for on-site production 

of dimensional materials was discovered and, though rates of uptake have varied, CSM has 

become the key supplier to tropical domestic lumber markets (FRP 2006, Wit et al. 2010).  

7.1.2   Demand and supply: de-industrialisation and local response 

Though the details of the reasons for the upsurge of CSM in Sub-Saharan Africa vary from one 

country to another there are broad commonalities and in terms of demand-side drivers a critical 

factor has been the structural characteristics and dynamics of the existing formal large-scale 

forestry sector. First, though most regional forestry policies include provisions for the major 

concessionaires to supply domestic needs, due to the disparities between what Northern 

consumers are willing to pay and what locals can afford, large mills export the bulk of their 

produce leaving only low quality scraps and leftovers for domestic markets (Parker et al. 2009, 

Langbour et al. 2010, Kishor and Lescuyer 2012). Second, in a number of countries dramatic 

expansion of CSM was spurred by industrial decline as in Ghana due to the 1980s international 

recession (FRP 2006, Abugre and Kazaare 2010), at the same time in Nigeria and Uganda due to 

massive increases in equipment prices under SAP reforms (Popoola 2010) and rising scarcity of 

accessible prime timber stocks (Isikhuemen 2010, Kambugu et al. 2010), In Liberia, due to the 

1990s civil war, international sanctions and the 2006 cancellation of concessions (Kamara et al. 

2010) and even in “forest-poor” Kenya following a 1990 moratorium on logging in “natural” 

forests (Cedamon 2012). Third, while the sudden establishment of CSM in many countries was 

a product of industrial deterioration, in many cases it has been further stimulated by subsequent 
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economic recovery and the expansion of building projects from public roads to private real 

estate (Abugre and Kazaare 2010, Kambugu et al. 2010, Lescuyer et al. 2011a). In this context, 

an important factor has been the added boost of post-conflict reconstruction efforts in certain 

countries of Central Africa (Massamba and N’yanga 2010, Lescuyer et al. 2011a) and in parts of 

West Africa such as Liberia and Sierra Leone where CSM has been a key source of employment 

for ex-combatants (Kamara et al. 2010). 

In addition to these demand side factors, however, there have also been a number of critical 

supply side drivers broadly common to most countries where CSM is practiced. First among 

these are its benefits to rural populations such as assistance in farm clearance (Cerutti and 

Lescuyer 2011), opportunities to earn scarce cash income from farm trees unsuitable for distant 

mills (Acheampong and Marfo 2011a, Cedamon 2012) and the resulting supply of effectively free 

building materials (Marfo 2010). Moreover, where forest ownership is legally unclear or has 

been appropriated by the state CSM offers rural residents a means of re-appropriating local 

resources, subverting allocation processes from which they have been excluded (Parker et al. 

2009, Acheampong and Marfo 2011b) and the chance to symbolically express tenure claims 

(Abugre and Kazaare 2010, Marfo 2010, Cerrutti and Lescuyer 2011). A second key driver of CSM 

uptake has been its overall profitability – both as a lucrative new business sector for diverse 

investors (Marfo 2010, Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011) and as a reliable source of employment for 

thousands of young men unable to either make ends meet in rural farming or find jobs in urban 

centres (Kamara et al. 2010, Marfo 2010, Massamba and N’yanga 2010, Pasiecznik 2010, 

Lescuyer et al. 2011a). A third major factor has been the ease of entry for operators and 

investors particularly due to steady increases in the availability and affordability of saws over 

the past two decades. Ranging from 200 to 2000 USD in most areas (Pasiecznik 2010) a new saw 

is quite affordable for many but in many countries there are also well-established markets in still 

cheaper second hand saws and saw parts (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Moreover, many 

operators initially avoid this up-front cost entirely by renting, borrowing or simply working for 

established businesses (Pasiecznik 2010, Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Finally, a fourth critical 

aspect has been the ready availability of appropriate timber stocks. Because they can process 

much smaller trees, CSM operators are able to exploit both a variety of forest resources leftover 

after previous land use activities as well as many woodlands and forests ignored by the export 

sector including scattered and sparse resources (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011) and even countries 

relatively poor in forests can often support active CSM industries (Cedamon et al. 2013). 
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7.1.3   Displacement and transformation: CSM and the new realities of 
tropical forestry 

Despite its relatively recent emergence, CSM has become the backbone of domestic-market 

oriented forestry in most countries in which it is practiced. As Cerutti and Lescuyer (2011) note 

in Cameroon, for example, small-scale forestry operations have become not only “deeply woven 

into Cameroon’s rural economic fabric” (p.9), but also collectively evolved into “a big, efficient, 

economic sector” with “all the characteristics of a competitive market: atomised supply and 

demand, relatively accessible information on prices, few barriers to entry and exit, and relatively 

standard products” (p.25). Similarly, observing the state of affairs in Gabon, Lescuyer et al (2011) 

report that “long before its products reach the cities, the chainsaw milling sector constitutes the 

lifeline of a fully-fledged local economy” (p.15) that serves as “a lever of development for 

thousands of operators who do not necessarily have the means to exploit the forests according 

to the dominant forest management model applied to large forest concessions” (p.22). Although 

hard facts and figures are few, therefore, in Sub-Saharan Africa and across the tropics its 

increasing importance have become increasingly apparent. 

With respect to the proportion of trees harvested alone the scale of the informal industry is 

evident, particularly in comparison with export-oriented production in countries with 

historically well-established forestry industries. In Uganda, DRC and ROC for example, CSM is 

estimated to account for a third of national forestry production by volume (Kambugu et al. 

2010), as much as 46 percent in Ghana already in 1999 (Acheampong and Marfo 2011) and an 

estimated 50 percent in Cameroon (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Given these figures it is 

unsurprising that chainsaw-based forestry also constitutes a major employer in many countries 

providing a valuable livelihood opportunity for hundreds of thousands. In Cameroon and Ghana, 

for example, CSM operations directly employ roughly 40-50,000 people in primary and 

secondary processing (FRP 2006, Acheampong and Marfo 2011a, Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). 

Looking further down the supply chain, however, the numbers become significantly larger and 

in Ghana alone it has been estimated that CSM provides full-time employment to between 

75,000 (Marfo 2009, TIDD and FORIG 2009) and 80,000 people (Adam et al. 2007, Acheampong 

and Marfo 2011a). If part-time participants are considered as well, moreover, estimates suggest 

that overall the production chain provides important livelihood opportunities for around 

100,000 in total (Marfo 2010, Nutakor et al. 2011). As well, when down-stream industries such 

as construction, furniture and other fine carpentry and artisanal carving that rely almost 
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exclusively on CSM products are taken into account, the number of full-time equivalent jobs 

supported in Ghana rises to around 138,000 (Adam and Dua-Gyamfi 2009).  

In addition, there is a range of considerable spin-off benefits and other means by which the 

revenue stream generated by the CSM subsector are distributed throughout domestic 

economies which give a clearer picture of its true contribution to national economic 

development and well-being. For one thing, as Lescuyer et al (2011) point out, in Gabon about 

58 percent of total operating costs for initial board production are directly spent in rural 

economies for food, lodging, and other basic operational supplies. As well, in a broader sense it 

is not only those directly or indirectly involved in CSM commodity chains who rely on its profits 

but their extended families and other dependents as well. When these factors are considered 

the total number of beneficiaries rises considerably and in Ghana estimates suggest that 

between 650,000 and 700,000 people depend primarily on CSM revenues to meet their daily 

needs (Marfo 2010) while in Cameroon it supports around 250,000 individuals in the southern 

part of the country alone (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Finally, while the “informal payments” to 

government officials that characterise this subsector are portrayed in official accounts as a great 

socio-political evil, it is important to note that they represent an important source of income for 

many chronically underpaid civil servants. As such, it is not unreasonable to suggest that in many 

countries while the CSM industry subverts the enforcement of official forest policy and 

regulations it nonetheless also aids in supporting the bureaucratic structures of African states 

hollowed out by structural adjustment and neoliberalisation. In any event this revenue stream 

is considerable (Cerutti et al. 2012) and in the ROC, for example, where the total value of the 

CSM production is estimated at around 15 billion CFA per year, payments to state officials are 

thought to total around 1.2 billion CFA (Lescuyer et al. 2011b). 

7.2   Informality as illegality: discourse, policy and the “power saw” 

Despite its considerable socio-economic importance, the CSM industry operates largely outside 

the formal economy and almost always beyond the operational influence of forestry and other 

regulatory agencies whose policies it typically contravenes. In the context of the current 

international pre-occupation with forest-sector “illegality”, therefore CSM has come to be 

viewed with considerable alarm and frustration by not only African state agencies but many 

institutions of the international community as well. Indeed, in international environmental and 

development circles CSM is most typically demonised as a lawless, exploitative and 

environmentally destructive industry preying on the ignorance and poverty of rural populations 
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and the venality or poor pay of state officials. As a result, although several detailed empirical 

investigations point to positive contributions and CSM is a regulated legal activity in a handful 

tropical countries, in most it is technically illegal and at best tolerated (Wit et al 2010). Indeed, 

in most of Sub-Saharan Africa the practice is more or less persecuted, at least at the level of 

legislation and policy-making, though with little success. 

7.2.1   The charges: degradation, lawlessness and subversion 

While a full litany of charges have been laid against chainsaw-based lumbering as it is currently 

practiced in the tropical developing world, none has been so often repeated as the claim that it 

is an environmental menace. Heightened concern over forests, general discourses of their 

mismanagement and longstanding national-level narratives of deforestation have produced an 

imaginary of tropical forestry in which CSM almost automatically takes on the character of an 

environmental villain. A particular concern to most mainstream observers is the seemingly 

“cowboy” nature of the industry which is presented as wild and “rampant”41 due the lack of 

oversight by “trained professionals”. In a Ghanaian study, for example, it is claimed that while 

the in situ milling practices and human portage of materials to and from harvesting sites is likely 

to cause much less disturbance than large-scale operations, this is the case only “so long as 

lumber is produced within the confines of the law where operators are guided and monitored 

according to standards” (FRP 2006, p.8, emphasis added). Although the study (like several 

others) cites a number of benefits and advantages of CSM over conventional industrial logging 

practices, therefore, it nonetheless repeatedly emphasizes the claim that in the absence of 

centrally enforced standardized practices:  

“uncontrolled milling procedures result in the indiscriminate exploitation of tree resources and 

reduce the environmental services such as protection of water supplies, and soils, and ecological 

protection” (FRP 2006, p.10). 

In fact, effectively all assessments in the literature to date are focused on discrepancies between 

CSM practices and official forestry regulations without regard to differences between the formal 

sector for which such principles were designed and an informal industry the impacts of which 

remain almost completely unstudied. In Ghana, for example, Marfo reports that CSM operators 

sometimes fell trees smaller than permitted by regulations, often do not employ directional 

felling, may harvest more trees per hectare than recommended and occasionally infringe on 

convalescent parts of timber reserves (2009). In Liberia Kamara et al (2010) also cite additional 

                                                           
41 Indeed, this is a key term in official discourses on CSM in many countries across the region including 
Sierra Leone 
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concerns including abandonment of fallen branches in streams, signs of soil erosion on highly 

used walking trails42, accidental felling of defective trees that could be important as nesting sites 

and other impacts on wildlife such as disturbance due to noise and bushmeat consumption by 

work crews (Blackett et al. 2009, Kamara et al. 2010). Even at a glance, there are evident issues 

with such decontextualised assessments: as described further below, for example, since most 

CSM is conducted in areas which are periodically cleared for farming, the relevance of bole size 

or directional felling regulations to CSM production is at best unclear. As well, while the further 

concerns reported by Kamara et al may well be valid, it is unreasonable to discuss them without 

empirically-based comparison to the typically much more intensive disturbances of conventional 

logging operations employing large crews and heavy machinery.  

Indeed, a more fundamental issue with such claims is that aside from sparse anecdotal reports, 

discussions of the environmental impacts of CSM have largely occurred in an empirical vacuum 

relying primarily on a combination of anecdotal “snapshot” observations and conjectural 

extrapolations from “first principles” of SFM. Despite the considerable controversy surrounding 

CSM, there has been almost no study of its environmental effects or how these compare to 

those of industrial harvesting (Kerrett and Wit 2009, Marfo 2010, Lescuyer et al. 2011b) and 

even scholars attempting detailed analyses of the practice have been limited to largely 

speculative assessments producing an awkward tension in many works. In a nuanced analysis of 

the CSM subsector in Cameroon, for example, Cerutti and Lescuyer conclude that it provides 

many benefits, poses little threat and should receive policy support. Following this assessment, 

however, the authors present a vague and speculative caveat that “the environmental impacts 

of this informal production system may become more pronounced in the next few years… [and] 

there is a risk that all commercial tree species will…become increasingly rare” (Cerutti and 

Lescuyer 2011, p.29). Likewise, in a similar and otherwise equally valuable study of the Republic 

of the Congo, Lescuyer et al follow generally sympathetic assessments of the local subsector 

with the rather puzzling43 claim that: 

“small-scale chainsaw milling may have an impact on the forest ecosystem [i.e.] ...sawyers tend to 

exploit secondary forests…in ecosystems that usually do not have large numbers of large, 

                                                           
42 Which is common to all walking trails in the region and it is not clear from the analysis that said trails 
are used in any way exclusively for forestry purposes 
43 While a detailed ecological discussion is not possible here, it is not clear from the evidence or the 
arguments presented by the authors why they feel that the fact that CSM operators do not exploit prime, 
mature forests would have a negative rather than a neutral or even perhaps positive impact on 
sustainability. Indeed, it appears that that this pattern may have notable ecological benefits.  
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commercially attractive tree species…This raises the question of the ecological sustainability of this 

system” (Lescuyer et al. 2011b, p.17, emphasis added). 

Similarly, Marfo – whose analyses of CSM in Ghana are generally cautious and empirically well 

grounded – indulges in conjecturing that harvesting by a minority of CSM operators of residual 

large trees in previously logged areas “may increase the seedling mortality of non-pioneer 

species and cause a shift in species composition, possibly in favour of low-value pioneer species” 

(2010 p.44).  

A further issue in the literature on the ills of CSM, moreover, is a broad, uncritical and often 

empirically unsupported approach to perceived social impacts which are frequently 

problematically conflated with environmental outcomes. As an example, in his discussion of the 

potential impacts of CSM on forest “succession” dynamics44, Marfo like some other observers 

(e.g. Kerrett and Wit 2009) frames his concern not in terms of impacts on biodiversity or 

ecosystem services but “in terms of future economically harvestable timber” (Marfo 2010, p.4). 

In a slightly different but similarly problematic fashion, the Tropenbos organization presents a 

litany of ills supposedly inflicted primarily on rural residents including “loss of livelihoods”, 

“social disruption due to the destruction of living space”, “land use conflicts”, “serious conflicts 

between chainsaw operators and communities”, and “lack of respect for the law” creating 

“difficulties in governing society” (2011, p.8). Since, as discussed further below, empirical studies 

have demonstrated that in Ghana and elsewhere across the region most CSM lumber is 

produced in rural farmlands in collaboration with local landowners, it is difficult to take the claim 

as anything more than a simple extrapolation from prior assumptions.  

Finally, and again in line with mainstream international discourses of “illegality”, a third major 

issue of concern is the loss of stumpage fees and other sources of state revenues from forests 

which many, along with Marfo present as a “major adverse economic effect of Illegal chainsaw 

milling” (2010 p.42). This position presents not only a stark confusion of ecological and economic 

priorities but a problematic ideological position with respect to the appropriate role and purpose 

of commercial forestry in society. First of all there is an obvious tension between the divergent 

objectives of minimising the impacts of timber harvesting on forest environments on the one 

hand and maximising state revenues from logging on the other. Second, and at the same time, 

since the difference in fees paid by CSM and formal sector operators is reflected in the 

differences in the prices of their products for end consumers it is largely the broader national 

                                                           
44 A problematic stance in and of itself,  based in outdated and long discarded ecological pseudo-theory 
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population that benefits from the ostensible evil of fee evasion. In this context, the implication 

of this claim is that that domestic products should be more expensive in order to direct tax 

revenues to central government agencies, suggesting that forest resources on community lands 

exist to serve the state rather than the citizenry, a logic that is fascist by definition.  

7.2.2   Alternate views: evidence from the field  

In contrast to the often alarmist mainstream portrayals of CSM and despite the kinds of 

speculative caveats described above, the few empirical studies of recent years suggest positive 

aspects beyond its socio-economic benefits. Perhaps most importantly, although there has yet 

been no rigorous ecological research on post-harvest regeneration, the general observations of 

field researchers suggest that its environmental impacts may actually compare quite favourably 

with even highly regulated conventional logging practices. To begin with, in contrast with its 

standard image as a lawless and destructive practice, reports from Nigeria (Popoola 2010) and 

Liberia (Kamara et al. 2010), for example, emphasize that while timber is sourced from a variety 

of forest types most comes from community forests or private land. Similarly, in Ghana, despite 

discrepancies between estimates and although use of reserves may be increasing in some areas 

(Marfo 2010), all studies have found that the majority of CSM occurs on community land (Marfo 

2009, 2010, Abugre and Kazaare 2010, Acheampong and Marfo 2011). In Cameroon the situation 

appears still more clear-cut and Cerutti and Lescuyer (2011) find that nearly all CSM is conducted 

in the Non-Permanent Forest Estate (NPFE) officially designated for conversion to other land 

uses, and specifically in areas generally less than 2 km from roads and already characterised by 

intense human activity. In the ROC, moreover, Lescuyer et al (2011) find that trees are sourced 

in areas under nominal state control but subject to customary land ownership rights and 

management regimes. As such rights are “officially” limited to subsistence harvesting CSM 

operations are technically illegal, but are nonetheless widely accepted due to the consent and 

involvement of local landowners and “traditional” authorities. Finally, In Uganda although 

incursions by CSM operators into state reserves are not uncommon, most operators source 

timber from private land (Kambugu et al. 2010).  

In addition to the issue of location, researchers have noted that despite the supposed evils of 

informality the specific harvesting practices of the subsector also appear to offer a range of 

ecological benefits over those applied to conventional large concessions. In Cameroon, for 

example, case study data indicate that the average logging operation is very modest in scale 

involving 3-4 trees, and often lasting only a week (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011), a pattern broadly 

comparable to findings in Ghana (Marfo 2010) and Nigeria (Popoola 2010). Despite the short 
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duration of actual logging operations, however, the data suggest that normally some time is 

taken in preparation in order both to ensure the location of suitable trees. Indeed, in most cases 

it appears that CSM operators are far from indiscriminate and detailed reports from Ghana and 

Cameroon indicate that they are quite selective, seeking straight-boled, relatively mature 

individuals of particular species to ensure maximum marketable output from each cut (Marfo 

2010, Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011). Finally, although mainstream discourses and state rhetoric 

malign CSM as a wasteful method of lumber production a number of empirical studies have 

found that the benefits of this cheap and flexible technology in many ways outweigh the modest 

gains to be had from more expensive equipment. As the typical 9mm kerf (blade thickness) of 

the saws is higher than that of Bandsaws (~3mm) or circular saws (~6mm) it is true that they 

remove more chips and dust from the log as pure waste during ripping than the other two 

common alternatives. As well, when they are used freehand, there may be additional losses in 

board yield due to rough and irregular cutting. Quantitative experiments in different regions, 

however have found a wide range of variability in recovery rates from each of the three types 

of equipment pointing to confounding contextual variables. According to a review by Cedamon 

(2012), Green Off Sawn (GOS)45 values reported for freehand CSM range from 5 to 61 percent 

while the rates for large advanced sawmills appear to vary from 40 to 65 percent indicating the 

importance of contextual factors (see also Marfo 2010). 

Among these, a key issue is the difference in the nature of the resources exploited by the 

different machines. Industrial mills, for example, are specifically designed to use larger diameter 

trees which have a lower circumference to area ratio resulting in lower waste in the form of 

slabs (Marfo 2010, Cedamon et al 2012). Chainsaw-based operations, however, are 

technologically and economically suited for the harvesting and processing of the smaller trees 

predominant in agricultural landscapes which are already under fallow rotation (Cedamon et al 

2012). Moreover, based on personal observation in Sierra Leone and elsewhere, I find it 

important to note that slabs are not necessarily “wasted” and are either left on site ultimately 

rotting and improving soil quality or (frequently) used by rural residents for firewood, charcoal 

production or for the construction of fences, sheds or even houses. A second key factor affecting 

smoothness and straightness of cut as well as overall efficiency of bole use in the case of CSM 

production is the operator’s skill level and it has been established that the efficiency levels are 

positively correlated with their level of professionalization – a variable that in turn appears to 

                                                           
45 GOS refers to the percentage of raw log volume that is converted to rough lumber or timber. 
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be related to the level of acceptance of the subsector by state authorities (Marfo 2010, Cerutti 

and Lescuyer 2011; Cedamon et al 2012). Critically, skilled operators are often able to use even 

large branches and curved bole sections, something that is impossible to achieve using heavy 

milling equipment (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011).  

Finally, from an environmental management perspective, it is important to note that CSM could 

provide a major benefit to the countries of the Sub-Saharan region. In no African country are 

environmental agencies well-enough staffed and equipped to cope with all the details of 

resource management across the typically vast national territories for which they are (at least 

theoretically) responsible. In fact, as described below, in Sierra Leone the Forestry Division has 

itself indicated this problem as a key reason for its preference for a commercial sector 

dominated by a few large firms which it feels would be easier to control (Hiemstra-van der Horst 

2010). What CSM and the rejuvenation of localised forest governance offer in this context is the 

emergence of not only a considerably more productive, efficient and locally beneficial forestry 

sector, but also one characterised by more fine-grained and nuanced forest management. Of 

particular importance is the fact that, as noted, CSM is conducted largely in areas outside the 

timber reserves that absorb much of the time and attention of forestry officials. Certainly, this 

approach to local forest management is already in practice, as farmers and local communities in 

many areas are deeply involved with the chainsaw lumbering sub-sector, serving not only as 

direct participants but also as the critical gatekeepers to forest resources. However, as described 

below, its potential has yet to be realised in most countries due to the adversarial approaches 

of central state and formal industrial actors which push the practice into relative “secrecy”. 

7.2.3   Contrary policy: exclusion, criminalisation and persecution  

Despite the many strengths and benefits of CSM described above, and in direct contradiction to 

more or less universal formal policy commitments to “decentralization”, as in many parts of the 

tropics in Sub-Saharan Africa official attitudes and approaches towards CSM have generally been 

antagonistic. In most countries across the region it remains or has become a marginalised 

practice, in many cases even explicitly condemned and illegalised by central forestry authorities. 

Indeed, Forestry agencies across the region have in many ways subverted their own discourses 

of “community forestry”, attempting to maintain a sharp dichotomy between subsistence use 

of customary lands and large scale industrialised production of export timber under state 

control. CSM, however, has emerged in the space between the two as something of a hybrid – 

a commercially-oriented industry under local control and seemingly unamenable to the various 

attempts of state agencies to contain, regulate or even eradicate it.  
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There are few countries that exemplify these patterns more clearly than Ghana where heavy-

handed responses to the rapidly growing subsector have created considerable tensions. 

Although chainsaws and CSM production were long technically legal (Marfo 2009), in alarm over 

the increasing scale of the informal sector in 1991 the Forestry Department instituted strict 

licensing and harvesting regulations (FRP 2006, Marfo 2009, 2010). As these had little effect, in 

1994 the Department set up a national working group consisting of a range of government 

agents, rural residents, “traditional” authorities and formal and informal subsector 

representatives (Marfo 2010) which produced the 1995 Interim Felling Procedures. Despite their 

(officially) collaborative design, however, the rigid and extensive new rules proved 

unmanageable and had little effect on the CSM industry (Odoom 2005). In frustration, the 

Department enlisted the aid of army and police units creating combined military/police Timber 

Task Forces to crack down on “illegal” rural logging. When this too failed (Marfo 2010) it turned 

to policy-makers for assistance resulting in a 1998 wholesale ban on production, trade or use of 

chainsawn lumber (Abugre and Kazaare 2010, Marfo 2010). Even this measure, however, has 

proven a dramatic failure (Marfo 2010) and although the signing of a VPA has given new life to 

state ambitions to stamp out informality (including the introduction of specially trained 

dedicated prosecutors), by 2012 FD personnel involved with FLGT development indicated that 

little had been achieved by that time (personal communication, February 2012), and at present 

Ghanaian CSM products continue to dominate domestic and regional markets46. 

As Cerutti and Lescuyer (2011) describe, the situation in Cameroon has been different in detail 

but broadly similar. Although legislation has remained focused on the prominent export-

oriented forestry industry 1993 the Forestry Department announced a new policy expressly 

designed to encourage the participation of rural communities and systematise revenue sharing. 

In 1994, moreover, a new forestry Act introduced CSM production permits for either 1 

year/500m3 or 3 months/30m3, and formal recognition of non-commercial use rights for forest-

edge communities. As these modest provisions were inconsistent with operators’ practical 

needs, however, they were ignored (Cerutti et al. 2012) and although in 1999 the Department 

suspended all small-scale permits even for personal use (Cerutti and Tacconi 2008) CSM 

production continued to rise in pace with urban demand for its products. In 2006 the Ministry 

lifted the suspension and offered an initial auction of 50 permits but again there was little 

                                                           
46 The last two observations are based on a) my involvement in regional FLEGT workshops during 2011-
12 in the first instance and b) travels across Ghana and Burkina Faso during April-May 2015 in the 
second instance. 
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response and only two were ever purchased (Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011, Cerutti et al. 2012). In 

April 2010 the Ministry of Forests published a joint decree with the Ministry of Trade stipulating 

that the domestic lumber subsector focus on the use of secondary species, ensure equitable 

market conditions and keep larger timber producers and traders informed about supply and 

demand dynamics. The ruling was again disregarded and in recent years the situation has placed 

the Ministry in an increasingly awkward position given the recent signing of a VPA requiring 

comprehensive monitoring and regulation of all timber/lumber production chains in the country 

(Cerutti and Lescuyer 2011).   

In Gabon, according to Lescuyer et al  (2011a) officials also long neglected both small forestry 

enterprises and the domestic markets they serve and the country has undergone similarly 

spasmodic fits of policy making characterised by abrupt shifts from relative apathy and 

ignorance to melodramatic illegalisation and finally weak and poorly conceived attempts to 

establish a workable compromise. Although CSM was initially “tolerated”, permits only granted 

rights to 15 trees over 3 months and had to be authorised by the Director General of Forests. 

Due to their poor fit with the needs of producers they were disregarded and by the 2000s the 

subsector was experiencing increasing friction with forestry authorities. In 2005, officials 

suspended the permits and decreed that chainsaws should be reserved for felling, while 

processing operations should be conducted using mobile mills. As in other countries of the 

region, however, such equipment is expensive, not widely available and difficult and costly to 

transport while the gains in production efficiency and quality are not appreciated by end 

consumers who are unwilling to pay more for lumber and hence the stipulation was ignored. 

More recently, the government has made some moves to incorporate smaller operations within 

the formal system but for the time being the myriad regulations applied to small-scale producers 

remain unenforceable while the industry itself continues to grow, again placing officials in a 

difficult position with respect to the recently signed VPA. 

Although the Ugandan case is slightly different in detail it nonetheless follows general regional 

patterns and the policy focus has been on eradicating CSM and “making chainsawn timber 

contraband” (Kambugu et al. 2010, p.201). Even as Ugandan CSM grew rapidly to replace 

supplies from declining large producers during the 1980s, international intervention for forest 

conservation and management provided an opportunity for the Forestry Department to attempt 

assertion of control. With EU funding and support, in 1988 the FD launched the Forest Resources 

Management and Conservation Program (FRMCP) which emphasized the (then novel) concern 
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of biodiversity. Looking to deal with the “problem” of unregulated forestry activities, the FD took 

the opportunity to lobby for an outright ban on CSM and authority to restrict the number of 

manual pit-sawyers. In 1996, the Department finally got its way and chainsaws with bars over 

30 cm were illegalised. Later, under the National Forestry and Tree Planting Act of 2003 chainsaw 

ownership was formally restricted to a limited number of persons and freehand milling was 

explicitly forbidden. Subsequently, in 2004 the Minister responsible for forestry issued a public 

notice emphasizing the illegality of chainsawn lumber itself and announcing that it would be 

confiscated along with any related equipment and its owners subject to prosecution and heavy 

fines (Kambugu et al. 2010). More recently there has been a slight relaxation of the policy and 

CSM is now permitted if milling attachments are used (Fehr and Pasiecznik 2009), but standard 

freehand CSM has continued to spread, its products often smuggled to market disguised as or 

mixed in with other materials (Kambugu et al. 2010). 

Although situations in some other countries have been characterized by less drama, 

developments have nonetheless generally followed the broad patterns described above. In the 

Republic of Congo, for example, under the Forestry Code customary rights to non-reserve forests 

are for subsistence purposes only and although CSM permits exist there are few applicants 

because they are restrictive and difficult to come by (Lescuyer et al. 2011b). In 2009-10, the 

Republic also signed a VPA with the EC promising legal verification of all national timber 

production by 2013 but in practical terms the domestic subsector has continued to be ignored 

despite commitments to the contrary (Lescuyer et al. 2011a). Similarly, in DRC CSM is not 

explicitly criminalized but remains implicitly illegal since only formal concession-holders are 

permitted to fell trees and regulations require monitoring of processing at sawmills, precluding 

on site milling (Fehr and Pasiecznik 2009). Indeed, despite the subsector’s importance the 

national Forestry Code does not even mention CSM as such and the closest it comes to actual 

engagement with the topic is the stipulation that managers of community forests seek state 

approval prior to felling any tree (Massamba and N’Yanga 2010). As such, although VPA 

implementation for the domestic market may be less fraught with tension than in the other 

cases described above, the way forward is as yet rather unclear. 

Intriguingly, the Nigerian and Liberian scenarios appear to contrast with these broad regional 

patterns, though to a large extent this appears to be less an inconsistency than a matter of 

difference in stage of development. As Kamara et al (2010) describe, in Liberia CSM emerged 

much later than in many other countries, only coming into its own as a significant subsector 
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during the 1990s and particularly since the end of the civil war in 2003. There is therefore 

considerable reason to suspect that the lack of policy for small-scale operations may therefore 

be mainly a lag in official response, particularly given the disruptive effects of the recent conflict. 

In Nigeria in contrast, although CSM was until recently illegal in most of the country it has been 

increasingly accepted and mainstreamed as a regulated forestry practice and a number of states 

have relaxed their legislation to accommodate it. According to Popoola (2010), a key motivation 

for this development appears to be a (rather unusual) trend of increasing official recognition of 

the importance of the practice to domestic market needs. Whereas large-scale operators no 

longer have economic incentive to make the sizeable investments required to revamp ageing 

mills, the less accessible remaining resources are quite ideal for CSM operators who currently 

supply the bulk of domestic lumber supplies. Responding to this situation, forestry policy-makers 

in many states have decided to mainstream rather than punish the essential subsector, 

apparently improving governance relations and management effectiveness. 

7.3   Policy and practice in the post-colony: evolutions in Sierra Leone 

Despite some striking contextual differences the development of commercial forestry in Sierra 

Leone has followed broad regional patterns. As in most forested colonies, the period of 

European domination was initially characterized by unregulated logging followed by the 

expropriation of prime timber resources as production reserves under centralized control. This 

techno-bureaucratic approach has had enduring effects and, like that of other Sub-Saharan 

countries Sierra Leonean forest policy has retained an enduring obsession with formal large-

scale industry. Despite this focus, however, the export-oriented sector ultimately declined and 

has recently been replaced by a vibrant CSM industry, though one in increasing tension with the 

agendas and regulatory efforts of state actors as highlighted by recent initiatives in support of 

FLEGT development. 

7.3.1   Robber barons and reservationists: forestry in the colonial 
period 

As in most forested areas of the tropics, the arrival of Europeans in Sierra Leone led to the rapid 

development of timber exploitation as an important industry. Though small and much less 

thickly forested than, for example, neighbouring Liberia, the territory was an important source 

of ship-building materials for early Portuguese traders (Akiwumi 2006b). Following the 

establishment of a British coastal colony on the Freetown Peninsula, moreover, by the early 

1800s Sierra Leone became one of the first areas of West Africa to experience concerted 

commercial harvesting. From 1816 until the 1880s, a number of former missionaries, ex slave 
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traders and other foreign investors established themselves as “timber barons” exporting a 

considerable number of logs from the colony’s hinterland to European and North American 

naval shipyards. (Akiwumi 2006a). Indeed, after only a decade after Irishman John McCormack 

pioneered the industry, exports had already risen to fifty shiploads or 40,000 pounds sterling 

per year (Fyfe 1962, Akiwumi 2006a). Toward the end of the century, however, the trade 

declined sharply due to several factors, most notably the transition to steel-hulled ships, the rise 

of the more lucrative palm kernel trade and, some suggest, decline of the most profitable timber 

stocks (Dorward and Payne 1975, Akiwumi 2006a, 2006b). Although some timber was still 

exported from Sierra Leone to Boston, New York and elsewhere in the 1870s, by the end of the 

decade effectively all harvested logs were processed by the few local sawmills for sale in 

Freetown (Fyfe 1962) and by the end of the century, Sierra Leone began to import timber (Lane-

Poole 1911).  

Towards the beginning of the 20th century, however, major shifts in the political-economic status 

quo gave rise to a new era of forestry in the territory (Munro 2015). While the British had many 

colonies, not least in Africa, their relatively weaker presence in West Africa along with several 

key aspects of Sierra Leone’s geography made the colony an important holding offering an 

important naval base and seaport supporting important commercial trade in inland produce 

(Luke and Riley 1989). Impelled by the general European “Scramble for Africa”, therefore, in 

1896 the colony’s hinterland was annexed as the Sierra Leonean “protectorate” expanding 

formal British influence to the current boundaries of the country. As the colonial enterprise was 

meant to be profitable or at least self-supporting), central control was required to protect state 

revenues and the creation of institutions to coordinate resource exploitation became an urgent 

new imperative (Becker 2001). As elsewhere across the region, therefore (Grove 1997, Fairhead 

and Leach 1998, Munro 2009), formalisation and institutionalisation of “rationalised” 

commercial forest management based on European principles of “Scientific Forestry” became a 

key priority (Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2011). As a result, based on the results of 

resource surveys by formally trained “Empire Foresters” (Unwin 1909, Lane-Poole 1911), in 1911 

a Forestry Department was established followed in 1912 by supporting legislation. Armed with 

this Ordinance, the Department served as the focal point of colonial efforts to bring 

opportunistic logging under control and to reform the forestry sector as a key generator of state 

revenues (Akiwmui 2006a, 2006b, Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2011).  
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Figure 7.2 – Colonial Logging in Kambui Hills, Kenema district, 1933 (Source: Munro 2015) 

 
After its establishment, like others of the region the Department’s early focus was on the 

establishment of forest reserves (Munro 2015) but by the mid-1930s due to increasing pressure 

to meet post-war material needs of the imperial core there was a shift in policy emphasizing the 

stimulation of commercial harvesting (MacDonald 1933). Initially logging remained small in 

scale, increasing only gradually over the next decade (Robertson 1939) but with the outbreak of 

renewed European conflict in 1939 production was expanded rapidly with the installation of four 

new sawmills, two operated by the Department itself  and two by the Military Forest Company 

(MacGregor 1944). After the war, the latter was disbanded and the Department’s new Forest 

Industries Branch (FIB) took over all operations focusing mainly on producing railway sleepers 

and furniture (Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2012).  

Although the exploitation of minerals such as diamonds had begun to eclipse timber as a source 

of state income already in the 1920s and 1930s (Richards 1992, Ferme 2001), during the 1960s 

the governments of early independence continued to push for the enhancement of revenues 

from commercial forestry (Grainger and Konteh 2007) particularly through the establishment of 

the state-owned Forest industries Corporation (FIC) in 1965 and Sierra Leone Timber Industries 

(SILETI) (a timber company co-owned by the state and operated by an Italian enterprise) a 

decade later (Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2011). Despite these efforts and a considerable 

boost in production, however, during the 1970s diamonds finally took centre stage as the key 

source of finance for the increasingly corrupt authoritarian regime of Siaka Stevens (Kpundeh 

1995, Reno 1995, Richards 1996, Boas 2001). As a result, formal commercial forestry – crippled 
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by the dismantling of the country’s rail service – dwindled to effective non-existence by the early 

1980s (Munro and Hiemstra van der Horst 2011, 2012). Despite some half-hearted efforts to 

revive them, therefore, by the time donors succeeded in pressuring central government to 

develop an “updated” forestry act in 1988, both the FIC and SILETI had both fallen into terminal 

decline and by the early 1990s there remained only a few small-scale logging operations mainly 

run by wealthy Lebanese families (Leach 1990, Hartley 1992). 

7.3.2   Displacement, disjunction and reconfiguration: war and 
rehabilitation in the rise of CSM  

Immediately following this period another series of dramatic developments once again 

disrupted the status quo inducing a series of major changes with considerable implications for 

forestry practice in Sierra Leone. During the early 1980s, burdened with economic and 

infrastructural decline and an increasingly bloated state largely supported by rising debt, Siaka 

Steven’s hold on power became increasingly unstable and the country began a slow slide into 

conflict and chaos. In 1985 Stevens, stepped down, replacing himself with the erstwhile head of 

the army, Brigadier Joseph Saidu Momoh (Alie 1990, Zack-Williams 1999, Davies 2000) who, 

lacking Steven’s charisma, failed to contain the pattern of economic and political disintegration 

he inherited (Luke and Riley 1989, Kpundeh 1994). The national debt rose at an ever more rapid 

pace while corruption became truly pervasive (Keen 2005) and the largely disenfranchised youth 

became more and more frustrated and angry (Abdullah 1998, Kandeh 1999). In 1991 a rebel 

group calling itself the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) spilled across the border from 

neighbouring Liberia beginning a prolonged armed conflict. 

The war itself was a complex and chaotic affair involving not only the RUF and the national 

Armed Forces (RSLAF) but also a variety of other combatants including “sobels” (soldiers 

collaborating with and often dressing as rebels), successive groups of foreign mercenaries, local 

militias based on “traditional” male hunting societies, West African peacekeeping forces and 

ultimately UN and British troops. More critically, however, it was also severely violent and 

disruptive resulting in the deaths of over 50,000 and the maiming and rape of many more (Keen 

2005, Hoffman 2011). Unsurprisingly, it also caused critical damage to the already crumbling 

edifice of the state, shattering any remaining illusions of central control and decimating both 

the civil service and its physical resources (Boas 2001, Hoffman 2011). The Forestry Department 

was no exception, particularly given the field-based nature of its activities and the fact that the 

rebels used the objects of its mandate as cover for their bases and movements (Richards 1996, 

2005). Though the Department had been in a state of decline for the previous twenty years, it 
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was during the war that it truly became a “paper tiger”. While its movements were restricted 

during the first years of the war, during the second half of the 1990s its staff could hardly leave 

Freetown and even the capital was rendered unsafe by periodic rebel incursions, one of which 

cost its Director Prince Palmer his life (Munro and van der Horst 2015a). In effect, therefore, 

while the state lost control over many things, among the most prominent were the country’s 

forests which first became effectively rebel territory and were progressively taken over by the 

hunter-militia “Civil Defence Forces” (Richards 1996, Leach and Fairhead 2000, Hoffman 2007).  

At the same time as the state was losing its grip, moreover, the population ostensibly under its 

authority was undergoing profound disruption and reorganization. Due to the violence and 

chaos of the conflict somewhere between a third and over half of the national population were 

displaced from their homes (Norwegian Refugee Council 2002, Keen 2005, Hoffman 2011). 

While quite a number fled to areas of neighbouring Liberia and Guinea, as Freetown was 

relatively insulated during the first half of the war a great number sought safe haven there 

roughly tripling its population in a few years (Abdullah 2005, Munro 2009). These major shifts in 

population distribution and the accelerated social mixing they induced resulted in considerable 

post-war changes in the national social fabric and the networks of which it was composed. While 

many of those who returned to their home villages from refugee camps, other areas of the 

country or cross-border migration brought with them new ideas and new connections, the 

largely permanent swelling of Freetown’s population with people displaced from diverse areas 

of the interior “provinces” broke down its famously insular character forging a dynamic new 

socio-economic relationship between the capital and the rest of the country (Munro and van 

der Horst 2012, 2015). These changes, moreover, would have critical implications for the 

transformation of commercial forestry in the country following the end of the conflict, 

particularly due to a suite of critical developments of the immediate post-war period.   

With the ending of hostilities in 2001, the country began a process of rebuilding and as citizens 

worked to repair and replace burnt and demolished residences, with British aid the government 

of the day made a concerted effort to reconstruct the state apparatus. In line the discourses of 

the day (Agrawal and Gibson 1999) and at the urging of international donors, a key aspect of its 

efforts was a reform programme centred on the notion of “democratic decentralization”. 

Officially, the initiative was meant to forge a new relationship with the citizenry by improving 

“inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability…at all levels of government” (ICRBP 2004, p.3) 

and in formal rhetoric the process was hailed as “a cornerstone of the process of nation-
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building” (Kabbah 2004, p.1) designed to facilitate citizen participation and “demonstrate 

continued government effort and concern for the plight of the poor” (IRCBP 2004, p.32). As the 

president of the time declared at the 2004 (re)launching47: “our democracy will remain hollow 

unless it is planted, nurtured and sustained at the grassroots level…communities, as far as 

possible, must be empowered to manage their own local affairs’ (Kabbah 2004, p.1).  

Given central government and international alarm over the perceived “extensive degradation of 

the natural resource base” (MAFFS 2003, p.8) and “inappropriate land use patterns” (GoSL 

2003a, p.2) seen to be associated with “illiteracy, ignorance, poverty and lack of awareness” 

(GoSL 2003, p.71) a particular focus was placed on the longstanding and storied narrative of a 

decline in “forest” area from over 70% in 1900 to only 5% by the end of the war48. In practice, 

however, little changed and although communal forest management was meant to be 

implemented between 2004 and 2010 (GoSL 2003) minimal progress was made (IRCBP 2006) 

and what was by then called the Forestry Division (FD) retained authority over reserve areas. At 

the same time, however, as the central budget was oriented to political and infrastructural 

reconstruction the “grossly understaffed and under-funded” FD (GoSL 2003, p.29) remained 

almost wholly dependent on meagre donor support (GoSL 2003) and with FD personnel largely 

absent from the countryside (GoSL 2003, IRCBP 2004) rural residents were largely left to their 

own affairs.  

In this context, another otherwise innocuous development came to have a major influence 

leading to the most profound transformations of forestry practice since the arrival of the first 

timber barons. Before the 1990s, the few chainsaws in the country were almost exclusively 

owned by formal producers such as the FIC and SILETI. In the wake of the conflict, however, the 

machines appeared almost from nowhere, revolutionizing local lumber production which up to 

then was limited and based almost solely on manual pit-sawing. A key initial development was 

a minor part of the wide-ranging Demobilisation Disarmament and Rehabilitation (DDR) 

programme in which government agencies tried to support rural resettlement by providing a 

                                                           
47 As the former president was careful to point out, some reforms had been initiated in the mid-1990s but 

were interrupted by ‘the 1997 military junta and its rebel collaborators’ (Kabbah 2004, p.2). 
48 As discussed elsewhere (see Fairhead and Leach 1998, Munro and van der Horst 2011, 2015 for 
example) These comparisons are not only rooted in discredited colonial ecological theory but are also are 
deeply problematic because the colonial-era figures are referenced without any indication of the 
classification scheme used, while the current figure includes only areas considered (a priori) to be 
“original” forest “remnants”, excluding “secondary” re-growth and other land cover types such as the 
wooded Guinea Savannas of northern Sierra Leone. 
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chainsaw and operator training to each of the 149 chiefdoms in the country. This initiative 

familiarized much of the rural populace with the machine’s use and economics stimulating 

considerable interest in commercial lumber production for resurgent domestic urban markets 

(Munro and van der Horst 2012, 2015). In addition, another component of the DDR program 

involved the training of many ex-rebels and militia members in CSM techniques as part of the 

“alternative livelihoods” aspect of “rehabilitation” efforts, leading to further dissemination of 

both saws and operator skills. A second key development which followed close on the heels of 

the DDR was a ban on commercial timber exploitation and (later) export in the neighbouring 

Republic of Guinea which encouraged many CSM operators to migrate to Sierra Leonean 

villages, ultimately stimulating lumber production and trade and again enhancing the 

dissemination of saws and lumber production skills. These developments radically transformed 

domestic commercial forestry in Sierra Leone virtually eliminating handsaw-based production 

and leading to the appearance of CSM equipment and operators and in almost all corners of the 

country (Munro and van der Horst 2012b).  

7.3.3   Cowboy capitalism, chaos and policy conflict 

As I have explained elsewhere in detail (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010), however, the nascent 

CSM industry soon came into direct and prolonged conflict with the Forestry Division which was 

itself desperate to restore its long injured dignity and diminished revenue flows. In early 2007 

when authorities halted their activities in southern central Guinea (BBC 2008), several Chinese 

companies slipped into northern Sierra Leone to begin harvesting two internationally valuable 

species locally known as “Beni” or “Gbeneh” (Pterocarpous erinaceous) and “Lenkeh” or 

“Lengeh” (Afzelia africana). Though initially only modest quantities of timber were smuggled 

from sparsely populated border areas to Guinean ports, within months logging expanded deep 

into northern Sierra Leone and redirection of shipping through Freetown raised the ire of 

forestry officials (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010). In contrast to the SLPP regime in power when 

the logging began, the All Peoples Congress (APC) government formed in August 2007 

responded with alacrity and in November it implemented nationwide bans on both timber 

export and tree felling per se which halted all forestry operations in the country (Figure 7.5). 

During the months afforded by the bans, the FD drafted new regulations presenting what it 

suggested was a lasting solution. Couched in broad narratives of national environmental 

destruction and global change, it swept aside notions of community “empowerment” seeking to 

consolidate forest management under its own revitalized authority and revenue flows. As a 

District Forest Officer stated plainly in an announcement over northern radio, “since the war, 
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the people have been destroying the forest, so the purpose of this new policy is: government 

wants to control the forest – we want to control it”.  

 

Figure 7.3 – Timber abandoned after 2007 ban (Photo: Albert Thoronka) 

In support of this central objective the policy presented three key provisions. The first was a 

strict and detailed regulatory approach to ensure step-by-step supervision of all commodity 

chains. Under the new regulations anyone wishing to fell a tree was required to submit an 

investment proposal, letter of recommendation and land-lease agreement for FD and then 

ministerial evaluation. If approved, these would be followed by submission of a forest inventory 

and forest harvesting management plan to the Director of Forestry and an Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) and an Environmental Management Plan (EMP) to the environmental 

management authority (GoSL 2008). The final concession agreement to be jointly drawn up with 

the FD would not confer permission to purchase a chainsaw or to transport timber from the 

harvesting site, however, and these required additional permits available through similarly 

tortuous processes involving an additional suite of state institutions. The second major provision 

was an ambitious attempt to boost Division revenues through the collection of forestry fees and 

royalties which multiplied in both number and value. While the export royalties were almost 

doubled, fees associated with harvesting permission increased by ten times and levies on lumber 

and fuelwood for domestic markets were multiplied up to one hundred-fold. Finally, the third 

main provision was a restriction on primary harvesting equipment. As widely announced over 

radio by District Forestry Officers, the new regulations not only insisted on completely new 
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licensing fees for chainsaws set at the astonishing value of around USD 140049 but also only 

allowed for the issuance of 30 licences for the entire country. 

Given these characteristics, it is unsurprising that the 2008 policy set the conditions for both its 

own abject failure and a pattern of ongoing tension between forestry officials and CSM 

operators. If it had been designed specifically to prevent the willful poaching of Sierra Leone’s 

timber resources by foreign companies it might have proven appropriate and even successful. 

In reality, however, it targeted Sierra Leoneans attempting not so much to regulate as to 

eradicate the operations of local small-scale CSM producers. Indeed, the policy’s express 

purpose in instituting these regulatory and fee structures was to restructure domestic 

commercial forestry in line with the “traditional” ideology and operational habits of the FD 

inherited from the colonial era. As its text proclaimed, “during the war and thereafter, there was 

a breakdown in law and order…the ultimate result has been a mosaic of small logging 

companies…making management by Forestry Division very difficult” (GoSL 2008, p.1). The 

revisions presented by the policy itself were intended to “lean up” the sector “result[ing] in 

larger and more integrated companies as many of the smaller companies, increasingly unable to 

obtain the forests, go out of business” (GoSL 2008, p.1). Given this aim, it is unsurprising that 

the procedures and taxations structures it instituted are arduous and require levels of capital 

investment that can only be rendered profitable by large-scale intensive operations.  

At the same time, given the ecological and socio-economic characteristics of the country50 it is 

equally unsurprising that the regulations proved almost immediately unfeasible and largely 

irrelevant. For one thing, the breathtakingly unrealistic restriction on saw numbers was soon 

relaxed due to the lobbying efforts of the (awkwardly named) Agricultural Community for 

Timber Development Association (ACOTIDA), an industry organization that formed in response 

to the 2007 ban and the subsequent policy. As well, although the exorbitant fees for chainsaw 

licensing were neither removed or diminished, they have rarely been collected and field 

research indicates that while in many districts there are somewhere between 100 and 150 saws 

in operation, generally only a few are licensed and most of those on the basis of partial payment 

(Munro and van der Horst 2012). The same has held for the majority of other fees intended to 

                                                           
49 The dollar equivalent is given in terms of the exchange value in 2008. It is important to note that the 
cost of the license is roughly equivalent to the cost of a new chainsaw itself. As the fee is annual and saws 
frequently last around ten to twelve years, the average licensing fees for a saw over its lifetime amount 
to around 11-13 times its purchase cost.  
50 See chapters 8 and 9 for detailed discussion of these 
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be collected at roadside checkpoints which have merely formed the basis of negotiation 

between sorely underpaid forestry field staff and forest product transporters. Finally, although 

concession applicants flocked to the Division’s Freetown office during the 6 months following 

the lifting of the ban in 2008 and a number of agreements were signed,51 information from a 

wide range of sources in 2011-12 indicates that these only covered a fraction of the areas where 

logging actually recommenced and were in no case fully compliant with the highly techno-

bureaucratic documentation process stipulated in the regulations.  

Indeed, the complete failure of the 2008 policy to secure FD control over commercial forestry 

has been well illustrated by the turbulence of the sector and spasmodic fits of regulatory 

response in subsequent years. Shortly after the lifting of the first ban, CSM-based production of 

Beni and Lenkeh timbers recommenced in earnest, particularly across the Northern Province 

where the savanna-adapted trees are relatively plentiful. Although the timbers were 

undervalued in comparison international market prices, their production is considerably more 

profitable than lumber ripping for domestic markets and the country quickly began to 

experience a shortage of construction materials as many CSM producers shifted the focus of 

their operations. Alarmed by the political implications of this dynamic, in early 2010 the central 

government once again imposed a ban on timber export to “balance” the situation, a move 

which imposed considerable losses on a wide range of producers. Indeed, the Gava Forest 

corporation, which was formed by the purchase of the state-owned Forest Industries 

Corporation by a Nigerian investor in 2006, was forced to close its doors by the second ban, 

marking the demise of the only remaining Industrial logging and milling operator in the country 

(Figure 7.6). After considerable lobbying by ACOTIDA, however, in mid-2011 the ban was lifted 

for a period of three months to allow designated concessionaires to export remaining already 

cut timbers abandoned at bush harvesting sites. Unsurprisingly, within 3 weeks production 

commenced once again in earnest – the new timbers often coated in used engine oil and/or dirt 

to give them a “passable” appearance of age – and continued for two months past the stipulated 

deadline for final shipments. By the end of November, the ban was actually enforced once again 

leaving a number of exporters with yards full of timber awaiting shipment. Although the official 

intention of the FD was to remove the ban once regulatory enforcement could be ensured and 

the domestic market was “saturated” with supply in order to prevent further politically 

dangerous shortages of building materials, the situation has since remained unchanged.      

                                                           
51 The number of which remains unclear as forestry staff claimed not to know where they were etc. 
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Figure 7.4 – Machinery abandoned in Kenema District by Gava Forest Corporation after 2010 

ban (Photo: Albert Thoronka, Research assistant) 

Intriguingly, most of these developments occurred at the same time as initial efforts toward 

FLEGT development in Sierra Leone. Following discussions between the EU and GoSL in 2009-

10, the ACP-FLEGT programme, supported by the EC and the FAO, funded three FLEGT 

development initiatives in the country: the formation of two “multi-stakeholder” committees to 

oversee the “consultative” development of a Legality Definition (LD) and Chain of Custody 

procedure and a research project to detail the dynamics of the domestic forestry subsector 

across the country.52 While the latter effort to understand current practices involved interviews 

with hundreds of commodity chain participants, however, as in the FLEGT readiness processes 

of many other countries of the region, the former two focused almost exclusively on the 

concerns of various state agencies and employees as well as the larger timber producers 

represented primarily by ACOTIDA. Indeed, the reports of the two committees indicate this quite 

explicitly and in the case of LD development consultation with “relevant stakeholders” was 

carried out during only 5 weeks between June 4th and July 13th 2011 and involved only a handful 

of community leaders and NGO representatives mainly from the Freetown peninsula (FLEGT-SL 

2012) where commercial production has been extremely small in scale since long before the civil 

war. In an almost identical fashion, of the 5 “consultative meetings” held in support of Chain of 

Custody verification, three involved state agencies and/or field personnel such as customs 

                                                           
52 Alongside other independent research conducted in parallel, I served as lead researcher for this project 
during 2011-12 as described in Chapter 2.  
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employees, another involved the most powerful timber interests via ACOTIDA53 and only one 

involved a mere 9 representatives of customary authority (MAFFS 2011) in a country with 149 

chiefdoms.  

Given the ideological orientation of both FLEGT and the FD and the prior trajectory of forestry 

policy at the time, however, these characteristics should perhaps be no more surprising than 

the outcomes of the committees “deliberations”. After almost two years of mainly closed 

meetings supported by well over 100,000 Euro in funding, the two committees announced the 

products of their efforts at a “key stakeholder” conference in Freetown during February 2013. 

Legal timber, it was explained, was to be defined as timber produced in compliance with the 

established forestry legislation and policies of the country (the provisions of which were copied 

verbatim into a log frame relabelled as a “legality matrix”), verified by a CoC monitoring system 

based on the tracking of timber from source to port using a coding system for log stamping. As 

such, though suspended by the intervening ebola epidemic, from its initial days the FLEGT 

process in Sierra Leone has mimicked those of other countries of the region producing little 

more than a rehearsal of past policy stances with their overwhelming bias against any sort of 

informality in the forestry sector. 

7.4   Conclusion 

Across Sub-Saharan Africa and much of the tropics, forestry agencies and their policies have long 

remained overwhelmingly focused on large-scale export-oriented timber production under 

techno-bureaucratic control for the generation of central state revenues – indeed, many present 

this particular vision as more or less the definition of “commercial forestry” practice per se. Over 

the past few decades, however, a variety of factors including rising domestic demand and the 

decline of industrial operations have given rise to informal CSM commodity chains which, 

though individually small in scale, are nonetheless pervasive representing a vibrant and socio-

economically important new “subsector”. Due to the sharp contrast between the ideological 

inheritance of Forestry agencies founded in the colonial era and the current realities of local 

practice, the two have come into increasing conflict and in many countries a substantial 

proportion – often more than half – of actual commercial lumber production is now beyond 

state control and/or technically “illegal”. While levels of tension between official ideals and 

policies and day to day realities of forestry practice vary a fair deal from country to country, 

moreover, the current international shift in attention to “illegal logging” has brought such 

                                                           
53 Which is highly unrepresentative of the CSM subsector as a whole as described in detail in Chapter 8 
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contradictions into the spotlight, particularly through the inclusion of domestic production in 

FLEGT VPAs. 

Sierra Leone is no exception to the rule and although the country’s history has some relatively 

unique features – particularly as a product of the transformations wrought by its relatively 

recent civil war – dynamics of forestry policy and practice have followed broad regional trends. 

Opportunistic logging by self-made foreign merchants during the early colonial period was 

followed by the imposition of “Empire Forestry” based on the expropriation and reservation of 

prime timber stocks for “rationalized” scientific management by a central government-

controlled Forestry Department. From that period onward the Department’s broad vision has 

been one of building a formalised industrial sector under its own “expert” control. Since the 

post-war dissemination of chainsaws and a national scandal involving both foreign companies 

and local sawyers the situation has changed dramatically. Due to heavy handed and effectively 

retributive policy responses largely designed to eradicate small producers in favour of large 

industrialised operations, the commercial forestry sector as a whole has become markedly 

turbulent and characterized by a pronounced increase in conflict. With the arrival of FLEGT, 

moreover, such tensions have come to the fore as the initiative’s distinctly formalist, centralist 

command and control approach to forest “governance” has lent support to the Forestry 

Division’s explicitly imperialist ambitions. As I explain in the following two chapters, however, 

for a variety of reasons related to the fundamental disjunct between FLEGT/FD philosophy the 

realities of life in Sierra Leone, the inclusion of domestic production in FLEGT efforts and 

agreements is not only likely to fail but to undermine the program as a whole.   
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Chapter 8  

Modernist fantasies and non-modern realities 
 

8.0   Multiplicity, hybridity and mobility in a volatile export “sector” 

As described in Chapter 7, in Sierra Leone as elsewhere in Africa, FLEGT and forestry officials 

both seek to secure state control over a bounded, relatively static and clearly defined forestry 

“sector”. At first glance there may seem to be little that is objectionable in this goal, and it may 

even appear an appropriate and much-needed step toward development ‘Progress’. Closer 

examination, however, indicates that the proposition is based on a vision that is incongruous 

with basic day-to-day relations of governance, economic activity and broader social function in 

the country. Due to the ideological inheritance that informs their largely shared (official) 

perspectives, the Forestry Division and FLEGT proponents effectively treat the “State” and the 

forestry “Sector” as technical objects that can be engineered to run according to enduring 

universal principles. In the Sierra Leonean context, however, there is a major disjunction 

between the super-imposed colonial model of dispassionate, coordinated bureaucracy and the 

actual patterns of daily state reproduction and its relation to broader society. Similarly, there is 

little resembling a forestry “sector” and harvesting operations are the products of disparate 

actors operating via myriad networks that have no real “edges”. Finally, it is in a state of constant 

flux, its participants highly mobile in space and across economic sectors and the imagined 

“sectors” is less a defined entity than a dynamic and often ephemeral set of activities and 

relations. 

In this chapter I examine these processual aspects focusing on how the day-to-day nature of the 

state and the forestry “sector” challenge recent efforts to recentralise forest “governance”. In 

the first section I examine how tensions between professional mandates and the imperatives of 

private life shape the conditions of possibility for policy-making. In the second and third I 

examine the population of the commercial “sector”, describing how its diverse composition, 

hybrid practices and mobile character render it unamenable to external control. Ultimately, I 

find that the current focus on strict centralized regulation is self-defeating since it increases the 

volatility of the “sector” making it still more elusive and detracting from its existing qualities of 

self-regulation, a point which I develop further in Chapter 9.    
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8.1   The state multiple: crossed purposes and “musical chairs” 

A first major problem with the statist approach to forest “governance” currently pursued by 

central and international actors in Sierra Leone is the way in which it takes “the state” as an 

effectively unproblematic socio-political “device”. To be sure, some of the incongruencies 

between the Sierra Leonean state as it is actually performed and the ideals of external 

interventionists (and even many officials, despite much behavior to the contrary) have been 

thoroughly analysed by scholars of post-colonial history and political science. Nonetheless, even 

the most well-established theories of neopatrimonial social organization in the country and 

across the region appear to be lost on FLEGT and other “GFG” proponents who remain almost 

completely absorbed with the notion of “transparency” and other “good governance” recipe list 

items as some sort of cure-all for “problems” of political non-modernity. Moreover, even in post-

colonial literature the ways in which the day to day realities of “State actors” as both 

professionals and private individuals determine the possibilities of policy-making have often 

been under-appreciated. Ultimately, however, even the many Sub-Saharan officials that have 

imbibed Weberian ideals are nonetheless ensconced in (and are themselves products of) 

considerably non-modern social contexts. As such, even the most idealistic are forced to 

constantly rework a functional compromise between the official dictates of central offices and 

the rules and regulations of locally accepted authorities and practices 

8.1.1   A house divided: conflicting mandates, corruption and turf wars 

To be sure, there are few if any countries in which the state or even a given administration is as 

unified as it attempts to represent itself or as is commonly assumed in popular discourses about 

“the government”, and conflicts between the agendas of various agencies are not uncommon. 

In contemporary Sierra Leone, however, such tensions are not only relatively universal but also 

frequently quite intense, at times involving open conflict and even requiring external arbitration. 

As arboreal resources are spread all over the country and are frequently adjacent to or 

coterminous with other land uses, the Forestry Division is one of the institutions most frequently 

embroiled in inter-agency policy contests and during the course of my own field research I 

encountered numerous instances.  

One quite prominent pattern has been a series of conflicts between the efforts of the FD and 

the programs of “other” line ministries.54 As an example, although the 2007 logging scandal was 

                                                           
54 Forestry, as noted, is currently structured not as a ministry but as a “Division” housed within the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Security (MAFFS) 
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publicly presented as the result of an illegal incursion by foreign companies, in reality this was 

only true during initial stages and the shifting of export routes from Guinean ports to the 

Freetown harbor was achieved with the acquiescence of several major agencies (e.g. Figure 8.1). 

Although the FD was bypassed (and hence not only suffered an insult to its authority but, worse, 

received no revenue), the companies exporting before the first ban did indeed hold considerable 

documentation supporting their operations which they used to considerable effect in 

negotiations with northern rural communities (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010). While they 

operated without logging permits, timber shipments were protected by transport permits 

endorsed by senior police officials and export permits from the Ministry of Trade and Industry 

(MTI). In interviews conducted during 2008, Forestry staff at district field stations and head 

office complained bitterly to me of the role of “political interference” (meaning the collusion of 

senior officials from other institutions) in the acquisition of these documents. At the same time, 

however, while police officials declined to comment, representatives of the Ministry of Trade 

and Industry MTI that I spoke with were adamant that although they had subsequently been 

directed by cabinet to coordinate with Forestry in the future, from their own institutional 

perspective the logging was a boon to the country – a stimulant of economic growth at a time 

of widespread poverty and at least a modest contributor to overall government revenues55.  

 

Figure 8.1 – Timber confiscation in contradiction with transport permissions from Inspector 
General’s office (Photo by author July 2008) 

 

                                                           
55 In terms of export fees etc, if not to the FD specifically. 
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Later, during 2011 and 2012 fieldwork I observed a series of more prolonged and somewhat 

more dramatic tensions built up between the FD and several ministries. Of particular note was 

the prominent conflict with the Ministry of Lands over the future of the forested core of the 

Freetown peninsula. One of the first established in Sierra Leone (Munro 2015), the Western Area 

Peninsula Forest Reserve is encircled by the capital city and a suite of other smaller but now 

rapidly growing settlements (Figure 8.1). Due to rapid urbanization during and since the war, in 

recent years clearance of the slopes on the fringes of the reserve has been a defining 

characteristic of the peninsula landscape (Munro 2009) and in 2009 a high profile EU-funded 

project was launched to secure its protection56. Despite the president’s repeated endorsement 

of the initiative, however, it repeatedly ran into conflict with the Ministry of Lands, Country 

Planning and the Environment (MoLCPE) – which, in the capital region has a notorious reputation 

for pervasive and extreme corruption57 – which continued to illegally allocate state reserve 

territory for private sale58. The result was a pattern of increasingly vitriolic skirmishes between 

the new dedicated teams of forest guards and private land purchasers59 brandishing (among 

other things) documents from MLCPE. Under pressure from the president, in late 2011 the 

Minister of Lands attended a visit to the highly contested Regent/Sugarloaf area above Western 

Freetown by the Minister responsible for MAFFS to make a public statement of support for the 

WAPFOR project.60 Although he declared that all “illegal” settlement within the reserves 

historical boundaries would be halted and existing encroachments razed for reforestation, in 

reality little changed and the reserve boundaries had to be redrawn and redemarcated61 to 

accommodate the newly settled areas which continue to expand at present.  

These tensions were not isolated incidents, however, but rather exemplify a broad pattern of 

inter-ministerial contradiction and conflict. Even within WAPFOR, for example, another key but 

wholly unpublicized concern for the project’s leadership was the decision by the head of the civil 

service to expropriate a large acreage within the reserve’s boundaries in the York area south of 

Freetown for the .construction .of .a .civil .service .training .academy – a .project .that .was .only  

                                                           
56 One with which I was frequently employed to discuss land-use planning with community 
representatives, and in which I was also somewhat embroiled as a resident of an affected village. 
57 This problem is one of the worst-kept secrets in the country and even during December 2015 another 
Lands Minister was sacked, an investigation launched into sales of state lands during his tenure. 
58 As a resident of the area and an active researcher on the topic during the period I witnessed 
innumerable cases and such activity was pervasive. 
59 Or their “representatives” – usually relatives or others placed in small temporary residences to guard 
claims to undeveloped properties – often wielding machetes 
60 As an occasional assistant to the Project Manager I was invited to this particular event as an observer 
61 A tedious and politically charged process with which I was involved during periods of 2011-12 
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Figure 8.2 – The Western Area Peninsula and its main communities (Source: Sesay 2005)  

cancelled after a prolonged struggle led by the WAPFOR Project Manager62. As well, there were 

several evident conflicts with the Ministry of Mines and Mineral Resources. Despite the FD’s 

renewed focus on reserve redemarcation and the high profile of the WAPFOR project, during the 

period there were numerous reports of MoMMR-endorsed prospecting in the extensive and 

historically important Kambui Hills reserves. As well, during mid to late 2011 I personally 

observed an unmarked helicopter carrying an electro-magnetometric boom (designed to detect 

sub-surface ferro-magnetic indicators of gold and other valuable mineral deposits – Figure 8.2) 

flying a daily grid pattern over the peninsular reserve territory even as presidentially-endorsed 

plans for its re-designation as a flagship national park were in the making63. More dramatically, 

an inter-agency crisis was sparked by the apparent incursion of industrial mining activities into 

the Kangari hills. As the DFO for Bo (who is responsible for all of the Southern Province) 

recounted to me in several interviews while the issue was unfolding, during several months of 

2011 he and his staff made numerous trips to the area attempting to halt mining activities in the 

                                                           
62 During this period I was in regular contact and often travelled with the Project Manager and thus had 
the opportunity to observe the unfolding of this particular drama over a period of about 8 months from 
mid 2011-early 2012 
63 As it happens I was indirectly enlisted to assist with editing and commenting on the proposal for this. 
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disputed area with the aid of police. Ultimately, resolution of the issue ultimately required the 

intervention of the United Nations Environmental Programme office for Sierra Leone which 

served as a mediator and funded a new survey of the reserve boundaries (Personal 

Communication, UNEP Country Director, January 2012).  

 

Figure 8.3 – Helicopter-borne electro-magnometric boom (Source: Geotech 2016) 

Not all such tensions are inter-ministerial or related to conflicting mandates, however, and many 

occur within different levels of the same agency or in the field in an informal manner. With 

respect to intra-agency issues, for example, there are obvious tensions between the three 

current “compartments” of the Forestry Division itself. At the prompting of various donors, in 

2009-10 the Division restructured itself according to the Liberian model of the “3 Cs” – 

Conservation, Community and Commercial forestry (Personal Communication, FD acting Director 

March 2011). Given the intimate involvement of rural communities in CSM production and the 

fact that forest reserves – the main focus of “Conservation” efforts – are precisely where the FD 

itself wishes to promote “Commercial production” (Munro and Hiemstra-van der Horst 2011), 

even the very bureaucratic organization of the Division itself is fraught with contradictions. As 

well, sandwiched between its parent ministry’s dominant preoccupations with “Agriculture” and 

“Food Security”, even its bureaucratic housing presents problematic tensions as forestry and 

agricultural staff occupy the same field office compounds often working at crossed purposes.  

While FD staff are considerably focused on re-demarcation and protection of reserve boundaries 
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(another pre-occupation inherited from the colonial era), a characteristic shared by most is an 

enduring obsession with the imperative of universal tree planting and pointed concern over the 

“evils” of shifting agriculture64. Indeed, as I observed in the course of interviews with DFOs, a key 

purpose of forestry field offices is to serve as nurseries for fast growing exotic species such as 

Australian acacias and Gmelina arborea (locally known as “Yemani” or “Fores stick” due to its 

widespread promotion by forestry staff). As well, until very recently, world environment day was 

known in Sierra Leone as “National Tree-Planting Day”,65 an event focused wholly on convincing 

citizens of the need to regain the near-universal forest cover Division staff imagine to have 

existed until sometime during the twentieth century in order to stave off apocalyptic visions of 

desertification (e.g. Figure 8.4.66 For related reasons the FD has made repeated efforts67 to 

convince rural populations to end traditional upland rice cultivation to promote “forest 

regeneration”68 (e.g. Figure 8.5). In stark contrast, in interviews agricultural staff have repeatedly 

expressed frustration and confusion over the FD’s obsessive focus on tree cover. As one District 

Agricultural Officer tasked with overseeing a presidentially mandated agricultural mechanization 

programme succinctly put it to me in an interview, “what is all the fuss about forests when we 

are food insecure?” (Personal communication, Pujehun July 2011). Finally, as field data from the 

FLEGT project and other interviews repeatedly emphasized, although FD field staff occupy 

positions at police checkpoints during daytime working hours, in many areas of the country the 

police coordinate with CSM transporters to allow – for a fee – the transport of timber or lumber 

shipments at night when forestry staff are not present to inspect documentation or collect tax. 

                                                           
64 Itself also a lingering influence of colonial era discourse of dramatic deforestation (c.f. for example, 
Fairhead and Leach 1998, as also discussed further in section 9.2.1)  
65 Indeed, the 2011 tree-planting day event for the WAPFOR area (there is one in each district) was 
attended by the vice-president who stirred up considerable controversy by planting a tree and placing a 
symbolic forest boundary pillar near the road access to avoid the inconvenience of marching all the 
participants (particularly His Excellency!) up the hill to where the new boundary had been agreed. This 
caused a major uproar in the local community of Hamilton with whom I was engaged in landuse planning 
discussions as part of a short-term consultancy.  
66 There is no space for a detailed discussion of mainstream narratives and critical analyses of the country’s 
forest history here, but for more detail see sources such as Fairhead and Leach 1998; Munro and Hiemstra-
van der Horst 2011; Munro and van der Horst 2015. 
67 Historically in the form of ongoing community-level “sensitisation” efforts by forestry field staff, more 
recently supplemented with jointly-funded signboard campaigns urging the abandonment of upland 
farming in order – bizarrely – to mitigate climate change effects! (As upland farming is conducted on a 
fallow-rotational basis it has no noticeable net emissions and may even contribute to enhanced soil 
carbon sequestration, but Division staff and many expatriate observers are convinced that it leads to 
“savannisation”, despite the fact that it is conducted mainly in Guinea Savanna areas). 
68 Indeed, one young and enthusiastic DFO recounted emotionally to me in 2011 his intense frustration 
with local farmers with whom he had repeatedly run into conflict over his efforts to plant acacia and other 
seedlings in the fields in which they were actively cultivating crops. 
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Figure 8.4 – Example of a physical manifestations of deforestation narratives, found all over 

the country (photo: Simon Willans) 

 

Figure 8.5 – Efforts to curb upland rice cultivation (photo: by author) 

8.1.2   during and after the “9 to 5”: multiple identities of “state actors” 

In addition to such institutional conflicts, however, there are also often pointed tensions 

between the officials’ dual identities as state employees and as individual citizens. Certainly, 

some aspects of the ways these manifest are products of the “blurring” of public and private in 

what have been termed “neopatrimonial” regimes already thoroughly analyzed across Sub-
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Saharan Africa69 and not least in Sierra Leone (e.g. Riddell 1985a, Reno 1995, Richards 1996, 

Fanthorpe 2001) 2001). In addition, however, a further dimension less often discussed is the set 

of contradictions between the mandates handed down to state employees for implementation 

during “office hours” and the broader imperatives of life maintenance and making an adequate 

living. Of critical importance to this double-sided character of what most western observers 

would broadly lump together under the heading of “corruption” in Sierra Leone is the political 

history of the country, particularly during the later post-independence but pre-war period.  

Although in the years leading up to liberation the country was full of optimism and potential, due 

to the colonial legacy of political “bifurcation” the stage was set for the appearance of a specific 

system of patronage that began to confound the nascent democratic system even before the 

achievement of independence in 1961. While the Freetown “Colony” had been founded on 

British principles, the “Protectorate” annexed in 1896 was administered under Indirect Rule 

through a transformed version of the chieftaincy (Abraham 1978a, b, Archibald and Richards 

2002a, Jackson 2005). Under British rule, the arrangement was broadly mutually beneficial 

offering cheap hegemony to the colonial administration and increased power and security to 

local rulers (Fanthorpe 2006) and despite periodic conflicts, therefore, the general trend was the 

entrenchment of “de facto co-governance” (Grainger and Konteh 2007, p.52). When the 

devastation of World War II induced the British to move toward rapid decolonization (Allen 

1995), however, due to the political disconnect between the two territories newly formed 

political parties found themselves lacking support among the largely distrustful70 rural 

population that suddenly formed the political majority (Minikin 1973, Tangri 1976, Jackson 2005, 

Chauveau and Richards 2008). As the lack of a dominant ethnic group pre-empted the possibility 

of “tribal” campaigns, the only immediate option lay in rallying the chiefs as political brokers 

(Minikin 1973) and during the 1950s a hybrid system emerged in which the mobilization of 

chiefdom votes was traded for patronage of their ruling houses. As emerging opposition parties71 

                                                           
69 See, in particular, the respective collected works of Claude Ake, Jean-François Bayart, Patrick Chabal, 
John and Jean Comaroff, Goran Hyden, Mahmood Mamdani, Michael Schatzberg and Crawford Young for 
detailed discussions of neopatrimonial state formation and function in post-colonial Africa, which, though 
each have their respective strengths and weaknesses, nonethess represent considerably more nuanced 
and relevant analyses than afforded by contemporary “Good governance” discourses on “corruption”. 
70 Freetown was dominated by the Krio – an ethnic group formed of various groups of freed slaves and 
recaptives most of whom had little contact with the protectorate populations which were similarly 
generally unfamiliar with and distrustful of the practices and agendas of those in what in 1951 suddenly 
became the capital region.  
71 The first national-level party to emerge was the Sierra Leone Peoples' Party formed in early 1951 from 
an informal assemblage of Protectorate notables seeking to take advantage of the new democratic 
constitutional dispensation to challenge the long dominance of Peninsular Krio in the political arena via 
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were forced to align themselves with “out” chiefdom factions72 (Tangri 1978, Allen 1995), the 

result was a zero-sum game of “football politics” devoid of ideology or policy debate and 

characterised by increasing manipulation, coercion and fraud. 

While this “system” of democracy-by-patronage dominated both national and local political 

process for over 15 years, during the mid-to-late 1960s it would be reshaped by a new political 

force – Siaka Probyn Stevens. After leaving his position as an SLPP MP in 1957, Stevens 

reappeared on the political scene just prior to independence in 1961 as the head of the newly 

formed All People’s Congress (APC). With characteristic political savvy, he used his background 

as a mining trade unionist to do an “end-run” around the party-faction system, rallying the 

growing numbers of disenfranchised youths to achieve electoral victory in 1967 (Minikin 1973; 

Richards 1996). Having turned the SLPP’s ties to the chiefs against them both, once in power he 

began to pursue a grand “state hegemonic project” (Zack-Williams 1999) using cunning 

manipulation and heavy-handed intimidation to flatten the political landscape (Minikin 1973; 

Tangri 1976; 1978; Zack-Williams 1999) and a determined campaign of state-building to 

construct a socialist-inspired national system of mass patronage (Chaunveau and Richards 

2008). Positioned at the helm of a sound economy generating healthy levels of foreign exchange 

from valuable exports (Chege 2002) and bolstered by the popularity of the “developmental 

state” in international donor circles fraught with cold-war competition, for some time Stevens 

was quite successful in repositioning his centralist state as the font of all blessings in the country. 

Having dissolved the party-faction system he used state resources to defuse alternate poles of 

authority through the extension of “clienthood” to the masses at the “bottom” of the 

patrimonial hierarchy and to consolidate claims to loyalty at its new top. This, of course, required 

a considerable and increasing flow of resources and the state was set on a course of continued 

expansion to provide growing numbers of bureaucratic positions to reward allies and co-opt 

potential opponents (Riddell 1985a, Jalloh 2003).  

                                                           
the demographic majority of the rural hinterland (Minikin 1973). Lacking a modern organisational 
structure and faced with the inheritance of indirect rule it was more or less obliged to rely on the 
chieftaincy to drum up immediate popular support. This it did with considerable success in the elections 
of 1951, establishing a pattern the party would follow until its fall from power in 1967 (Minikin 1973; 
Tangri 1978). 
72 Due to the considerable ignorance and lack of care with which the British went about endorsing 

“traditional” authorities during the imposition of indirect rule, each chiefdom in the country ultimately 
ended up with 2 or more officially recognised ruling houses each seeking to ensure the succession of its 
own candidate to the lifetime position of the paramount chieftaincy (Abraham 1979; Højbjerg et al 2013).  
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By the mid-1970s, however, global events forced a third major shift in the form of Sierra Leonean 

patrimonial politics. Even as the grand state-building effort was set to reach new heights the 

onset of global recession triggered by the OPEC crisis of 1973 dramatically reduced both demand 

and prices for Sierra Leone’s key exports while the cost of imports rose rapidly disrupting the 

balance-of-trade and diminishing foreign exchange reserves (Riddell 1985b, Thompson and 

Potter 1997, Chauveau and Richards 2008). As the economy slowed almost to a halt, moreover, 

the government was also hit with structural adjustment conditionalities due to difficulties in 

servicing past loans (Chauveau and Richards 2007) and, scrambling for short-term survival, 

although Stevens made drastic cuts to planned projects his main response was to seek new ways 

to maintain the system of patronage. Draining remaining reserves, devaluating the currency, 

using supplier and contractor financing, refinancing existing debt and acquiring ever more loans, 

he employed every available means of mining future income to maintain the appearance of 

immediate stability (Riddell 1985). While these short-term efforts partially deflected the crisis it 

became clear that the use of grand development schemes and perpetual state expansion to 

placate the masses and “buy off” elites would not be viable in the longer term. At the same time, 

however, the program of patrimonial socialism was one which, once pursued, could not be easily 

or quickly abandoned without creating massive socio-political upheaval and – more likely than 

not – a rather rapid change of regime.  

What Stevens devised to deal with this situation was a new mode of patrimonialism and, despite 

some strategic continuities including high public employment, continued perks for the police 

and military and several high profile prestige projects funded on credit, he rescaled and 

reoriented the network of patronage, repositioning himself rather than the edifice of the state 

as the font of all wealth. Focusing the flow of mineral wealth on key influential cronies, he 

consolidated a clique of power holders that operated in the “shadows” of the theatre-props of 

statehood (Reno 1995; Keen 2005; Grainger and Konteh 2007). As well, even as he cultivated a 

cult of personality around the persona of “Pa Siakie” – the “father of the nation” (Kpundeh 1994, 

Boas 2001, Forna 2002) – he systematized corruption as the basis of daily government function 

(Thompson and Potter 1997). While he and his cabal focused increasingly on direct control of 

the diamond trade (Reno 1995, Keen 2005, Le Billon and Levin 2009), after the declaration of 

the one party state in 1978 Stevens also encouraged a transition from State-patronage based on 

resource distribution to personalized spoils politics. For those in higher positions he encouraged 

a system of asset stripping and the state came to be seen less as a means of acquiring influence 
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and opportunity and more as a cash cow in its own right (Kpundeh 1994, Boas 2001, Chege 2002, 

Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith 2004).  

For those in the lower echelons of the civil service, however, the situation was different and 

since declining revenues and donor requirements forced him to reduce salaries, he and the 

network of power holders he controlled encouraged minor officials to fend for themselves and 

soon even the lowest level government workers began to demand a “mukofay” (informal 

payment) before performing the most routine tasks (Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith 2004). Indeed, 

as corruption became and increasingly “institutionalised way of life for Sierra Leoneans” even 

law enforcement became negotiable (Kpundeh 1994, p.139). In 1985 new hope arrived in the 

form of Brigadier Joseph Saidu Momoh who, though Stevens’ designated successor, instilled 

optimism in much of the population with his promises of and initial efforts at reform (Kpundeh 

1994). Within a few years, however, it had become evident that the new president had neither 

sufficient will nor capacity to change the system inherited from his predecessor and when a new 

10 Leones note was produced featuring the Presidents face on one side and a tethered cow on 

the other, with characteristic wit the population came up with a new aphorism. “Where they tie 

the cow”, it proclaimed, “it is there it should eat” – an open and bald-faced pseudo-parody73 of 

central policy for the remuneration of state employees that remains one of the most famous 

popular expressions even today.  

Since the chaos of the war, the process of peacetime rebuilding has involved a major and wide-

ranging donor-driven effort at reforming the civil service in line with key “Good governance” 

principles such as transparency and accountability. Nonetheless, as any Sierra Leonean can 

relate in copious detail, effectively all aspects of bureaucratic practice and hence much of daily 

life continue to be characterized by the patterns entrenched by Siaka Stevens. On one hand, 

there has been a continued stream of scandals and allegations of straightforward embezzlement 

and abuse of influence by senior officials that has affected the commercial forestry “sector” as 

much as any other sphere of activity. One obvious example has been the “land-grabbing” in the 

WAPFOR forest reserve described above. Although recalcitrance and corruption within the 

MoLCPE was a major factor in facilitating this pattern of “encroachment”, it is also important to 

note that a large number of the properties located high on the hillsides of the reserve fringes 

                                                           
73 I say this because although the expression is understood as a mockery of such practices, they are also 
generally publicly accepted in the country. Indeed, popular sentiment tends to be that the attainment of 
any position of power comes with the entitlement to “eat” somewhat from the cake offered, and most of 
the time outrage only surfaces when the “eating” is seen to be “pas-mak” (Past the accepted mark). 
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belong to high ranking officials74 who used their influence and means to protect their 

investments.75  

Another is the fact that during the APC bans that halted the first round of illegal logging, only 

one company continued to harvest and export – a firm which, as every Sierra Leonean knows, 

was owned by a man who was then and until very recently the vice-president. Although the 

situation produced a major scandal with regular newspaper reporting at the time, despite the 

President’s repeated public commitments to retain a concerted focus on weeding out 

“corruption”, no action was taken other than a rather belated intervention to suspend the 

company’s activities. Finally, though this list is far from exhaustive, during subsequent 

suspensions of the ban, military trucks operated by soldiers figured prominently among the 

transport vehicles moving illegal freshly-cut timbers from harvesting locations to Freetown 

dockyards, particularly during the 2011 suspension when they passed constantly. The 

prominence of soldiers and RSLAF trucks in transport clearly indicates the acquiescence of senior 

officers and strongly suggests the direct involvement of key army figures in actual logging 

activities.76   

On the other hand, although daily practice at the lower levels of officialdom remains equally 

ensconced in the “traditions” established during the 1970s and 1980s but in this context it is 

driven considerably more by “need” than “greed” as minor officials are sorely underpaid. Until 

recently, the bulk of civil service employees occupying lower level posts were paid only around 

350,00-450,00 SLL (60-75 USD) per month at a time when the price of a single bag of rice – 

enough to feed an average household for a few weeks – ranged from 150 to sometimes almost 

200,000 SLL (25-35 USD)77. Although new employment legislation was passed in 2015, the new 

                                                           
74 This information – obviously sensitive – I obtained from a great many sources in numerous communities 
around the peninsula during the course of fieldwork and thereafter, making specific citation problematic. 
75 Although it is probably equally worth pointing out that the offices of a number of foreign agencies are 
also located within former reserve areas and were established just as illegally by other agencies of the 
state itself – the embassy of the EU, which later funded the WAPFOR project is a prominent example, as 
is the Embassy of the USA, which is not only immense but the construction of which involved the clearing 
of an entire surrounding hillside so that security forces could be assured of clear views of all surroundings. 
76 This is far from an unusual type of development in the country and even just recently, for example, the 
police have set up a construction wing, importing dozens of heavy vehicles including concrete mixing 
trucks and Dump trucks, apparently to take advantage of the current post-ebola resurgence of 
construction. In casual discussion, some local respondents have suggested that this is a good 
development, because if the police make their own profit in business they may become less focused on 
trying to remove money from the pockets of private citizens who venture into the streets or onto the 
highways. 
77 To emphasize, this is for the rice alone, and does not include the cost of further related expenses such 
as cooking fuel, drinking water, or even palm oil and other ingredients required to make traditional sauces. 
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regulations bring the minimum wage up to only 500,000 SLL (around 80 USD) per month, not 

nearly enough to support an urban family and most people nearer the bottom of the socio-

economic pyramid are still obliged to find supplementary sources of income. For those with low-

level civil service positions, “mukofay” continues to provide a viable means of getting by, not 

least due to general social acceptance of the practice.78  

Police and Forestry staff at roadside checkpoints are certainly no exception, and while various 

interview data suggest that some of them enforce some of the fees and regulations at least some 

of the time or in part, what is equally apparent is that typically the legislation serves merely as 

the starting point for negotiation.79 Similarly, although forestry officers in the district field offices 

and their quarry both indicated repeatedly that the former spend a good bit of their time 

“chasing power saws” in the bush, even confiscation of unlicensed machines rarely results in 

either their permanent lock up or the payment of full licensing fees. As discussed further in 

Chapter 9, where there are no higher “interested” authorities to intervene on the behalf of the 

saws, often a much reduced rate is negotiated and it is clear that such funds only rarely reach 

central offices. Finally, despite their policing mandate forestry officials in the field at times 

themselves undertake “illegal” production of commodities for sale to supplement their 

miniscule salaries. Despite the FD’s enduring apprehension over the destructive effects of 

charcoal production, for example, during fieldwork in 2011 my research team and I discovered 

that (in a part of the northern savanna that shall remain unidentified) one of the district forestry 

teams was engaged in commercial coal production under arrangements made with local villages.  

8.1.3   Paper mandates vs practical imperatives: life at the field station  

Although it is true that in many cases the distinct differences between forestry policy as it is 

conceived in Freetown and its practice in the field are linked to financial exchanges, money is 

far from the only motivation and the imperatives of social survival are important but frequently 

under-appreciated influences on the decisions of civil servants. Of particular importance in this 

context is the position of field agents far from central offices who are must operate in social 

                                                           
As such for many households relying on a state salary, more than half of this official income would be 
consumed simply to meet basic nutritional needs, leaving nowhere near enough to cover other expenses 
such as transportation to the workplace, lodging, medical needs etc.  
78 Indeed, many Sierra Leoneans would be considerably more frustrated if the system were westernised 
as – aside from “Mukofay”, which implies a service fee for completing mandated tasks – small-scale bribes 
are the most common means of dispute resolution between citizens and state authorities, allowing 
citizens to evade regulations which they do not accept or with which they cannot afford to comply. 
79 Cf (Wardell and Lund 2006) for comparable findings in the context of Ghanaian forestry policy and 
practice 
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worlds built on considerably different systems of rules and authority than those imagined in 

national and international policy documents. In such contexts, unreasonable regulations tend to 

break and scatter against the wills of local populations whose acceptance of non-local authority 

has always been tenuous. 

As discussed in Chapter 7, the suite of regulations and fees currently intended for commercial 

forestry in Sierra Leone fit precisely such a pattern, casting small producers of all stripes into the 

realm of illegality with their impracticable and overreaching stipulations. This places FD field 

staff in a largely untenable position since CSM operators typically work with the consent and 

collaboration of local residents and/or customary authorities ranging from landowners (family 

heads) and the town, section and paramount chiefs. Given the numerous benefits that CSM 

operations offer rural communities ranging from cash or in-kind compensation to land clearance 

assistance and youth employment, its interruption risks raising the ire of the very people FD 

officials must live among and work with for various other aspects of their mandates. To be sure, 

in a number of instances field research revealed levels of compensation for trees that appeared 

objectively low – at least below going rates for other areas of the country – and wages for young 

men assisting with board transport from bush harvesting sites to roadside collection points are 

at times not very high. Nonetheless, even in relatively remote locations villagers are becoming 

savvier about the value of their resources and labour and in any event such work compares 

favourably with the very few other opportunities to earn cash income.80  

As a result, it is extremely difficult for FD staff to take a hardline position on issues such as the 

collection of chainsaw license fees or board production taxes. To be sure, the younger more 

idealistic officers in particular do at times try, and there are plenty of conflicts over confiscated 

power saws or lumber from unlicensed or untaxed operations. This is equally true in urban 

centres and during fieldwork many instances of momentary but nonetheless heated tensions 

were encountered at board vending locations for a variety of “crimes” such as failure to pay 

“unloading fees” or to present correct documentation. As in rural areas, however, the 

sympathies of surrounding communities frequently falls with the small businesses rather than 

the DFOs and their staff. As a result, although relations are generally relatively amicable, based 

upon ongoing negotiated understandings and some amount of revenue sharing, even where 

                                                           
80Indeed, each time export logging has recommenced, elders across the north have expressed concern in 
interviews over food security implications of young men abandoning farming for timber transport wages. 
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relations between the ostensibly governing and the ostensibly governed become strained, 

disputes are largely resolved locally with the mediation of “customary” authorities.  

8.2   Diversity and bricolage: multiple actors in shifting configurations 

Like the central state, the world of commercial forestry in Sierra Leone is itself considerably more 

complex than imagined in mainstream discourses. In stark contrast to the discrete bounded 

commercial “sectors” populated by a modest number of easily identifiable actors and authorities 

envisioned in policy and programme rhetoric, commodity chains for both domestic lumber and 

export timber production in the country involve large numbers of diverse and variously 

interlinked actors with strikingly different identities, perspectives and strategies. As such, the 

industry represents not an identifiable “thing” organized according to a unifying rationale, but 

rather a nebulous sphere of activity involving a multiplicity of local contextualized rationalities, 

neither specifically “post-modern” nor “pre-modern” but certainly largely non-modern in 

character.  

8.2.1   Conflicted roles, divergent perspectives: a “mixed bag” of chiefs 

For one thing, though scarcely considered or even mentioned in international discourses or 

forestry policy documents, the chieftaincy remains a critical force but one with multifarious and 

often contradictory influences. For one thing, its overall role is conflicted as the paramount chiefs 

themselves are still caught in the tensions wrought by the reworking of the institution by the 

British in support of indirect rule. Prior to the establishment of British hegemony over the interior 

its political structure was structured in a relatively flexible and locally accountable fashion. In 

many areas, such as the Limba areas of the North (Finnegan and Finnegan 1965) or the Mende 

south, even territorial boundaries were often fluid, the product of shifting alliances between 

local warlords or prominent mercantile families (Abraham 1978b, Chauveau and Richards 2008). 

Even in the many parts of the territory where local polities were more or less formally delineated 

(Abraham 1978b, Højbjerg 1999), moreover, leadership was generally not hereditary and 

although pre-colonial Sierra Leone was no egalitarian utopia, in many cases even persons of 

“lowly birth” could rise to positions of authority if they managed to acquire wealth or other 

sources of social influence (Abraham 1978b). The declaration of the Protectorate, however, 

heralded a period of rapid and enduring transformation.  

What the colonial administration required was not flexibility and openness but a stable and (at 

least relatively) predictable administrative structure. In order to acquire this, it not only defined 

permanent (though at times revised) “chiefdom” boundaries (Figure 8.6) but also “locked down” 
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local rule, vesting it in the new permanent structure of the “chieftaincy” based on the hereditary 

system of ruling houses (Rosenbaum and Rojas 1997, Jackson 2005, Chauveau and Richards 

2008). While the new chiefs were locally elected, this was achieved not by popular ballot but by 

a “College of Tribal Authorities” whose selection had to be formally recognized by the British 

administration (Archibald and Richards 2002). Although the chiefs’ powers were increased, the 

new dispensation partially re-oriented the source of their legitimacy and made them at least 

partially agents of the colonial state – both guaranteeing and guaranteed by its supremacy and 

receiving a modest “salary” for their troubles (Allen 1968, Day 2007).  

 

Figure 8.6: Chiefdom Boundaries of Sierra Leone (Adapted from SLIS 2001) 

On one hand they played a role as colonial bureaucrats charged with the collection of taxes, 

maintenance of peace, order and security and enforcing colonial policy (Jackson 2005). In this 

capacity they were subordinated to the British Crown wielded by District Commissioners (Fyle 

1985) who were quite prepared to promote the cooperative and depose the troublesome 

(Fanthorpe 1998) particularly after the Hut Tax war and ‘Mende Uprising’ of 1898 (Sibanda 1979). 

On the other hand, they were simultaneously beholden to the colonial administration as the new 

source of their authority81 and the provider of enhanced economic opportunities and powers of 

rule in the local context (Sawyer 2008). Under the Native Courts Act, for instance, the Paramount 

                                                           
81 Particularly in the numerous cases of Paramount chiefs who were appointed “in error” such as where 
actual rulers sent representatives or declined to recognise the British process of appointment and were 
supplanted by rivals (Fyle 1985). 
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chiefs were vested with final authority in adjudication of “customary law” which, given British 

ignorance on the topic, became considerably what the chiefs wished it to be (Fyle 1985, Corradi 

2010).  

While the transition to independence and the post-colonial era produced some notable 

evolutions and disruptions in the relationship between the chieftaincy and its subjects on the 

one hand and the central state on the other, the position of customary authority has survived 

relatively intact as a primary feature of the country’s political landscape. Although British 

preparations for Sierra Leonean liberation were in principle intended to bequeath the 

foundations of a modern bureaucratic state, the 1951 constitution not only confirmed the 

centrality of “traditional authorities” in rural governance but also provided seats for paramount 

chiefs in the house of parliament. In addition, despite the disruptive and often oppressive nature 

of central strategies for containing the political power of the chiefs under Stevens’ rule, they 

nonetheless maintained a relatively firm grip on local affairs, not least due to a considerable 

amount of conservatism among the rural populace (Hayward 1972, Fanthorpe 2006, Sawyer 

2008). In essence, therefore, from the initial (re)creation of the institution by the British until 

the disruption of the war, the chieftaincy has been fraught with contradiction – simultaneously 

endorsed by the state as a means of indirect governance, supported by rural populations as a 

defence against official caprice and often either caught between the two or in conflict with 

either or both. 

In the post-war period the situation is no less complicated and there are ongoing tensions 

between the roles of the chiefs as something approximating arms-length representatives of the 

state and their responsibilities to local populations many of which appear considerably less 

tolerant of open abuses of customary powers since the war. During the 2007 ban, for example, 

Paramount Chiefs (PCs) and their “sous-chefs” were instructed by presidential order to assist in 

the rounding up of chainsaws. Although they generally complied, many did so with evident 

hesitation and even apprehension as to participate in the “crackdown” was to risk the ire of local 

youths and landowners gaining incomes from the later stages of harvesting.82 A further 

dimensions of complexity, however is the range of diversity among the paramount chiefs 

themselves, particularly with respect to their perspectives and attitudes regarding forest 

                                                           
82 As noted in Chapter 7, the business was an evolving affair and although in some areas the timbers were 
effectively stolen through trickery, in quite a few instances the early predominance of Guinean operators 
was quickly diminished as more Sierra Leoneans acquired ripping skills and saws and took on production 
contracts, a pattern that endured in subsequent suspensions of the export bans. 
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resources and their use. Although in some remote cases the 2007 logging was pursued through 

trickery, in many chiefdoms, the PCs allowed harvesting and received some form of “kola” for 

their acquiescence.83 In several other cases I have encountered over the years, timber and/or 

lumber production by outside operators or by crews organized by the PC himself were effectively 

imposed on the communities under their authority who – aside from a few landowners – 

received little benefit from the operations. On the far other end of the spectrum, in contrast, 

there have also been a few chiefdoms in which the PC has forbidden any sort of commercial tree 

harvesting apparently due to environmental concerns.   

8.2.2   “Crowd logging”: myriad networks of diverse entrepreneurs 

A second major area of discrepancy between the imagined and actual characteristics of the 

forestry sector is in terms of the character of the operators that comprise the population of 

commercial actors. As in other countries of the region, both national officials and the 

representatives of international agencies such as the EU envision “sustainable” forestry as an 

activity properly conducted by a suite of large firms based on sizeable investments in equipment 

and training to ensure thorough observance of SFM principles, maximum economies of scale 

and ease of regulation by state officials. As a result, as detailed in Chapter 7, aside from 

consultations with a few token traditional leaders and a range of state employees, 

“participation” in FLEGT discussions has been effectively limited to representatives of the larger 

investors primarily based in Freetown. Such an approach, however, has excluded a large 

proportion of forestry actors and particularly those producing for domestic lumber markets.  

While there is not sufficient space here to detail the full variety of producer identities, situations, 

and arrangements in the country, a broad categorization will serve to illustrate their general 

characteristics. For one thing, while some of the larger vendors serving the Freetown market 

run vertically integrated operations with dedicated crews and transport chains, even the capital 

is considerably supplied by semi-autonomous teams. These generally work on a contract basis 

involving modest pre-financing followed by full payment upon collection. In addition, however, 

                                                           
83 In Sierra Leone chiefs receive no salary but are entitled to an offering of “respect” from anyone who 
requires their services. Such payments may be quite small if the service required is small such as the 
offering of advice or merely the giving of permission to hold a meeting. They are scaled, however, and if 
the service is greater, such as the adjudication of a local case or, as in this case, for permission to engage 
in profitable activities, particularly if these are technically illegal according to central government policies, 
the payment expected will be much larger. In Sierra Leone the practice is ubiquitous and inescapable, and 
so in any areas where logging occurred it is quite clear that the chiefs would have received some form of 
compensation even if only a modest amount – failure to respect the PC is a crime against the chieftaincy 
and punishable by arrest by chiefdom authorities.  
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while a number of these are also based in Freetown and move to the “bush” to harvest under 

arrangement with local authorities and community members, still more common is the 

production of lumber by a wide variety of other kinds of small CSM teams. Many of the myriad 

board vendors working out of regional centres such as the provincial capitals of Makeni, Bo and 

Kenema (See figures 8.7 and 8.8) employ one or two operators who may have steady assistants 

and/or who employ varying numbers of rural residents to aid them in various capacities. A key 

example of this is the producer cooperative operating out of the small town of Masingbi on the 

Makeni-Kono highway, a collaborative association of independent entrepreneurs who supply 

boards in bulk to a range of larger vending operations primarily based in Freetown on a largely 

per-shipment basis.   

 

Figure 8.7 – Prominent urban board vendor in Kenema Town offloading a truckload of timber 
produced by the owner’s own team (photo Marah Kondeh) 
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Figure 8.8 – Provinces, Districts and Headquarter towns of Sierra Leone (Source: produced by 
author from raw data) 

 

As well, there is a wide range of rural entrepreneurs typically based in the larger “third-tier” 

settlements such as chiefdom headquarter towns who employ nuanced local knowledge and 

dense networks of connections to produce modest amounts of boards on a speculative and/or 

contract basis serving local, district and even Freetown markets (Figures 8.9 and 8.10). Many of 

these became involved in CSM as a fall-back from timber production after the 2007 ban and 

pursue both markets as opportunities permit. Finally, even at the small-village level there are 

many local producers – often village or section chiefs or groups such as youth associations or 

local landowners – who collectively produce a considerable amount of lumber, usually one or 

two truckloads at a time for various distant markets under a variety of arrangements. Indeed, in 

the northern half of the Northern Province more than a few respondents indicated that they 

frequently supplied lumber even to contacts in Guinea where there is currently a ban on CSM. 

Ultimately, many of the operations are somewhat interlinked and the larger the retail operation 

the more different sources it will be supplied by, and even small village operators typically have 

multiple clients.        
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Figure 8.9 – Urban vendor team collecting board consignment from rural producers, Bombali 
District (Photo: Marah Kondeh) 

 

Figure 8.10: Small rural village-level entrepreneurs producing boards in Koinadugu district 
(photo: Albert Thoronka) 

8.2.3    “Footloose youth”, farmers and free agents: a range of 
operators 

In addition to the diversity of investors in the “sector”, its population is further made up of 

operators and assistants who, though typically younger males, also hail from a wide variety of 

backgrounds and locales. Broadly speaking, they can be grouped into two main categories based 

on nationality. First, there are a range of Sierra Leoneans from various parts of the country. As 
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noted above, the more organized and professionalized crews working for the major retailers in 

Freetown and Kenema in particular are often based in the major urban centres and travel to bush 

locations arranged by their patrons in order to produce for weeks, months or occasionally even 

longer depending on the richness of local timber stocks. Although shorter periods are more 

common, one team interviewed during fieldwork in northern Koinadugu district, for example, 

was found to have been living in a particular village for over a year, working in various parts of 

the relatively well forested surrounding areas. These teams are often at least partly comprised 

of the same kind of low income “footloose” urban youth that formed a considerable part of rebel 

forces during the war and indeed include quite a number of actual ex-CDF84 and RUF.85  

 

Figure 8.11: Youth employed to support CSM crew in Northern Bombali District (Photo Marah 

Kondeh) 

 

 

                                                           
84 Again, the CDF was the name given to the collective “group” of different regional ethnic militias that 
were formed from “traditional” hunting societies both spontaneously and at the urging of various 
paramount chiefs, later brought together under semi-centralised command by Chief Samuel Hinga 
Norman during the war  
85 Indeed, during interviews with a crew unloading a large shipment of boards from a truck at the shop of 
one of the major retailers in Kenema, when asked about their relationship with forestry and any issues 
they would like to raise, the crew leader stated – in a distinctly emphatic and heated manner – that they 
were all former rebels, that CSM production was the only peacetime work they knew how to do and that 
if the government stopped them (as it seemed to be trying to do in their opinion) they would have no 
choice but to “go back to their old jobs” as they put it. 
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Beyond such teams, however, another broad sub-group of Sierra Leonean fulltime CSM workers 

is made up of various rural residents who tend to work mainly in the districts where they were 

born or where they settled after the war. Some of these, often those operating in the more 

remote and less accessible chiefdoms, were initiated into the practice by the DDR program of 

chainsaw distribution and skills training and have continued into the present day, often 

producing only modest amounts of lumber for domestic markets or operating only periodically, 

particularly during the dry season. A greater proportion, however, were inducted during the first 

episode of timber production by foreign firms. As noted previously, in the initial stages the 

companies came with crews from Guinea and conducted all timber harvesting, processing and 

transport “in-house”. Before long, however, as operations expanded across the north the need 

for expanded production capacity was increasingly met by teams of rural Sierra Leoneans, many 

of whom had acquired CSM skills by working with the Guinean operators and began to organize 

for themselves. In many cases the companies offered them saws and materials (extra chains, 

fuel, oil, funds for local labour to transport the timbers to accessible collection points etc.) as 

advances against profits from initial shipments. With the imposition of the ban, moreover, 

although timber production – and temporarily, even most tree-felling – was halted and many 

saws were confiscated at least for a time, before long many such teams went back to work, 

adapting their newfound skills to the domestic market. Although a notable proportion of such 

operators and their teams operate on a more or less fulltime basis, their population is diverse, 

representing a spectrum of varying situations and strategies and a fair number – particularly 

those who produce mainly within their own and neighbouring village territories – combine part-

time CSM production with other activities such as farming and the sale of other commodities in 

a range of composite livelihood strategies, an approach described as “productive bricolage” 

(Batterbury 2001).   

Finally, in addition to these various subgroups of Sierra Leonean producers there are a fair 

number of “foreign nationals”86 from neighbouring countries. Among them, Guineans figure 

quite prominently, particularly in the north and East where the “territories” of numerous ethnic 

groups span notoriously porous borders. As noted above, the incidents of 2007 certainly 

encouraged the in-migration of Guinean operators and many have stayed on, particularly due to 

                                                           
86 Admittedly an awkward term given the porosity of the borders imposed by European colonial powers, 
ethnic and socio-economic interlinkage across them and constant migratory and trade movements that 
characterise the Mano-river region which, as in much of Sub-Saharan Africa, make a considerable mockery 
of the notion of distinct nation-states.  
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the ongoing ban on tree harvesting in their country of origin. Still, the pattern is far from an 

anomaly and there are many Guinean nationals participating in all sorts of economic activities 

around the country partly due to greater support for skills training in Guinea and the greater 

ease of obtaining work or commerce in a poor and under-supplied but resurgent Sierra Leone. 

In the Northern parts of Bombali district, for example, there are village markets conducted 

almost exclusively in Susu87 at which it is almost impossible to purchase anything without 

Guinean Francs due to the dominance of cross-border trade. As well, at the time of writing, 

among the crews working for foreign companies contracted to rebuild the major highways, 

almost all the skilled employees such as heavy truck drivers, machine operators, welders and 

carpenters are Guinean. Indeed, when a local MP tried to insist that all positions for the 

construction of the Kenema-Kailahun highway be filled by Sierra Leoneans, the contracting 

company shut down operations and threatened to abandon the contract on the grounds that it 

would be impossible to continue under such terms.  

The situation in terms of forestry is similar with respect to Liberians, particularly in the South and 

some of the Southeast where, again, ethnic groups and dense socio-economic linkages and flows 

make a mockery of the border. Given Liberia’s much richer forest estate and the earlier rise of a 

vibrant CSM sector there, the country has a wealth of skilled operators ready to ply their trade 

under Sierra Leonean-based relatives or compatriots88. Importantly, while familial, ethnic and 

linguistic commonalities between these border regions facilitate cross border movement, so too 

do the legal provisions of current immigration policy. Under the founding treaty of the Economic 

Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS), citizens across West Africa are permitted to move 

freely without visas in any country of the region. Though technically a passport is required, at 

rural border posts or in encounters with police a national ID card is considered acceptable due 

to the realities of day to day life (not least the fact that most residents of the region cannot truly 

afford passport fees) and CSM participants include citizens of countries as far away as Mali. 

8.3   Informality, hybridity and volatility: the emergence of an ephemeral 
industry 

While the internal diversity of its “population” is a critical and indeed defining characteristic of 

the CSM industry in Sierra Leone, of at least equal importance to its “governance” is the fluidity 

and dynamism of the far-reaching networks and associations of which it is comprised. While 

                                                           
87 A major language in central Guinea 
88 As with Guineans, there are large numbers of Sierra Leoneans with family roots in Liberia or who were 
raised there, particularly during parts of the recent civil war but also earlier. 
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state policy, international discourses and particularly the FLEGT programme imagine a coherent 

“object” that can be re-engineered based on centrally-defined principles, closer inspection 

reveals that if anything it resembles a highly dynamic process – a loosely interlinked and 

constantly reorganizing jumble of diverse relations with no definable “edges” or “boundaries”.  

While national and regional broad historical developments such as the evolution of post-colonial 

relations between rural populations and states have been important long-term influences, 

moreover, recent attempts by the Forestry Division to assert control over this nebulous sphere 

of activity have had distinct effects, driving forestry actors “underground’ and further beyond 

the grasp of state authorities. The result has been the creation of an elusive domestic industry 

and a volatile export “subsector”, both unamenable to central regulation and surveillance.  

8.3.1   Easy in-and-out: foreign investment and fluid “sectoral” 
boundaries 

A first key characteristic in this context is the freedom of movement enjoyed by investors both 

within and in and out of the sector resulting in a pattern of extensive interrelation between 

timber and lumber production and other economic activities. Following 2008, many of the 

international actors involved in timber production have been not been established companies 

but individuals possessed of modest capital from various overseas regions including Europe and 

North America as well as Asia. These have been attracted by the central government’s open and 

encouraging policies toward foreign investment – a double-edged sword in many respects, but 

one which has also provided many much-needed benefits in recovering from the difficult post-

war situation89. As visas are both cheap and simple to obtain, such individuals and groups are 

able to move into the country with ease, starting a wide range of businesses ranging from 

agricultural development to mining, equipment import and rental, the development of new 

retail outlets and – certainly not least – construction, particularly of roads and other 

infrastructure.  

                                                           
89 For example, in addition to the enhancement of state revenues, a number of areas and settlements 
have benefitted greatly from the increased flows of money resulting from rising employment and 
expatriate and corporate spending associated with major new mining activities and even modest-scale 
investments in plantations and biofuels development. While there have been and still are some serious 
concerns over land rights and compensation in a number of rural areas, there has also been considerable 
stimulation of urban economic development as exemplified by the rapid and robust growth of Makeni, 
capital of the northern province and the main center serving numerous small, medium and large scale 
mining operations. Though these were effectively all halted by the ebola epidemic, during late 2015 and 
early 2016 with the relaxation of restrictions there has been a resurgence of economic activity and the 
city is growing rapidly once again with all sorts of local and expatriate investment and construction. 
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As a result, as stability and economic growth have gradually improved conditions in the country, 

over the past decade in particular there has been a steadily increasing population of modest-

scale foreign entrepreneurs and investors from all over the world among whom diaspora Sierra 

Leoneans with extensive in-country contacts have been well represented. Already established 

in other productive sectors, these actors generally possess enough free capital, equipment (such 

as trucks and warehouses) and social and political connections to diversify their portfolios quite 

rapidly, which many of them did with alacrity in 2008, entering the forestry “sector” in droves 

to produce export timber following the suspension of the ban. As the spasmodic fits of policy-

making in subsequent years made forestry activities economically risky, quite a number entered 

or went back to other resource exploitation activities in the “off” periods, particularly swelling 

the ranks of small and medium scale gold miners in the Northern Province. As such, there are 

few timber producers beholden for their livelihoods to the Forestry Division, while for the latter 

the ban means a loss of potentially considerable revenues and its lifting means the eruption of 

immediate and largely uncontrollable chaos. 

8.3.2   Intimate interlinkage: the increasing role of domestic market 
producers 

As intimated in previous sections, moreover, the situation is similar with respect to domestic 

investors. Some of the more prominent of these also have hands in other spheres of economic 

activity and most if not all of whom are engaged on a steady basis in the production of domestic 

lumber where they can employ the same human resources and equipment. As both interview 

data and the mass “migration” from lumber to timber production during the ban suspensions 

indicate clearly, there is a widespread preference for export-oriented production. Although both 

Beni and Lenkeh trees produce very hard wood and consume saw chains relatively quickly, the 

simple one foot square by six to seven foot timbers demanded by buyers at the ports of Freetown 

are nonetheless cheaper to produce than the one inch and two inch by twelve or fourteen foot 

boards required by domestic markets. The key reasons for this are the considerably lower 

number of rips involved reducing fuel and machine maintenance costs and the greater ease of 

obtaining straight sections of finished product from large branches and curved trunk sections 

when the length required is so much shorter. While these comparative aspect of the timber 

business both reduce expenditure and speed up production resulting in more finished pieces per 

operator day, moreover, the difference in prices for the products makes timber production still 

more appealing. While two inch “Red” boards of the various species comparable in hardness to 

Beni and Lenkeh sell for around 80,000 SLL at Freetown retail locations, they can be acquired for 
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anywhere between 15,000 to 20,000 SLL in rural towns. During 2011 in particular, however, the 

export timbers in question fetched up to 120 to 160,000 SLL in the capital and sold for 40, 60, or 

even 80,000 SLL at rural roadside collection points depending on the distance from Freetown.  

Finally, while for independent producers boards are sold more slowly to a range of buyers on the 

basis of fluctuating demand patterns dependent on a range of factors and vendors themselves 

must accept some amount of loss due to warping, rot and other problems, timber has a ready 

market of exporters with cash in hand for bulk purchases. Although lumber production may yield 

more cash value from an individual tree (depending on species, location and other variables), 

therefore, timber production offers considerably higher profit margins that can be realized more 

rapidly. As a result, while domestic lumber production is a lucrative and attractive area for 

investment, timber production is still more appealing and is presents a powerful attraction to 

anyone able to enter the commercial forestry arena. In the years since 2007, therefore, the 

domestic “subsector” (which itself was considerably a product of the emergence of the timber 

market) has served considerably as a reserve, or a fall-back position for a diverse range of actors 

who are ready to “jump” back into export-oriented production at more or less a moment’s 

notice. Indeed, this was illustrated dramatically during 2011 when, although the lifting of the ban 

was announced with only around a week’s notice, shipments of old timbers were mobilized 

across all of northern Sierra Leone within a few days of the opening of the ports and (illegal) 

production of new timber was in full swing within two weeks.  

8.3.3   Porous borders and itinerant power saws: operator mobility in 
the Mano River Region 

Mobility in the commercial forestry sector is not only inter-sectoral, however, but also 

geographic in nature, particularly among operators and their support crews. To be sure, just like 

international and domestic investors, CSM producers themselves also move between different 

kinds of work. Like domestic investors they also shift between export and domestic production, 

but in more diverse ways as, in addition to those who supplement CSM with agricultural and 

other work, increasing numbers have diversified into other forestry products such as charcoal 

making. Although it appears that few actually make the coal themselves, in the north in 

particular charcoal makers increasingly hire sawyers to fell and prepare much of the raw material 

for their work, speeding up production of this relatively new but quite profitable commodity. 

Nonetheless, there are also many who focus on CSM as a full-time occupation, moving from 

place to place in response to shifting geographies of opportunity.  
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As noted, part-time producers tend to work within the regions where they are based and have 

extensive social and political connections facilitating access to appropriate resources at 

relatively low cost. Nonetheless, even at this scale operators are highly mobile moving between 

various locales in search of ideal specimens and arrangements. Indeed, operators are quite 

selective of the trees they harvest which are purchased, felled and ripped on an individual basis. 

Although CSM producers in Sierra Leone as elsewhere do not require and cannot physically 

manage the large boles needed by industrial sawmills, due to the combined imperatives of 

economic efficiency and specific requirements of current markets, they seek only straighter and 

more mature individuals90 of particular species. As a result their selection processes are 

extremely “fine-grained”, proceeding on a tree-by-tree basis taking considerable time. While 

even large producers tend to work within the loosely defined areas within which they have 

established influence and connections, their teams often range quite far and wide at the district 

and even provincial scales, searching for areas with relatively richer arboreal resources.  

In addition, however, there is a considerable pool of more or less “freelance” sawyers who move 

not only between patrons but internationally across (at least) the Mano River Region.91 As 

described above, the population of operators in Sierra Leone includes a fair number of citizens 

from other countries of the region, particularly Liberia and Guinea. Many of these, however, are 

not immigrants to the country but itinerant producers who shift locations and even countries 

depending on the employment prospects afforded by changing economic and policy conditions. 

The Guinean sawyers particularly exemplify this trend. Of those who entered the country along 

with their foreign patrons in 2007, while many stayed on after the ban was enforced many 

others went back home only to return once more when it was lifted in 2009. When the second 

ban was put in place in 2010, a similar flux occurred but again, within two weeks of its 

suspension, in 2011 hundreds passed northern border posts to rejoin crews in Sierra Leone. It is 

important to note, moreover that this situation is not unique to the country. While numerous 

Guineans, Liberians and some other nationalities move in and out of commercial forestry 

activities in Sierra Leone, quite a few Sierra Leonean sawyers also move in and out of the country 

in response to changing conditions. In 2007 and 2009 many responded to the bans by moving 

to northern Liberia where they found conditions more conducive to making a living. It is not 

clear to what extent such movements in the forestry context are related to the persistence of 

RUF and CDF networks as opposed to broader socio-economic networks and the historical 

                                                           
 

91 Comprised principally of Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea, although Cote d’Ivoire is sometimes 
included (Hoffman 2007; 2007b) 
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openness of regional borders. Nonetheless, the pattern resonates strongly with Hoffman’s 

suggestion that wartime commander-combatant relationships have been translated into 

enduring formations of “footloose youths” ready to be deployed by their patrons across borders 

and economic sectors to exploit the opportunities offered by various conflicts and emerging 

industries from Guinea to Côte d’Ivoire. 

8.4   Conclusion 

In the visions of forest “governance” expressed in public rhetoric, international discourses and 

national policy, the commercial forestry sector is imagined as a coherent entity that merely 

needs the steady guiding hand of (reformed) state agencies to become an efficient, sustainable 

and law abiding economic “sector”. As I have shown here, however, this proposition – 

particularly in the forms it has taken in current regulatory policy and FLEGT support programs to 

date – is not only one of questionable practicability but also of a considerably wrongheaded 

orientation based on ideological preconceptions that simply do not fit with present realities. For 

one thing, the state itself is considerably different than assumed in the policy and regulatory 

proposals currently being advanced. Fraught with not only superficial issues of “corruption” and 

conflicting mandates but also deeper and more complex problems of mixed identities and a 

basic disjunct between its own social logic and that of the population its seeks to control, it is 

mired in multiple forms and layers of contradiction that reshape its functioning and effects on a 

daily basis.  

The commercial forestry “sector” it is trying to regulate, moreover, also bears little resemblance 

to the ways it is represented in official discourses. While state agents and international actors 

appear to think in terms of a relatively sharp dichotomy between formalized, systematically 

regulated industrial forestry on the one hand and criminality on the other, the sphere of 

activities encapsulated by the term “commercial forestry” in Sierra Leone is fundamentally 

hybrid and diffuse. Populated by diverse actors with divergent perspectives linked up in myriad 

networks that extend both outside arena of forestry itself and beyond national borders, it is not 

a political-economic “object” but a social process, a nebulous and dynamic jumble of relations 

in constant flux made still more complex and volatile by recent heavy handed attempts to 

centralize control. A considerable proportion of this “unruliness” is undoubtedly a product of 

the recent history of the country, including the influence of the particular form of 

neopatrimonial politics and bureaucratic decline induced by long-time president Siaka Stevens 

and the chaos of the subsequent civil war – the disruptive effects of which have still not been 
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wholly remedied. For better or (quite possibly) for worse, such elements may perhaps – with 

time, patient attention and long-term donor funding, one day be addressed in order to reshape 

the state into something resembling a Western-style bureaucracy. As I explain further in the 

following chapter, however, the elusive nature of commercial forestry in the country is much 

more a product of deep-rooted social, material and political factors that make it unamenable to 

the kind of bureaucratic rationality that state and international actors wish to impose.   
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Chapter 9  

Histories, Materialities and social responses 
 

9.0   The deeper challenges of domestic production  

As described in Chapter 8, the vision of a centrally controlled, bureaucratically administered and 

independently monitored commercial forestry “sector” that is currently being championed in 

Sierra Leone is considerably challenged by the diversity, hybridity and ultimate elusiveness of 

this arena of activity. To be sure, some of its characteristics are due in part to the disruptive 

effects of the country’s decline into civil conflict and it would be unwise to suggest that they will 

be unaffected by the process of political-bureaucratic rebuilding that appears to be slowly 

grinding forward. Nonetheless, as the previous chapter details, they are also products of other 

forces such as historical patterns of political development and long-term shifts in the country’s 

demography and social interlinkage wrought by wartime displacement. More importantly, 

however, while the political-economic and social complexities described in Chapter 8 present 

significant challenges to the bounding and “ordering” of forestry activities by the state, there 

are further factors that present seemingly insurmountable obstacles to the imposition of central 

authority. 

First among these is the continued – and, in fact, even renewed – importance of the chieftaincy 

which remains a potent political and managerial force not only in national politics but still more 

so in the context of daily rural life and its administration across the country. Second, there are 

material forces that structure the conditions of political action with respect to commercial 

forestry, among which both the socio-ecological patterns of the landscape and the power saw 

are especially prominent. Third, there is the increasing prominence of forestry as an arena of 

civil society development particularly due to the heavy-handed and largely autocratic approach 

taken by the FD in recent years. In the three sections of this chapter I examine each of these 

critical obstacles in turn. Ultimately, I find that due to the limits they impose on state authority 

and capacity, even with EU support central forestry policy will continue to be little more than a 

paper farce without the sincere inclusion of other actors in policy development.   
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9.1   The trouble with “legality”: bifurcation and the limits to central power 

Although Sierra Leone has been a modern nation-state since 1961 and a presidential republic 

since 1971, a key barrier faced by any state agency attempting to impose its will on the rural 

populace is the “other half” of the dual system of authority inherited from the colonial 

bifurcation of the territory. As the British were loath to become mired in “native affairs” the 

chieftaincy became not only the critical interlocutor between the state in Freetown and the 

protectorate population but also the principal structure of authority in the rural landscapes of 

the country. Despite considerable political turmoil the institution has endured and while the 

past century has seen numerous uprisings against particular chiefs, the institution itself remains 

a key and generally esteemed part of provincial life: a bastion of custom and a critical guardian 

of local rights and practices. In the context of commercial forestry, moreover, it is particularly 

salient due to the legislative enshrinement of the chiefs as custodians of rural lands and 

resources. As most CSM is practiced outside “Classified forests” on lands under customary 

tenure it is not only beyond the FD’s effective reach but also essentially outside its jurisdiction.  

9.1.1   From indirect rule to dual government: contemporary 
chieftaincy in contemporary Sierra Leone  

In Sierra Leone the legislative enshrinement of the chieftaincy has a long history. Though 

naturally absent from the earliest constitutions of the “Province of Freedom”, with the 

establishment of the Protectorate in 1896 its political place was firmly established in the 

structures of “Indirect Rule”. As well, when Governor Slater introduced a new constitution for 

the Colony in 1924, to the several Krio representatives on the Governing Council he added three 

seats for Paramount chiefs making an expanded legislature of 21 (Fyfe 1962). With unification 

of the two territories in 1951 the number was expanded to twelve (one for each provincial 

district), a decision that was confirmed by the independence constitution of 1961. Although 

Stevens’ respective republican and one-party state constitutions of 1971 and 1978 considerably 

enhanced the powers of the president, the position of the chieftaincy and its powers remained 

unchanged. The same was true in 1991 when Momoh yielded to rising domestic and 

international pressure for liberalization resulting in a constitution that restored democratic 

process and balanced the judicial, legislative and executive branches but left the chieftaincy 

untouched. Although it was twice suspended by military and military/rebel takeovers during the 

civil war the latter remains in effect, guarding the position of the Paramountcy which has been 

further bolstered by other post-war legislation.      
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Indeed, as the foundational law of the country the constitution is of particular importance to the 

chieftaincy, entrenching several key aspects of its status and responsibilities. First, it explicitly 

precludes any major challenge declaring that “the institution of Chieftaincy as established by 

customary law and usage and its non-abolition by legislation is…guaranteed and preserved” and 

that subsequent legislation must avoid “restraining in any way the exercise of any rights, duties, 

privileges or functions conferred upon, or enjoyed by…a person as a Paramount Chief” (GoSL 

1991, article 72, sections 1; 3). Second, in addition to reconfirming the twelve parliamentary 

seats (article 74, section 1) it also specifically protects the right and duty of chiefs-in-council to 

maintain written and unwritten customary law as a key component of the legal framework of 

the country standing on equal footing with other laws (article 170 section 1-4, article 171 section 

1). Although the constitution itself does not offer further detail on other particular duties of 

chiefs and the councils over which they preside, moreover, several other pieces of legislation 

provide specific guidance.  

In the post-war chaos PCs, their councils and subordinate section and town chiefs were the only 

form of local government remaining in the country and surveys indicated the institution (if not 

all its specific representatives) retained broad-based popular support (Sawyer 2008). As a result, 

despite the reluctance of several international agencies its restoration received formal backing 

and even following completion of president Kabbah’s previously interrupted democratic 

decentralization program the chiefs retained hegemony within their chieftaincies and were 

allotted considerable influence within and over the reinstated local councils. This authority, 

moreover, has been recently reconfirmed by the 2009 version of the Chieftaincy Act, which 

stipulates that the functions of a Paramount Chief include the duties to:  

“preserve or promote, as appropriate, and serve as the guardian of the customs and traditions of 

his [sic]92 chiefdom…[to] serve as an agent of development in his chiefdom; and…[to] use his best 

ability to secure the making of appropriate bye-laws by the Chiefdom Council” (GoSL 2009, article 

29 section 1, 2). 

As well, while the Crown Lands Act (Colony of Sierra Leone 1960) and the Town and Country 

Planning Act (GoSL 2003b) provide for both state and freehold land in the Freetown Peninsula, 

the Provinces Land Act (1963) is quite clear that “all land in the Provinces is vested in the 

Chiefdom Councils who hold such land for and on behalf of the native communities concerned” 

(p.1). Since individuals may only claim entitlement to customary lands within the chiefdom of 

                                                           
92 While in the North women are not permitted to become paramount chiefs, in the largely Mende South 
and East though uncommon it is accepted practice with long and famous historical precedent. 
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their origin and Chiefs-in-council are responsible for determining citizenship, effectively all 

landuse decisions fall within the PCs’ domain (Unruh and Turay 2006, Renner-Thomas 2010). 

Although the constitution is currently under review93, therefore, for the foreseeable future the 

chiefs are legally entrenched as the gatekeepers to rural life-worlds, particularly where matters 

of land and land-based resources are concerned. Although they are linked in various ways to the 

apparatus of the modern state, they also operate a largely independent system of law and 

authority shaped by local custom and acceptability far more than by the wishes of central 

legislators.  

9.1.2   Duality and circumscription: chieftaincy at the boundaries of 
Forestry legislation 

Strangely, while historical and current pieces of forestry legislation follow the pattern 

established by the constitutions and other Acts confirming the authority of the Paramount 

Chiefs, more recent regulations and policies produced internally by the FD itself attempt to 

overrule them producing awkward tensions. The founding Forestry Ordinance, for example, 

explicitly recognized the category of “Native Lands” under the jurisdiction of “Tribal Authorities” 

meaning Chiefs-in-council (1912, article 2) as defined by the Protectorate Native Law Ordinance 

(Miers and Klein 1999, Wyse 2003). Of particular importance, while it granted the Governor 

authority to designate reserves on Crown Lands in the Colony, in the Protectorate this could only 

be achieved “at the request of any Tribal Authority” and “subject to such rights and reservations” 

as would be agreed with the latter (1912, article 4). Moreover, the published notice of intention 

to constitute a reserve was required to include not only the specification of its boundaries but 

also a declaration that the reserve was intended either “for the general purposes of the Colonial 

Government within the Colony” or “for the particular use and benefit of the native community 

within the Protectorate” (article 5 subsections a, b). Finally, the notice was also required to 

include the appointment of an officer referred to as the Reserve Settlement Commissioner who 

would “enquire into and determine the existence, nature and extent of any rights claimed or 

alleged to exist in favour of any native communities” over the land in question (article 5 

subsection c).  

The Commissioner, in turn, was specifically mandated to have the notice translated into relevant 

local languages and collaborate with local PCs (and two others from other areas serving as 

“neutral” arbitrators) to ensure public awareness and organise fora for the presentation of 

                                                           
93 A process recommended by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, expected completion 2016 
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claims (articles 6, 7). Harvesting of forest produce in reserves was also to be co-regulated by PCs 

and the Schedule of Regulations for rubber production awarded chiefs the right to inspect 

licences and allocated them royalty rights (articles 13, 14, 22). Similarly, although licences for 

timber production required the governors consent (article 3), the “grantors of the licence” were 

considered to be the traditional “owners” of the lands in question (article 20). As well, cutting 

of various trees required the local chief’s approval and traditional land owners retained farming 

rights in timber concession areas while concessionaires themselves required local permission 

(article 20). Overall, though the document is not fully explicit on the limits of forestry jurisdiction 

it clearly states that the rules apply to restricted and/or reserve lands and makes no mention of 

their application outside them.       

While (for unexplained reasons) the 1988 Forestry Act uses different terminology, its 

stipulations and language follow the same pattern. The specific provisions of the Act are 

expressly limited in application to the three kinds of formally gazetted “Classified forest” that it 

identifies: a) “national production forests”; b) “national protection forests” and; c) “community 

forests” (section 2). As in the Ordinance, the Chief Conservator (Director of the FD) may suggest 

establishment of any area as a National Production or Protection forest but the proposal must 

contain: “a description of all ownership, usage and other rights affecting the area of the 

proposed forest and recommendations for acquiring or confirming them” as well as “an analysis 

of the effects of the proposal on the…activities of the neighbouring population” (GoSL 1988, 

section 10, subsection1). Moreover, it is also stipulated that “existing usage rights shall be 

confirmed in so far as they are consistent with the main objective of the proposed forest, and 

the acquisition of land…shall be subject to confirmed usage rights” (section 10 subsection 2a). 

Furthermore, in order to designate the land for reservation, the responsible Minister is required 

to acquire rights to it by purchase, in the Peninsula, or by negotiating a lease in the Provinces. 

The lease may not exceed 99 years, its value must be renegotiated with the chiefdom councils 

every 5 years and the document must stipulate the proportions of rent payable to the Chiefdom 

Council and specific customary landowners (section 10 subsection 2b i; iii; iv). Finally, all 

management plans required as part of timber concession applications are required to include 

analyses of effects on “customary and other rights” to the area (section 8 subsection 1). 

Similar provisions are made for the establishment and operation of what the Act re-terms 

“Community Forests” which, though ultimately “constituted” by the Chief Conservator, can only 

be established under agreement with the relevant Chiefdom Council(s) which, again, is 
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considered the initiating party (section 18 subsection 1). Any such agreement must contain 

detailed analyses of any rights to be suppressed or confirmed and is to be valid for a period not 

exceeding 99 years after which the land reverts to normal communal tenure (section 18 

subsection 2 c, d, e). In addition, the agreement may be modified or terminated by mutual 

consent of the Chief Conservator and the Chiefdom Council, the former of which is ordered to 

consent “when the agreement no longer serves its original purpose” or “when the needs of the 

community require” following public notice and review (section 18 subsection 4, 5). Finally, 

whereas Community Forests on Peninsula state land must be managed by the FD or its 

designates, in the Provinces it is the Chiefdom Council which has authority to manage or 

delegate management of such lands (section 19 subsections 1, 2, 3) and to determine all related 

regulations, fees and prices and to retain all revenues and proceeds (section 20 subsection 1, 3)  

Although the jurisdictional limits of the FD are therefore explicitly detailed in its specific 

provisions, however, they are subject to one particular point of potential confusion. On one 

hand the only regulatory authority explicitly conferred upon the FD by the Act is over-harvesting 

in gazetted national reserves and subsequent commercial trade. Indeed, the rules and 

procedures for the designation and management of officially designated National and 

Community forests described above comprise the vast majority of the document, clearly 

sugesting that they are the sole focus of the Act’s intervention. Second, all other specific 

provisions include explicit statements that the rules apply to gazetted forests and no reference 

is made to other forested lands or areas. Even the general declaration of the overall principles 

of “forest management”, for example, specifies that “every classified forest shall be managed to 

achieve the greatest combination of benefits…compatible with the primary objective of the 

forest” (section 5 emphasis added). As well, the provisions with respect to offences and 

penalties specified in section 28 contain similar stipulations, defining fines and/or prison terms 

for any persons who cause damage in a gazetted “National or Community forest”, “in any 

protected area”, or to “any protected tree” or official boundary marker of the same (subsections 

1, 2, 3, 4, emphasis added) while the remaining subsections are devoted solely to penalties for 

misrepresenting harvesting sources, quantities or official marks in the course of such activities.  

On the other hand, however, immediately following the preamble and definitions there is a 

single vague introductory description of the authority of the Chief Conservator that has created 

the conditions for a considerable amount of confusion. Specifically, it states that this person 

shall be responsible for: 
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“(a) the efficient management and rational utilization of the country’s forest resources;  

(b) the preservation of the forest environment and the environmental role of forest land;  

(c) promoting and conducting forest research, education and extension;  

(d) conducting forest inventories and preparing forest working plans;  

(e) afforestation and silvicultural treatment;  

(g) conducting sales and issuing licences for the disposition of forest produce;  

(h) negotiating concession agreements for the plantation and utilization of production forests and 

the processing of their products and ensuring performances of such agreements;  

(i) performing such other duties as may be assigned to him by the Minister or by any other law or 

regulations” (section 3 subsection 1). 

While mandates (c), (d), (e), (g) and (h) present no evident conflict with chiefdom authority, 

provisions (a), (b) and (i) are more problematic. On one hand, the exclusive focus of the entire 

remainder of the Act on provisions for gazetted forests clearly implies – in line with all other 

historical and current legislation on Provincial lands and chiefly authority – a limitation of FD 

jurisdiction to such areas. On the other, the use of the completely undefined term “forests” in 

parts (a) and (b), however, could conceivably be stretched into an interpretation awarding broad 

geographic discretion to the Chief conservator. Moreover, the provision of part (i), clearly 

intended to make room for adaptation, response to contingencies and the ongoing development 

of more detailed regulations, could also be taken as a more or less carte blanche invitation to 

bureaucratic imperialism.  

And that is exactly how the FD decided to take it. Whatever the original ideas of Parliament, the 

Division wasted absolutely no time and within a year it published new regulations giving itself 

extensive authority based on exactly and exclusively this one vague introductory clause. 

Couched in language that contrasts starkly with the legislation establishing its actual authority, 

Part II for example, explicitly states that “in pursuance of the provisions of Section 3 of the Act” 

(the single section cited above): 

“before any unclassified forest areas under private ownership is [sic] brought under industrial 

exploitation or any other form of exploitation a management plan shall be prepared by the owners 

or custodians for the approval of the Chief Conservator of Forests (GoSL 1989, section 3 subsection 

1 emphasis added). 

The sweeping nature of the powers self-awarded by statement is difficult to exaggerate. First of 

all, given the sudden shift of focus to “unclassified” forest, the lack of definition of “forest” in 

the Act (or regulations) combined with the lack of provision for any sort of consultative 

procedure effectively leaves the entirety of the national estate in the hands of the FD, at least 
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on paper. In essence, this dramatic change of terminology leaves it wide open who is to decide 

which parts of the remainder of the country “are”, “could be”, “once were” and/or “should be” 

included in the category “forest” but quite clearly implies that such judgements are the mandate 

of the Chief Conservator.  

This, moreover, is much more than a minor question of legal semantics. Given that the majority 

of the country is in some stage of “bush fallow” which can just as easily (and very accurately)94 

be described as “young forest regrowth” and that the FD itself (along with various supporting 

international agencies) has repeatedly asserted as unquestionable “fact” the notion that 70-85% 

of the country was quite recently “forested” (whatever that might mean, specifically) the 

regulations could easily be construed as awarding nearly universal jurisdiction to the Division. 

Moreover, although the stipulation covers a wide range of activities ranging from farming to nut 

and herb collection, the subsequent provision requires “Management Plans” that “meet the 

requirements set out in section 8 of the Act” (designed industrial exploitation of National 

Production Reserves) amounts to self-allocation of comprehensive powers of monitoring and 

regulation of any activity having to do with “trees” (the latter, again, defined by the FD).  

Such a move would appear merely bold if it were only for the clear conflict with the language of 

the original Act as well as the various provisions of the constitution and other legislation defining 

the authority of the chieftaincy. What makes it appear truly audacious, however, is the explicit 

recognition in the regulations themselves that the stipulations pertain to areas “outside the 

jurisdiction of the Forestry Division” (section 7, section 8 subsection 1). Finally, Although the Act 

is explicit that Community Forests are to be managed by the Chiefdom Councils or groups 

designated by them, the Regulations dictate that before “any agency, body corporate or person 

other than the Forestry Division to manage forest areas classified as Community Forests…the 

Chief Conservator shall be satisfied of [their] competence…before the commencement of such 

                                                           
94 “Bush fallow” is, by definition, simply the resurgence of more or less the composition of species that 
happened to populate a given area before “slash and burn” temporary (and partial) clearance for 
agriculture and in much of the country, despite long-term agricultural activity, tree species predominate 
and (due to decent quality soil, a long growing season and very high rainfall) quickly take over many areas 
very quickly given a chance. Indeed, not only are the sites of small logging operations often difficult to 
relocate within a year or two (even by those who conducted them, as I have found numerous times in the 
field), many areas that seem to be sites of “deforestation” to an inexperienced eye are actually simply 
mature bush fallow areas of young forest being re-cleared for farming. A particularly relevant example in 
this context is the finding (described in van der Horst and Munro 2012) that many areas west of the 
Kambui Hills North Forest Reserve that were abandoned during the civil war had become completely 
overgrown by its end and some have remained abandoned, resulting in a politically-induced and rapid 
enlargement of the area’s forest estate. 
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management” (section 41). As well, and again in complete contradiction, it specifies that “Village 

Forest Associations shall be the recognized institutions through which Community Forests may 

be developed” (section 42, emphasis added) and that they must be registered with the Chief 

Conservator who will determine the rules for their operation (section 44).    

Though the nearly immediate intervention of a decade of violent civil strife both precluded 

implementation and debilitated the Division itself, in the post-war period it has clearly 

maintained the position of its own universal authority. The sweeping scope of the 2008 

regulations which not only sought to harness all forest products trade in the country to Division 

revenue streams but also to unilaterally restructure its key industries by literally driving small 

producers out of business is a clear example. Intriguingly, however, FD staff are generally quite 

keenly aware of the distinct tensions with which the agency’s situation and attitude is fraught. 

On one hand officials recognise quite openly that not only do they lack the capacity to regulate 

rural landuse but that they really do not have legal jurisdiction outside formal reserve areas. 

Nonetheless, they tend to maintain the importance and legitimacy of FD intervention in all 

matters of “forestry” on the grounds of environmental imperatives, their own “proper” formal 

training and experience and a broad sense of moral entitlement – supported, generally by 

oblique references to the 1989 regulations.     

As neither these broad claims nor the specific provisions of the 2008 regulations have worked 

out very well overall, however, with the support of several external agencies including the EU 

and USAID, in 2008-9 an effort was initiated to work toward a more functional policy stance. 

Following “stakeholder engagement” process in early 2009 conducted by two international 

consultants involving “the relevant government Ministries, Departments/Divisions and 

Agencies; civil society groups and experts working with other sectors”, separate draft 

Forestry and Conservation and Wildlife Policies were produced (GoSL 2010, p.3). Officially, 

it is claimed that the drafts were made public through a variety of media to promote wide-

ranging and inclusive discussion around the country, but actors involved and even the 

document itself admit that the initial reliance on Krio-language discussion and radio, 

television, newspaper and workshop-based interaction “introduced a major challenge for 

the presenters to relate the technical concepts for grassroots understanding” (GoSl 2010, 

p.4). To remedy the situation, an effort was made to explain the policy in the main ethnic 

languages in “regional consultations” which were followed by further discussions at central 

government level.   
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Officially, the final policy, formally adopted in 2010 by the Forestry Division, attempts to be 

comprehensive in scope and progressive in vision, incorporating not only international 

treaty obligations but also the broad goals of the constitution, the National Poverty 

Reduction Strategy and other laws and policies – notably including existing commitments to 

ensure the implementation of SFM principles. With respect to commercial forestry, it 

specifically identifies the engagement Forest-certification initiatives and their attendant 

markets as a means of promoting “principles of the rule of law, governance and sustainable 

trading” (GoSL 2010, p.5). Unfortunately, it also ascribes to the dominant narrative of 

historical and ongoing rapid deforestation of the country which, though widespread and 

influential, has yet to find a basis in empirical data (Munro and van der Horst 2015b). As is 

usual in both the country and the region, it associates this ostensible decline in the national 

forest estate with “multiple factors including clearing for agriculture, logging (both legal and 

illegal), mining, construction, fuelwood, and charcoal production [and the]…unregulated use 

of wood for construction and fuelwood” (GoSL 2010, p5). These factors it associates, in turn, 

with “poverty” as “an underlying cause of much of the forest degradation and destruction 

in the country… undermin[ing] sustainable forest management objectives (GoSL 2010, p7).  

As well, though it tentatively advocates for some degree of “community involvement” it 

ultimately concludes that the key to forest salvation is to ensure that the management of 

such activities is “coordinated, monitored and overseen by the Forestry Division” (GoSL 

2010, p7). Moreover, while it does recognize the jurisdiction of the PCs over communal land, 

it also makes the deeply problematic assessment that although “Forestry Law is clear on 

forest resource use within and outside the Forest Reserve lands, the District Councils and 

other traditional authorities tend to uptake the rights of management” (GoSL 2010, p.9). As 

well, its overall long term vision offers some vague support for more (or, rather, at all) 

balanced policy-making and regulation, aiming for the development of “an integrated forest 

sector that achieves sustainable, rights-based management of forests for economic, social, 

cultural, aesthetic, and environmental benefits for the present and future generations of 

Sierra Leone, and for humankind in general” (GoSL 2010, p10). As a mere “policy”, however, 

it does absolutely nothing to alter the 1989 or 2008 regulations, the imperialist mentality 

and provisions of which has been transferred in toto to the FLEGT program rendering the 

latter equally vulnerable to their contradictions. 
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9.1.3 Caught in the middle: national legislation, chiefdom law and the daily 
life of forestry regulations  

The implications of this dualistic structure and its associated contradictions go far beyond the 

details of government papers housed in Freetown and if anything it is in the context of rural 

daily life that the tension between the “rule” of the (ostensibly) modern central state and 

customary authority is most evident. Legally empowered as the custodians of communal lands 

(which comprise almost the entirety of the provincial territory) Chiefs-in-Council are the 

guardians of the rights of the “original” settlers of each village or town guaranteeing the 

citizenship and entitlements of “autochtonous” families. Vested with the power to decide all 

matters of land allocation and resource use within their chiefdoms, the PCs are also the first and 

often final point of contact in cases of dispute or the commission of offence against customary 

practice or their own bye-laws. As a result, they occupy an undeniably central position in rural 

affairs and, though conflicts between rural populations their specific Paramount Chiefs are not 

unheard of, the former generally take the latter as a critical guarantee of not only their rights 

per se but as primary protection the claims of outsiders, specifically including state agencies.  

In contemporary Sierra Leone, this combination of factors serves to considerably limit not only 

the reach but also the reality of the central state. To be sure, the almost complete lack of official 

presence outside district headquarter towns itself has an effect on local-central relations. Due 

to the poor state of road infrastructure in much of the country and a general lack of material, 

human and financial resources, even periodic visits by agricultural or forestry staff are highly 

infrequent in many areas and during fieldwork quite a few villages indicated that they would be 

surprised to see a forestry officer more than once or twice per year.95 Naturally, this lack of 

contact, and the attendant absence of official “developmental” activity”96 or social services has 

an effect on the perceived relevance of the state. More important still, however, is the 

combination of rural conservatism combining reliance on the chieftaincy with a general distrust 

of national and even provincial authorities. Indeed, during the course of fieldwork I observed 

that in many articulations the central state was portrayed as at worst a threat and at best 

irrelevant and villagers and CSM field operators alike typically refered not to “wi govmen” (our 

government) or “de govmen” (the government) but to “govmen den” (government them), a 

                                                           
95 Although during 2009-10 FD district offices received additional support for fieldwork, at present few 
offices possess more than 2-3 small motorcycles for often only 5-6 staff members and DFOs of the smaller 
offices often have no funds to buy fuel. 
96 Indeed, the state does effectively nothing for most villages. For example, off the few main routes most 
rural roads are locally made and maintained and even where school buildings are present and in 
serviceable condition, teachers are frequently unpaid or supported by community offerings. 
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distinctly othering construction in Krio that is normally used to refer to social groups external to 

the speaker such as other nationalities or ethnicities. Indeed, the tone of conversations 

frequently suggested that the population of the central state is perceived as something akin to 

an ethnic group unto itself, one in competition with that of the speaker. As one rural resident 

expressed to me during fieldwork, for example, “govmen den kam tel wi sae wi nor foh kot 

tick…bot notto den get ya, den nor deh na ya” – “government them97, they come and tell us that 

we shouldn’t cut trees…but they don’t own this place, they don’t live in/have this place” (village 

town hall discussion, Bombali District). 

This particular central-local dynamic has clear and unavoidable implications for any efforts to 

implement central policy in off-reserve areas of the country. As discussed in Chapter 7, in 

international environmental and forestry discourses there are ubiquitous references to the need 

to “protect” and “support” indigenous rights to local resources, particularly for subsistence use 

and against the threat of rapacious logging companies and greedy, contrary or uncaring officials. 

Similarly, even national discourses such as that presented by the 2010 policy make identify a 

need to protect “local use rights” and ensure the maintenance of subsistence livelihood sources. 

Under the present status quo,98 however, it is not so much sporadic groups of vulnerable 

peasants that need protecting against the vagaries of corporate or state will, but rather the plans 

of central forestry authorities that require local assent in order to become anything more than 

the paper fantasies they are at present. In essence, the question is not one of preserving 

unrecognized minority rights but of confrontation with the legally entrenched and vigorously 

defended prerogatives of the vast indigenous majority of the country. Almost all CSM production 

occurs on hereditary family lands protected by the PCs and outside the formal jurisdiction of the 

FD, a fact of which rural populations are well aware. Forestry field staff interviewed around the 

country indicated a similar awareness, and indeed even a high level of sensitivity to jurisdictional 

issues and (aside from chasing power saws) the bulk of their activities are focused on national 

reserves while community-engagement activities are generally limited to efforts to encourage 

and cajole villagers to plant trees and conduct maintenance on community forest plots – both 

of which require the influence of local chiefs.  

                                                           
97 Intriguingly, in this quote the speaker is referring to just 2-3 forest rangers with which he was familiar   
98 Particularly since the initial illegal logging episode of 2007. At the time some communities were taken 
advantage of (Hiemstra-van der Horst 2010), but most are considerably more aware now and this would 
not easily happen again. 
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Another to which people are quite sensitive is the fact that even national reserves are super-

imposed by lease on what are ultimately inalienable chiefdom lands and that more than a few 

are about to expire. During field research in the Kambui Hills North Forest Reserve, for example, 

although the dates given by local residents for the expiry of the reserve agreement varied 

somewhat, consciousness of its imminent lapse was widespread. These facts lead to regular 

tensions between “forest edge” communities and forestry staff all around the country as 

although the latter realise that the former wield formal authority to lay legal charges for reserve 

incursions, many justify such” infringements” on the grounds that the lands in question are in 

reality their own and that the leases are of questionable validity due to decades of non-payment 

of agreed rents. As a result, DFOs and their field agents are engaged in an ongoing boundary 

battle, constantly attempting to re-demarcate and police reserve areas which are often 

disregarded or actively removed by local populations looking to engage in farming, mining, 

charcoal production or other activities within them. Ultimately, due to the legal and popular 

authority of the Chieftaincy, central policy does not truly reach into the world beyond the main 

highways, one which is semi-autonomous and functions according to its own logic and rules.   

9.2   Materialities: the critical “things” of the specific socioecologies of CSM 

While the chieftaincy is a critical political-administrative element conditioning the possibilities 

of forestry policy implementation it is most certainly not the only one and there are several 

material factors that also limit the prospects of centralising control. Among the most prominent 

of these is the landscape itself, not least in the Northern Province. In contrast to mainstream 

narratives of linear degradation (Fairhead and Leach 1998; Munro and van der Horst 2015), the 

“Guinea Savanna” ecology of this region is not only variegated and diverse but highly dynamic, 

changing constantly as a product of flexible and shifting socio-ecological patterns and practices. 

In this context the recent introduction of the “power saw” has produced another key factor 

obstructing the imposition of central will. In a context of fragmented and fluctuating distribution 

of resources the saw offers an affordable, potent and highly mobile means for their efficient 

exploitation by small teams conducting ephemeral operations. The combination of these factors 

has produced an unruly industry that is extremely difficult to “tame”, particularly in the manner 

envisioned by national and international policy makers employing models designed for large-

scale concessions. Indeed, as the heavy-handed approach of the FD in recent years has driven 

most producers more or less “underground”, the achievement of even a modest level of 

surveillance by outside agents has become effectively impracticable.  
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9.2.1   Patchy production: scattered operations in a shifting mosaic  

Since the colonial era mainstream understandings of Sierra Leone’s ecological history have 

maintained a narrative of linear decline from near universal forest cover justifying efforts to 

secure the centralized control of professional state foresters (Lane-Poole 1911, GoSL 2008, 

2010). Despite the ubiquity and power of such stories, however, they remain empirically 

unfounded (Fairhead and Leach 1998) and while the country’s forest history is not sufficiently 

understood to draw detailed conclusions (Munro and van der Horst 2015), several factors cast 

doubt on their credibility. Not only are they based on the outdated pseudo-scientific notion of 

“succession”, they also ignore empirical evidence of forest expansion in certain areas (e.g. 

Fairhead and Leach 1998a, 2000, van der Horst and Munro 2012). As well, given that earlier 

populations were much lower and possessed only manual tools it is unlikely they had the 

capacity (or desire) to clear extensive tracts of mature forest (Fairhead and Leach 1998). While 

early colonial logging likely had some influence on the distribution of large trees, even its long-

term effects on overall vegetation distribution were likely limited since it was focused on high-

value species and largely confined to areas near the coast and navigable waterways (Munro and 

van der Horst 2015). Ultimately, while Sierra Leone currently has relatively little high forest there 

is little to suggest it ever had much more (Fairhead and Leach 1998).  

More importantly, contemporary regulatory logic is based on not only on a spurious 

environmental history but on a vision of the present that is incongruous with ecological reality. 

The vegetation maps developed and employed by the Forestry Department for most of the 20th 

century created the illusion of homogeneity, implying that the country is characterised by 

seemingly uniform belts of Moist-deciduous forest in the south, Moist semi-deciduous forest in 

the centre and “savanna” in the north (e.g. Figure 9.1). Although more recent maps suggest a 

bit more nuance, including mangrove swamps and displaying a little more detail in the 

intermixing of categories, they typically “downgrade” much of the country’s vegetation to a 

broad category of “Bush (secondary growth)” and largely still present a schema of 2-4 apparently 

homogeneous swathes of vegetation (e.g. Figure 9.2). There are indeed some which appear to 

indicate a slightly greater degree of nuance but: a) they are few and rarely referenced; b) they 

are still based on only sight graudations of broad categories, and; c) they have negligible 

presence or influence in mainstream national and international discourses.  
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Figure 9.1: Forestry Department vegetation map (Savill 1973) 

 

Figure 9.2: Recent vegetation Map (University of Texas 2004)  

In contrast to such representations and current forestry policy focused on industrial exploitation 

of mature forest, due to long co-evolution with agrarian livelihood strategies most of the 
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country’s vegetation is highly variegated, composed of innumerable diverse patches. As the 

vegetation density map of the Northern Province depicted in Figure 9.1 illustrates, even at the 

regional scale the landscape presents a mix of vegetation “types” including dense forest (darkest 

areas, particularly in the east and central south of the map), various kinds of “farm bush” 

(medium shades, particularly in the west and south), diverse forms of savanna (lighter shades, 

particularly in the north) and grasslands (lightest shades, mainly in the east and centre-west).  

As the sample detail images presented in Figures 9.2-9.4 reveal, however, these apparent 

“blocks” of vegetation defy categorization. Figure 9.2, for example shows that even areas that 

initially appear relatively uniform are in fact composed of variously distinct and graduated 

patches including small copses of larger trees in a matrix of dense bush broken up by clearings 

and grassy areas. Similarly, Figures 9.3 and 9.4 exemplify the diversity of the country’s savanna 

landscapes in which the intermingling of grassland, bush and tree cover take on myriad forms 

and patterns.    

 

Figure 9.3 – AFRI Vegetation density map for 2010 
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Figure 9.4 – Sample detail of AFRI map of vegetation density patterns in Port Loko District 

 

Figure 9.5 – Sample detail of AFRI map of vegetation density patterns in Koinadugu District 
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Figure 9.6 – Sample detail of AFRI map of vegetation density patterns in Bombali District 

This variation and the collective human and non-human forces that constitute the region’s 

environmental conditions have resulted in specific vegetative formations that are both products 

and determinants of various human activity patterns. A key example is the distribution of the 

Beni tree (Pterocarpous erinaceous) – the primary focus of recent export timber production. 

Resistant to fire and herbivory, Beni coppices strongly from its stump after felling (Figures 9.5-

6) and even younger individuals often survive even relatively intense disturbance events99. 

Though its small seeds are easily spread by wind and wildlife and the tree is found all over the 

north, the distinctive pattern of its distribution appears to be largely a product of human 

agricultural practices. According to rural residents, prior to 2007100 trees of this species were 

very rarely harvested except to produce blacksmithing fuel due to the extreme hardness of their 

wood which produces high quality charcoal but also makes them difficult to fell with hand tools. 

At the same time, however, as farm clearance is already labour intensive, though cultivators 

readily remove individual smaller beni trees from farm plots they also avoid clusters with larger 

                                                           
99 During fieldwork I have seen many cases of even younger individuals surviving fires or farm clearance 
relatively unscathed and many stumps regenerating rapidly – the latter exemplified by figure 9.5. 
100 Since 2007 this has remained unchanged, except that mature individuals are now harvested for 
export sale any time the export ban is lifted as described in Chapter 7. 
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individuals. As a result, while the species occasionally occurs in stands of 50 to 100 trees, it most 

often appears in smaller scattered clusters randomly distributed all over the north (Figure 9.7).  

This pattern has had considerable implications for recent implementation of forestry policy. 

Given the mixed-up and often dense bushy nature of northern vegetation and the scattered 

distribution of Beni trees, though abundant they are not easy to find without local assistance. 

While the companies that moved in from Guinea in 2007 as well as the later operators of 2008-

9 and 2011 had either or both of these advantages, FD field officers with few funds and little 

transportation generally had (and have) neither and are far too few to systematically search the 

large territory of the province to locate felling operations. The latter, moreover were both small 

and not readily noticeable and also numerous and diffuse, particularly in later stages when large 

numbers of Sierra Leoneans joined in production. Ultimately, therefore, regulation of such 

operations in the field proved impossible and the only option available to achieve the Division’s 

objective of halting such operations was to block all timber exports at the ports by Presidential 

order – a far cry from the detailed CoC monitoring envisioned by FLEGT proponents.   

   

Figures 9.7-9.9 – Left: Beni stump coppicing after farm clearance; Centre: Beni trees in 
adjacent seeding pattern; Right: Small Beni group in stand of other trees in mixed savanna 

(photos by author) 

Of at least equal importance, however, is the fact that the patterns of fragmentation and 

diversity in this landscape are far from static and exhibit a high degree of non-linear dynamism. 

Certainly, non-anthropogenic factors play an important role in the ongoing (re)formation of 

vegetative patterns but of particular importance is shifting agriculture based on a rotational 

fallow system involving clear felling of plots followed by 3-4 years of farming and anywhere 

between 7-15 years of bush regrowth. As a result of this long-standing and nearly ubiquitous 

practice, although larger trees are often left standing by farmers, a large proportion of the 
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landscape is constantly at some stage of disturbance or vegetative regeneration. In addition, 

there are a wide range of other historic and ongoing human activities that influence vegetative 

distribution and flux. From the colonial era to the present, for example, the establishment, 

decline and subsequent replanting or abandonment of plantations of relatively short-lived palm 

oil trees has generated varying patterns of farm bush conversion and/or mixed regrowth. As 

well, the small scale gold mining activities that have become widespread in certain areas over 

the past decade in particular involve intense disturbance of myriad localized areas, which, when 

mined out, are generally abandoned resulting in various forms of vegetative recolonisation101.  

Another important but frequently overlooked influence on vegetation distribution in the country 

is the series of historical shifts in population density and distribution. As village interviews during 

2011 in parts of Koinadugu District revealed, for example, during the pre- to early colonial era 

local and inter-ethnic conflict induced communities to relocate from lowland areas to hill tops 

for defense. With the imposition of peace that accompanied the declaration of the Protectorate 

many communities moved again to more convenient lowland sites near farm swamps and other 

amenities, and some have moved more recently to be near new or upgraded roads. The district 

is not unique in this respect, and similar historical dynamics have been observed in other areas 

of the country including the famous “Gola Forest”, parts of which were once populated by 

farming communities historically displaced by inter-ethnic conflict (Fairhead and Leach). Such 

patterns are also far more than matters of ancient history, moreover, and displacement, 

resettlement and growth patterns induced by the 1990s civil war have also been considerable 

causes of both forest expansion and new land clearance in many areas as exemplified by 

vegetation dynamics around the Kambui Hills North Forest Reserve (van der Horst and Munro 

2012). As illustrated by the example of Beni tree distribution described above, these and myriad 

other activities not only induce dynamism but interact with the characteristics of particular 

species to produce specific vegetative patterns.  

Another example of considerable importance to both northern landscape ecology and 

contemporary domestic CSM production is that of Gmelina arborea, locally known as “Yemani”. 

Introduced in the 1920s by a British forester who brought a single packet of seeds from what 

was then Burma (Munro 2015), due to its resilience and rapid growth it has since become a 

                                                           
101 I use the terms “regrowth”, “recovery” and “regeneration” due to the seeming lack of suitable 
alternatives, but with considerable hesitation since they imply a process of “damage” or “illness” and 
subsequent “healing” which are inconsistent with empirically-based ecological theory which posits 
disturbance as a normal and stochastic process. 
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mainstay of FD afforestation programmes. From FD-established “Community Forests”, however, 

it has spread throughout northern forests in a curious manner related to regional inter-ethnic 

relations and livelihood strategies. The tree produces a fruit enjoyed by many animals and the 

fact that it is now a ubiquitous part of mixed woodland vegetation across the north is 

considerably due to the spreading of its seeds by birds and other wildlife. However, during 

fieldwork in northern Bombali and Koinadugu during 2011-12, numerous village residents102 

asserted that even quite a few of the region’s near-homogenous stands of yemani were 

established not by the Forestry Division but by cows. According to them, over the past century 

at least, and particularly due to the strictures of the post-independence regime of Sekou 

Touré103, numerous Fullah families from Guinea have migrated to the region. Upon arrival, a 

good many 

 

Figure 9.10 – Near ubiquity: Yemani regeneration in fallow field (Photo by author) 

of these established cow-herding operations negotiating grazing rights to favourable grassland 

areas with local authorities and customary landowners. During the daytime, cows are taken out 

to graze in savanna spaces, often consuming yemani fruits along the way, the seeds of which 

they deposit in the clear areas where they are corralled at night. Deposited in beds of organic 

                                                           
102 Indeed, though forestry staff and representatives of international environmental agencies refuse to 
consider the possibility of this explanation, I and my team were assured of its veracity during numerous 
village-level interviews with disparate communities and two other independent researchers in the region 
recounted similar Stories. Indeed, in Northern Sierra Leone it is considered common knowledge. 
103 A wide range of my Sierra Leonean and Guinean interlocutors recounted that many Fullahs – famous 
across the region for their penchant for business dealings – left Guinea due to Touré’s strict imposition of 
universal state-determined pricing for goods across the country which prevented them from conducting 
profitable trade in rural areas due to transport costs. Although other factors were likely involved, in my 
own experience it is certainly true that many Fullah families moved to various parts of Sierra Leone during 
this time, as well as later.  
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fertilizer and lacking competition from other trees, the resulting seedlings prosper, quite often 

taking over the clearings and inducing the cows’ owners to find new corral locations. Due to its 

vigorous growth and regrowth104, the particular qualities of its wood105 and its ubiquity the tree 

has become one of the most popular “softwood” species in domestic lumber markets and one 

of the most prominent types of lumber produced in the country. Like Beni, however, its 

widespread distribution across northern customary lands and intermingling with various kinds 

of woodlands and farm bush (Figure 9.11) makes it extremely suitable for brief small-scale CSM 

operations that are very often nearly impossible for officials to regulate, or even find. 

 

Figure 9.11: typical site for CSM operations in Sierra Leone: a modest copse of trees in a 
mixed shifting agricultural landscape (photo by author) 

The product of such influences and dynamics is a landscape that exhibits very little net change 

in its broad vegetative characteristics from year to year but which is in a state of fine-grained 

constant flux as illustrated by figures 9.9-11 detailing overall vegetation change during the post 

                                                           
104 Indeed, northern farmers indicate that the stump of a felled yemani tree can be used to harvest 
numerous poles each year for a number of year before it starts to produce a new main bole and that the 
only way to eradicate an undesired tree is to remove the stump wholesale, a practice which does not 
always work as the tree may recover from a root fragment. 
105 The wood is softer than red wood species which consumes power saw chains rapidly and is more 
difficult for carpenters to work with, but it is also hard and rigid enough when fully dry to be highly suitable 
for both construction and furniture building applications and has become extremely commercially 
popular. 
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war period of 2001 – 2010.106 Just as the single-date AFRI images displayed above illustrate the 

patchiness of vegetation density, in these figures the patchiness of landscape change is evident 

and there are no monolithic blocks of gain or loss. Second, the majority of the area has 

experienced only modest change in vegetation density and even a cursory glance indicates that 

there are far more areas of increase than decrease – considerably due to the fact that much of 

the landscape is somewhere in the middle of a regenerative fallow period. Ultimately, the most 

important point illustrated by these images is not only the dynamism of the landscape but the 

immense obstacles to its regulation posed by the pattern of its distribution. Geographically, 

Sierra Leone is not a very large country but its landscape dynamics are driven by the activities of 

extremely numerous small scale and highly dispersed actors spread across the country’s 

territory exploiting similarly fragmented localized resources. Even with the benefit of intimate 

local knowledge, without the active assistance of local authorities centralized control of such 

activities would require the dedication of levels of human and material resources and 

coordination that would be unthinkable even in the wealthiest of countries, much less one 

slowly recovering from economic and political devastation.     

 

Figure 9.12 – Total change AFRI – 2001 to 2010 

                                                           
106 As for the 2010 image the images are essentially quite easy to interpret: green areas indicate 

vegetation density increase while orange to red areas indicate decrease and lighter shades indicate lower 
levels of change while darker shades indicate more intense change.  
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Figure 9.13 - Total negative change only (positive excluded) – AFRI 2001-2010 

 

Figure 9.14 - Total positive change only (negative excluded) – AFRI 2001-2010 

9.2.2   Tool or agent? Power saws and the conditions of governance  

In the context of this variegated and dynamic landscape, in recent years another key factor (or 

actor) has emerged to present a further key obstacle to centralisation. This is the very tool upon 

which the industry depends, the power saw, which considerably produces the conditions of its 
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own governance through both its own characteristics and the (often emotionally-inflected) 

responses that it elicits from forestry officials and agents. Introduced by the post-war DDR 

programme and further spread as part of advance payments for timber, the popularization of 

the saw has resulted in not only an explosion of previously moribund domestic production 

capacity but an effectively wholesale107 shift away from the historic reserve-oriented industrial 

concession model of production to widespread diffuse production across the broader landscape. 

Indeed, what has occurred can be likened to a process of “democratization” of commercial 

forestry which, previously expropriated by the state largely for its own benefit108 has been re-

appropriated by a wide range of citizens courtesy of the power saw. 

Indeed, it has mainly been the saw itself that has changed the “rules of the game” in Sierra 

Leone, transforming not only the forestry “sector” population and practices but also its relation 

to central authority. In the country’s mixed-up dynamic productive landscapes it is the perfect 

tool for profitable timber or lumber production. First it is cheap enough that even relatively poor 

rural village chiefs and minor rural entrepreneurs can find a way to acquire the high-quality 

“Stihl” brand saws favoured in the country. Second, being small and lightweight, it is highly 

mobile and reach production locations, operators frequently simply walk down rural roads and 

through the bush with containers of fuel and oil in their hands and saws balanced on their heads 

(e.g. Figures 9.15-17). Third, not only are there now many experienced operators available from 

whom the skills of its use can be learned, but the machine itself is cheap and easy to maintain 

and its replacement parts readily available. Finally, being small in size, and requiring no 

supporting infrastructure or equipment, if necessary it is both easy to hide or to hide (with). As 

a result of these characteristics as well as its potency for felling and processing it inevitably “finds 

ways to make itself useful”109 and in recent years its application has spread into farm clearance 

and charcoal production.  

                                                           
107 At present there is no industrial logging, little harvesting in reserves, and all production is CSM-based. 
108 In principle royalties are to be paid to chiefdoms but communities insist that this has not occurred. 
109 Again, I do not wish to imply intentionality here, but employ this figure of speech to emphasize the 
unavoidable effect of the machine once introduced. It does not require people to be well educated or 
particularly innovative or brilliant to find uses for it, it is simply, in and of itself, extremely useful and 
therefore intrinsically potent. 
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Figure 9.15 – Mobile milling: an operator with his full complement of tools (Photo: 
Mohammed Kebbay) 

 

Figure 9.16 – Typical CSM operation, Kenema District (Photo: Marah Kondeh) 
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Figure 9.17 – Temporary board mini depot, CSM produce awaiting collection (Photo: Marah 

Kondeh) 

In addition, however, due to these and other characteristics the saws also quickly caught the 

attention of the Forestry Division. For one thing, the machine is clearly one of the weakest links 

in CSM commodity chains as while operators are plentiful, they can do little without functional 

saws in their hands. As well, though cheap, it costs enough to be a useful piece of leverage as 

most smaller investors cannot afford to simply purchase new saws every time one is confiscated. 

Third, and quite significantly, as locals say in krio “e geh big mot” (“it has a loud mouth”, or “it 

speaks very loudly”) – in other words it makes a considerable amount of very distinctive noise 

which enables officials to track down at least some “illicit” operations if they are nearby110. 

Indeed, since the rapid proliferation of the saws in 2007 the FD has been obsessed with them. 

Fixated on the machines’ potency and convinced their arrival heralded the beginning of an 

environmental apocalypse, in many discussions officials presented them as “public enemy 

number one”111. Indeed, in an interview in the Eastern province during 2011 one District Forestry 

Officer even went so far as to claim that the presence of the saws was “the biggest problem in 

the country right now” – a rather startling claim given widespread grinding poverty, lack of 

adequate healthcare and other major post-war challenges. Following the announcement of the 

                                                           
110 Indeed, in a number of village town hall discussions I gauged the importance of this characteristic by 
simply joking briefly that it was unfortunate for local producers that they couldn’t buy electric chainsaws. 
The intense level of excitement and focused discussion this generated clearly emphasized to me the 
critical impact of the noise produced by the machines.  
111 Indeed, more than one used this exact phrase in interviews 
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first ban, the FD focused the majority of its attention on a concerted effort to control the spread 

of the machines, convincing the President to pressure the PCs to assist in rounding them up for 

confiscation (against the will of many, according to interviews conducted in 2008), attempting to 

drastically limit their numbers and levying prohibitive fees on their operation. While such efforts 

have been wholly unsuccessful, their effect has been to position the saws at the centre of 

commercial forestry politics, producing them almost as active, independent subjects.  

For one thing, while operators must pay fees to the PCs and Chiefdom councils to harvest trees, 

the FD rather strangely requires the saws themselves to be licensed rather than the operators, 

and the licence is specifically related to the saw’s activity. It is no crime to possess an unlicenced 

saw as such, but the saw may not operate commercially a licence. As well, the licence in a sense 

almost confers a form of rural citizenship, as technically the machines are granted permission to 

operate only in their chiefdom of registration as recognized by the relevant PC. More bizarrely 

still, if a saw is caught operating without a license, in FD and operator parlance it is not 

“confiscated”, seized or “impounded” but rather “arrested”. It is important to emphasize that in 

pointing out the use of this term I am not playing on a minor issue of semantics or local jargon. 

Indeed, when a saw is “arrested” what ensues is a process nearly identical to that for human 

being incarcerated for a civil offence. Once locked up, in order for a saw to be freed someone 

must come and “bail it out”, speaking on its behalf and making recompense for its offence. As in 

police cases in the country, this process usually involves not only its “next of kin” (the operator 

and/or prominent relatives or local chiefs). Upon negotiated resolution of the case the saw is 

released to go about its business until the next time it is found violating the law.  

The result of this approach has been an ongoing, often dramatic but generally rather futile game 

of cat and mouse between producers and forestry agents that consumes a considerable amount 

of official time and resources but ultimately has no impact on the CSM industry. While many 

DFOs and their field staff do make some effort to chase power saws around the bush, most 

operations take place well beyond their reach or in places of which they are unaware and it is 

generally only in areas near their main haunts that they catch the occasional saw (Figure 9.13). 

Although most of the operations based near Forestry offices have standing arrangements with 

local officials, where saws are arrested those who come to arrange bail usually end up reaching 

a negotiated agreement (usually involving partial or “informal” payment) with the DFO, who, as 

explained in chapter 8, must also live in the community in question and often comes under 

considerable pressure from chieftaincy authorities to whom due harvesting fees have already 
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been paid. In cases where more prominent persons are involved, moreover, DFOs often receive 

phone calls from senior government officials declaring personal “interest” in the case and 

ordering the saw’s release. This, of course, frequently places them – particularly the younger, 

more zealous members of the agency – in a tense position with respect to their superiors in 

Freetown who regularly pressure them for the submission of saw licensing documents and fees. 

Overall, however, the main effect is simply to encourage operators to work more discretely, 

pushing a more or less universally accepted practice into the realm of “illegality” and conditions 

of ineffectual but regular harassment. 

9.3   The operators strike back: the rise of producer associations  

The pattern of ongoing tension described above has been a considerable factor in the production 

of yet another prominent obstacle to centralized regulation: the emergence of commercial 

forestry as an arena of civil society formation. Although local associational activity among CSM 

operators was not unknown before the dramas of 2007, over the past 8 years the heavy-handed 

approach of the FD has been a critical factor stimulating political organisation among producers. 

Intriguingly, however, the relative success of more prominent actors in establishing a working 

relationship with Freetown officials as well as continued FD intransigence on certain matters 

have driven further evolutions. Most importantly, they have spurred increased local 

organisation producing scattered smaller groups created in defense against the vagaries of FD 

regulatory campaigns. The result has been a much more complex, fragmented and contentious 

geography of commercial forestry politics that poses a further challenge to the ambitions of the 

state as manifested in FLEGT development efforts. 

9.3.1   Politics and populism: roots of civic traditions in Sierra Leone 

Though the notion of “civil society” has recently been much in fashion among academics and 

‘Development’ practitioners, the kinds of relations and activities it connotes are far from new 

and, like many countries, Sierra Leone has a long history of associational life. As a key example, 

while the legal institution of the chieftaincy as it exists today was considerably a creation of the 

British colonial administration, men’s and women’s “secret societies” have long served as 

critically important formations structuring socio-political organization and practice (Butt-

Thompson 1929, Fanthorpe 2007). As well, following the annexation of the Protectorate, social 

organization against central authority was not uncommon and rural populations frequently 

mounted organised opposition to colonial policies. Most dramatically exemplified by the 

northern war against the proposed “Hut Tax” of 1898 (Abraham 1974; Sibanda 1979) and the 
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subsequent uprising of southern Mende chiefs against the proposed abolition of domestic 

slavery (Chaunveau and Richards 2008), such challenges were frequently only addressed with 

considerable difficulty and often major policy concessions (Kaniki 1973, Sibanda 1979, Chauveau 

and Richards 2008). Moreover, civic activism of a more modernist form was also a common 

feature of national life in the later colonial period and in fact Sierra Leone achieved 

“considerable notoriety” within the empire as “a hot-bed of political agitation” (Luke and Riley 

1989, p.133). Dissatisfaction with wage rates and working conditions in various mining and 

public service enterprises, for example, gave rise to a vibrant unionist culture and strikes and 

other collective actions were regular occurrences into the mid twentieth century (Kilson 1966, 

Hoogvelt and Tinker 1978, West 2013).112 Additionally, there were also many examples of formal 

political movements, exemplified by the prominent lobbies established by Krio elites, the West 

African Youth League, the Sierra Leone Organisation and the Kono Progressive Movement (KPM) 

– the latter of which began as a radical counter-elite activist group and evolved into a dynamic 

progressive political party (Hayward 1972).    

To be sure, there was a diminution of formal political activism during the relatively oppressive 

and exploitative rule of Siaka Stevens, particularly after the declaration of the one-party state. 

Although the formal activities of many local social and developmental NGOs continued, a more 

important socio-political development during this period was the general withdrawal of rural 

producers and urban traders from formal markets and the formation of alternative informal 

economic networks. During the turbulent time of Steven’s successor Momoh, however, overt 

political activism re-emerged with renewed vigour as exemplified by the rise of the successful 

movement for political pluralism, spearheaded by the Sierra Leone Bar Association, student 

associations and other civil society groups (Zack-Williams 1999).113 In subsequent years the 

pattern continued, moreover, and although “normal” social-political processes were 

considerably disrupted during much of the ensuing civil war, a number of intriguing 

developments occurred in the arena of citizen-state relations.  

For one thing, though its form and actions ultimately became horrific the RUF itself initially 

gained momentum as a social movement. Promising dramatic changes (many of which were not 

unlike the broad agenda of the progressive KPM half a century earlier), in its early days it 

                                                           
112 The importance of such activity is underlined by the fact that it was precisely his prior reputation as a 
mining trade unionist that initially paved Siaka Steven’s way into national politics. 
113 It was this movement, in fact that secured the drafting and ratification of the democratic constitution 
of 1991 
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presented itself as an agent of liberation and attracted many “footloose youth” frustrated with 

the political-economic status quo (Richards 1996, 2005, Zack-Williams 1999, Forna 2002, 

Porteous 2005, Grainger and Konteh 2007, Chaunveau and Richards 2008, Bellows and Miguel 

2009). As well, the devastation of the conflict also spurred a great deal of local rural associational 

activity. As many customary authorities were either murdered by the RUF or fled for their lives, 

during the roughly ten-year conflict almost all rural areas of the country were at some point left 

to fend for themselves. Largely abandoned by both the crippled central state and the chieftaincy, 

many communities re-formed local social structures into autonomous “micro-polities”, 

collaborating to ensure collective survival (Archibald and Richards 2002).  

The resultant culture of “extra-statal” social organization was perhaps most dramatically 

manifested in the formation of the local defense forces that were later (loosely) subsumed under 

the aegis of the national Civil Defense Force (CDF). Commandeering the already fragmented 

monopoly on violence theoretically claimed by the central government, rural populations 

appropriated one of the key forms of “state-ness”, adapting traditional hunting associations to 

produce indigenous counter-insurgency forces (Rosenbaum and Rojas 1997, Bangura 2000, 

Fanthorpe 2001, Bellows and Miguel 2009). On one hand, the emergence of these various 

ethnically-based militias was of considerable tactical and strategic importance to the 

prosecution of the war, producing many key victories against the RUF. On the other hand, 

however, their increasing prominence also had considerable political implications, not only 

highlighting specific military and organisational weaknesses of the state (Zack-Williams 1999, 

Archibald and Richards 2002) but also presenting a broader assertion of the “local” and 

“customary” over-against the discredited modern, distant and centralised. Indeed, the 

importance of these developments were not lost on the government itself which indirectly 

highlighted them through its efforts to co-opt both the military power and the popular influence 

of the ethnic militias. In its tenuous early days the Kabbah regime first attempted to strengthen 

its own influence and credibility by association with and support of the newly formed CDF. 

Recognising the political dangers of such an approach, however, it attempted to gradually 

sideline the semi-autonomous local forces in favour of the re-vamped national army which it 

saw as a more direct and durable symbol of presidential  prestige (Fanthorpe 2001 Rosenbaum 

and Rojas 1997, Zack-Williams 1999).  

In addition to these forms of spontaneous social organization in the embattled rural periphery, 

wartime developments in Freetown also induced a dramatic revival of formal civic action in the 
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political centre. In April 1992, a group of unknown young officers marched to Freetown ousting 

Momoh who fled immediately to Guinea (Jackson 2005, Grainger and Konteh 2007). Despite the 

generally tarnished reputation of the army at the time, the fresh young faces of the new 

“National Provisional Ruling Council” (NPRC) were initially welcomed by the broader populace 

(Grainger and Konteh 2007). Attracted by the group’s vocal revolutionary populism, many drew 

comparisons with the first regime of Jerry Rawlings and the new leader Captain Valentine 

Strasser was nicknamed “The Redeemer” (Zack-Williams 1999). With time, however, many 

Sierra Leoneans became impatient with the harshness of externally-imposed SAP reforms, the 

NPRCs “youthful antics” and its increasing implication in corruption cases (Jackson 2005, Keen 

2005).  

When Strasser was ousted by his deputy Julius Maada Bio by means of a coup in early 1996, the 

public became suspicious regarding the NPRC’s intention to follow through with elections 

promised for that year (Zack-Williams 1999) and activism for a return to civilian rule intensified 

(Rosenbaum and Rojas 1997, Bangura 2000). In order to placate the increasingly vocal 

population, the NPRC organised two national public conferences114 to decide the immediate 

political future of the polity. Although the military and its supporters argued that free and fair 

elections would not be possible while the war still raged, a wide range of civic organisations 

including church groups, labour organisations and women’s associations joined together 

vehemently demanding re-democratisation (Zack-Williams 1999). In the most significant 

instance of post-independence civil society action in the country, the social consensus expressed 

by the conferences produced sufficient political pressure that Bio was forced to proceed with 

the elections that ultimately established the Kabbah administration (Rosenbaum and Rojas 

1997, Bangura 2000, Forna 2002). 

If the stark failures of Momoh’s government and the dramatic disruptions of the war itself sowed 

the seeds of social re-politicisation in Sierra Leone, it was in the chaotic but open environment 

of the post-war years that it began to flourish. On one hand – and perhaps partly inspired by the 

ideals and funding sources that accompanied the influx of foreign NGOs (Fanthorpe 2001, Unruh 

and Turay 2006), from 2001 onward there has been a clear proliferation of formal civil society 

groups. Many of these are quite novel in character, oriented to contemporary discourses of 

“development”, “environment” (Jackson 2011) and other themes favoured by international 

donors. Others are extensions of longer-standing civic traditions as exemplified by the 

                                                           
114 Known as Bintumani I and II, named for the famous Freetown hotel in which they were held 
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prominent women’s movement (Archibald and Richards 2002a, Maclure and Denov 2009) the 

roots of which can be traced back to the colonial and even pre-colonial eras (Day 2008). On the 

other hand, however, while indigenous NGO activity has become important, of still greater 

significance has been a suite of broader and informal but nonetheless tangible shifts in socio-

political relations directly related to wartime disjunctions.   

Among the most prominent has been a change in the perceptions and positionality of the broad 

social group denoted as “youth”115. While there is still debate on the specific role of patrimonial 

exploitation in creating the foundations for the RUF’s initial popularity and success (Richards 

1996, Fanthorpe 2001, 2004, Chauveau and Richards 2008) it is generally established that in the 

rural social hierarchy, females generally and “young men” specifically were subject to the will of 

the male gerontocracy. Periodic outbursts notwithstanding, moreover, the system long 

remained largely intact and the “youth” had generally little choice but to endure the frequently 

pointed abuses of elder, and particularly chiefly power. As discussed above, however, the 

intense disruptions of the civil conflict decimated the structures of rural authority leaving the 

remaining population to re-order itself (Archibald and Richards 2002). Moreover, a considerable 

number of young men (and women) experienced either the communalistic life of the RUF camps 

or the relatively autonomous power and respect of the hunter-militias operating considerably 

outside the direct influence of either “customary” or state authority.  

These various experiences have had long-lasting impacts and in the aftermath of the conflict the 

current generation of “youth” is much less willing to be subjugated on the basis of “traditional” 

affective moorings or abstract claims to authority (Kandeh 2008). In effect, a decade and a half 

later the situation remains much as Archibald and Richards described it just after the war and  

“Patrimonial deference is no longer a guarantee of long-term security for elders. While some elders 

complain that the youths are now 'pompous and arrogant', others recognise, more realistically, 

that the cat is out of the bag: they have little option but to consider the rights of young people in 

a more sympathetic light” (2002, p.356) 

                                                           
115 In much of the SubSaharan region, the term connotes not so much simple biological age as membership 
of a political age-group status. In Sierra Leone it is taken to indicate mainly the broad and variegated 
subgroup of the male population between roughly 15-18 and roughly 30-35 years of age – depending on 
context – that can no longer be classed as “children” as such, but have also not yet acceded to the 
gerontocratic class of “adult/elder” to which it is expected to defer. Moreover, as Christensen and Utas 
(2008) discuss, in many contexts, the term is deployed to signify not the entire population within this 
nebulous age-group bracket, but specifically the more marginalised, formally powerless, and (as the war 
amply illustrated) ultimately more socially dangerous within it. 
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Recognising the dangers of ignoring this situation, even the central state itself has made efforts 

to address the needs of, and thereby socio-politically co-opt, this broad segment of the 

population creating, among other things, an entire ministry dedicated to “Youth and Sports. As 

trends in popular music and various other media as well as informal street-level conversation 

regularly reveal, however, the “youth” remain somewhat suspicious and unquiet, distrustful of 

the state and qualified and conditional in their deference to the chieftaincy. 

This pattern of sentiment, in turn, is deeply linked to a second major shift in socio-political 

process produced by wartime and post-war developments – the changing conditions of the 

chieftaincy. Although post-war surveys revealed strong support for the institution they also 

made clear that this did not by any means translate into acceptance of particular actual chiefs, 

and even in recent years there have been dramatic conflicts, in some cases leading to the 

unseating of specific PCs. As records of factional rivalry and chiefdom-level unrest dating back 

to the colonial era attest, however, both of these attitudes have been characteristic of rural 

Sierra Leonean politics since the institution’s invention by the British. What is new in the post-

conflict period, in contrast, is a broad-based shift in perspectives on the extent and appropriate 

deployment of chiefly authority. As others have discussed in detail (e.g. Chauveau and Richards 

2007, Chauveau and Richards 2008), occasional uprisings notwithstanding, historically the 

marginalized elements of rural populations were often obliged to endure quite flagrant 

exploitation by local notables. Although, as noted above, there is still debate over the broader 

motives of the RUF and its initial recruits, it is nonetheless a matter of record that the 

humiliation, in some cases torture and often execution of PCs and sub-chiefs was a major feature 

of the rebel campaign in its early days, a pattern which induced their widespread flight.  

It was not only the youth, moreover, that were affected by subsequent experiences of chief-free 

living in cooperative groups. As well, many who fled to the camps for the displaced were exposed 

to alternative practices by interaction with urbanites or villagers from other areas, and to new 

information such as the difference between what they were paid for their produce by rural elites 

and what it sold for in the capital (Archibald and Richards 2002a, Wood 2008). Their eyes thus 

opened, rural residents of various ages and social positions found their parochial loyalties 

considerably loosened and social perspectives on the powers of the chieftaincy began to take 

on a much more circumscribed and critical tone (Kandeh 2008, Bellows and Miguel 2009). As a 

result, when members of the gerontocracy began to monopolise immediate post-war local relief 

supplies for themselves and their supporters (Archibald and Richards 2002), the populations of 
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quite a number of chiefdom sections116 formed alliances of non-cooperation which successfully 

disciplined the chiefs and led to reform of the distribution systems (Fanthorpe 2005).  

The longer-term result has been a broad shift in rural socio-political relations in which individuals 

and social groups are much more likely to raise their voices and/or take direct action against 

perceived abuses117 and a generally more circumspect and inclusive approach to the use of 

customary authority on the part of many members of the chieftaincy118 (Unruh and Turay 2006). 

While articulations of these new attitudes are often couched in the terminology of international 

discourses of human and women’s rights brought by foreign agencies in the late war and early 

post-war era, these have been appropriated and adapted to local needs and contexts to serve 

as vehicles for the expression of pre-existing agendas and priorities (Ferme 2001, Corradi 2010). 

In particular, while many of the needs and grievances expressed have been directed at members 

of the chieftaincy their content has also been much broader, addressing issues of bureaucratic 

corruption, central interference in local affairs and inconsistencies in judicial practice (Fanthorpe 

2005). In short, the reformation of rural society that followed from the disintegration of the 

state, the evacuation of customary authorities and everyday experience of traumatic violence 

during the war engendered new practices and strategies of social and political navigation that 

were considerably less reliant on established “powers” and much more oriented to individual 

and group decision-making (Hoffman and Lubkemann 2005, Wood 2008, Bellows and Miguel 

2009). What has emerged is a rural society (or suite thereof) that has reinvented its conceptions 

of its own rights vis-à-vis formal authority and acquired a distinct taste for direct action and self-

determination (Archibald and Richards 2002b, Fanthorpe 2006, Kandeh 2008, Bellows and 

Miguel 2009, Bolten 2009), a shift that has become increasingly evident in the context of 

contestations over commercial forestry practice as described below. 

                                                           
116 A section is a group of villages forming a part of a chiefdom, headed by a section chief ruling over 
several village chiefs 
117 Although many examples could be cited, a particularly dramatic case was that of the vocal protesting 
of entire Pujehun chiefdoms against land allocations by PCs to a particular Private plantation project which 
featured prominently in the national press from 2011-2013. 
118 Indeed, although there is not space to get into detailed examples here, in field work, for example, I 
found even paramount chiefs to be extremely uneasy exchanging even a few phrases in discussion of any 
topics relating to chiefdom affairs in the absence of the “Youth chairman” and the “Mammie queen” – 
the elected representatives of non-elder males and females, respectively. One even said to me quite 
bluntly that he “did not have the right” to listen to me or to speak on such matters in their absence. 
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9.3.2   From chainsaw clubs to forestry unions: invasion, crackdown 
and the stimulation of associational life   

Although there is little historical data to illuminate the practices of the more distant past in this 

regard, given its imbrication with other aspects of rural daily life and livelihood bricolage, small 

scale commercial forestry in Sierra Leone has no doubt long been intertwined with various forms 

of local-level associational formations. Working in small groups exploiting village-level resources 

for local patrons, pitsawyers, for example, would certainly have had much interaction with 

“secret societies” of which many would also have been members. In recent years, however, the 

arrival of the chainsaw has had profoundly transformative effects not only on the extent and 

practices of small-scale commercial forestry, but also on the nature of its political organization, 

particularly in the wake of the dramas of 2007.  

Whatever the specific details of “pre-power saw” associational activity, given the lively civic 

organizational traditions of the country it is unsurprising that once CSM production began to 

emerge as a notable activity, producers quickly formed associations to coordinate and represent 

their interests. In the years following the end of the war operators joined together to establish 

codes of conduct and a basis of social credibility under the aegis of loosely governed 

organisations such as the “Koinadugu Power Saw Owners and Tree Planting Club” (KPSOTPC) 

inaugurated around 2004-5.119 Such groups were initially quite apolitical in nature and followed 

broader patterns of the post-war years which saw the formation of (often semi-formal) “trade 

organizations” oriented to the promotion of certain forms of work or enterprise. Indeed, the 

model they followed was essentially that of the myriad local taxi-drivers, okada (motorcycle taxi) 

drivers and transport operators associations120 which serve primarily increase customer 

confidence by offering a means of recourse in case of misconduct, and to assist individual 

operators as well as the group in case of frictions with police or local city authorities. As such, 

like these other organisations, the initial CSM operator “Clubs” were styled less as unions or 

lobby groups than as “professional associations”, serving as a means of internal coordination 

and offering friendly external face to the public and the various agents of its governance.       

                                                           
119 The leadership and some members with whom I spoke during the course of fieldwork in 2008 were not 
completely certain of the precise initial date but agreed that it was around this time that the organisation 
came into being 
120 Although these are locally called “unions” they do not follow the form of “traditional” workers unions 
as they are not organised over-against the interests of employers or for collective bargaining or strike 
action as such 
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With the advent of the incursions and resulting political dramas of 2007, however, both the scale 

and orientation of forestry associational life shifted considerably ushering in a new and much 

more politicized scenario. Following the advent of the first logging ban in 2007, initially unsure 

of the implications of the government crackdown and concerned to avoid an unnecessarily 

adversarial turn in their relationship with the FD121, “clubs” like the KPSOTPC made an effort to 

cooperate with local officials even to the extent of assisting in the roundup of “unlicensed” 

power saws122. When the harsh new policy was announced, however, it became clear that there 

would be no simple return to the previous status quo and dismay and frustration spread rapidly. 

Within months of the announcement of the new regulations industry-bureaucracy relations 

jumped scale as ACOTIDA, then recently formed by larger urban-based forestry investors 

entered the stage. Enlisting the local organisations as member groups to be sheltered by its 

ostensibly national umbrella, it was able to establish credibility with the FD as a single 

representative association with which discussions could be held.  

The development was appealing not only to producers and groups thereof but also to the FD 

itself, which was appalled at the prospect of attempting to enforce its own convoluted 

regulations on the rising numbers of CSM operators (GoSL 2008, p.1). Initially the approach 

appeared a success, and operator groups around the country began to feel that the road ahead 

had been discovered. Having established itself as a legitimate and representative body, ACOTIDA 

soon achieved some successes in its negotiations with central FD authorities, a key one of which 

was the removal of the (hopelessly absurd) clause limiting the number of chainsaws in the 

country to only 30. As well, following further discussion of concession terms and regulations, 

the FD agreed to remove the ban on timber exports, re-opening the most profitable opportunity 

available to CSM producers at the time. Indeed, as many producers later recounted to me during 

2011 and 2012, while not all of the regulatory reforms they desired had been conceded, their 

relationship with the FD appeared to be evolving in a progressive and productive manner and 

the national-level organization strategy presented by ACOTIDA seemed to be the best way 

forward, holding the promise of continued improvement.  

                                                           
121 It is important to note that, up to this time, due to the novelty of CSM production and the abysmal 
underfunding of the FD, the small-scale “subsector” had been thus far essentially neglected by central 
forestry officials and – in the absence of official directives to the contrary – relations between operators 
(who, in any event worked on “private” chiefdom lands outside official FD jurisdiction as noted above) 
and individual forest rangers were generally cordial. 
122 A notable development given the facts of the potential financial losses to operators/owners of the 
saws and the fact that the saws had previously not required licencing making the roundup effectively 
illegal. 
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9.3.3   Obstinance, complacency and (re)fragmentation  

During 2010, however, the whole thing began to sour again. While the unresolved issues of 

chainsaw licensing fees and excessive regulatory requirements were temporarily sidelined by 

the enthusiastic resumption of timber production, they quickly regained prominence when the 

export ban was reinstated. Suddenly deprived of this handsome income stream, participants 

quickly realised that the perspective of Forestry officials had changed little and that relations 

with the FD were likely to retain a largely adversarial tone well into the future and frustration 

with the Division returned quickly. For one thing, many investors were unable to recoup the 

considerable sums of money they had invested in timbers that lay mouldering in various 

locations across the northern bush, at roadside collection points and in urban stockyards123 – 

losses that bankrupted many a small rural entrepreneur for some time. As well, while the FD 

directed CSM operators to turn their attention to the less profitable domestic market (indeed, 

this remains the official reason for the re-imposition of the ban), it remained intransigent on the 

subject of chainsaw registration and licensing fees which many – especially smaller – producers 

emphatically assert are simply beyond their ability to pay.  

While ACOTIDA remained on relatively “chummy” terms with Forestry Head office personnel in 

Freetown, therefore, it became increasingly alienated from its support base and, along with the 

more recently formed Sierra Leonean Timber Producers Association, came to be seen more and 

more as something of an “old boys club” serving the interests of wealthy investors and ignoring 

the needs and complaints of smaller operations. On one hand, the two national organisations 

(as well as the then also recently formed Charcoal Producers’ Association [CPA]) enjoyed access 

to consultative meetings, were invited to higher-level discussions and generally had the ear of 

senior FD officials. Indeed, their own senior representatives were even allocated paid positions 

on the “multi-stakeholder” teams tasked with developing CoC procedures and a Legality 

definition as part of early FLEGT-readiness preparations.124  

On the other hand, however, local producers remained largely uninformed of such goings-on 

and became increasingly frustrated with the lack of support in the face of ongoing harassment 

                                                           
123 As noted in Chapter 7, this was precisely the logic behind the considerable lobbying efforts that 
ultimately led to the temporary re-lifting of the ban in 2011 which was officially intended to allow those 
who had held licensed concessions in 2009 to finish exporting previously cut stock – though as also noted 
this provision was immediately and heartily abused due to the profitability of the enterprise. 
124 As Lead researcher for the domestic market research project funded by the EU in support of such 
preparations I also attended such meetings at which I found the voice and influence allowed these 
representatives to be surprisingly significant. 
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by FD field personnel. Smaller rural producers sporadically chased by DFOs and rangers (charged 

with the Sisyphean task of hunting down unlicensed chainsaws) grew skeptical of associational 

activity and many withdrew from ACOTIDA, relying instead on their own myriad means of 

evading officialdom. For those based in the regional urban centres, however, the situation 

became more intense and their sentiments and reactions accordingly more heated and 

dramatic. Particularly due to the higher visibility of their end-of-chain retail locations in the 

provincial towns where District forestry offices are located, these producers are more exposed 

than rural suppliers and have experienced regular hounding by FD personnel over not only 

chainsaw-related fees but also the stiff (and often questionable)125 board production taxes.  

In Bo, Kenema and Koindu-Sefadu in particular, during interviews during 2011 operators 

expressed profound disillusionment with ACOTIDA complaining that although they had 

maintained their solidarity in the form of monthly fees the organization neither succeeded in 

making progress with respect to their specific grievances against the 2008 policy nor offered any 

support in cases of friction with officials as had been promised when they signed up. In response, 

in the provincial capitals and even in tertiary settlements such as a number of district and 

chiefdom headquarter towns, operators and vendors began to break away from ACOTIDA 

forming new local associations not only as alternatives, but in many cases as a direct challenge 

to the ostensible authority of the national body. In Kenema in particular, during 2011-2013 such 

groups became increasingly active in engaging local Forestry officials and Police, often rallying 

the Paramount Chiefs and District Council members in defense of their members’ interests. 

Indeed, and for similar reasons, during the same period quite a number of local associations 

were formed by participants in other parts of the commercial forestry arena.  

With the emergence of charcoal production as a considerable economic activity in the post-war 

period, it has also come under the gaze of FD head office staff who, in both interviews and 

various public discussions expressed profound concern over its supposedly deleterious effects – 

the imagined impacts of which (though as yet empirically unfounded) form the narrative basis 

for dramatic increases in fees levied on producers. While the CPA has enjoyed central-level 

recognition, as noted above, its actual membership is largely limited to the northwestern 

districts of Port Loko and Kambia and even there its influence is not ubiquitous. In the rest of 

                                                           
125 Indeed, while the current policy stipulates per-leaf fees for boards, for example, many operators claim 
that even if they have paid (some – and frequently informal) fees at checkpoints to obtain stamped 
paperwork they are also pursued for “offloading fees” (a term not mentioned anywhere in the policy) by 
the DFOs and their staff once they reach their final destinations.  
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the country, in contrast, producers and vendors have increasingly formed small but in many 

cases growing independent associations to coordinate activity and to guard against harassment 

by Forestry staff and police. Intriguingly, though associational activity is less developed among 

producers of building poles and commercial firewood, small organisations have been formed 

even in many minor settlements such as Moyamba or the satellite villages of Bo town. In 

essence, while the dramatic clamp down of 2007 initially stimulated increased operator unity 

and efforts at collaboration and negotiation, the FD’s obstinate pursuit of strict central control 

and taxation has reproduced the commercial forestry arena as a fragmented and politicized field 

with growing numbers of “stakeholder” groups. The result has been an increasingly fractious 

and adversarial scenario that has become less and less amenable to central control.   

9.4   Conclusion 
Like many other aspects of national life, the emerging scenario in commercial forestry was both 

considerably disrupted and also diminished in political importance by the country’s prolonged 

and traumatic experience with the ebola virus. As economic recovery has only just begun and 

Sierra Leoneans and their leaders have only recently had the luxury of turning their attention 

toward matters other than epidemiological containment and the imperatives of daily survival, it 

is too early to tell how such matters will develop in the aftermath of the crisis. Nonetheless, the 

broad elements described here remain largely in place, linked in ways little different to those 

established before the viral outbreak. On one hand, despite the adoption of a new wide-ranging 

and superficially more progressive “policy” document in 2010, the Forestry Division has yet to 

exhibit any interest in changing even the details of the existing regulations and appears set to 

continue in its quest to assert centralized control over Forestry activities and revenue streams. 

Conversely, however, it is likely to be almost wholly obstructed in this mission by the same basic 

factors that have constricted its authority, influence and efforts thus far.  

First, although the results of constitutional and other law review processes are expected to be 

announced over the next year or two, given the current political mood – not least in the 

countryside – it is highly unlikely that the powers entrusted to the chieftaincy will be noticeably 

altered. As such, the jurisdiction of the FD will remain a subject of considerable and legitimate 

contestation, irrespective of the imperialistic claims it has made in its own unilaterally drafted 

documents. Second, due to the general continuities in both ecological characteristics and land-

use practices across the country, there is no reason to anticipate major changes in either the 

fragmented nature or the dynamism of Sierra Leone’s commercial forestry geography. 

Accordingly, however much the Division continues to stamp its metaphorical feet over the radio 
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waves and elsewhere about its moral-ecological rectitude and the need to curb the 

“irresponsible” and “destructive” practices of local landowners and those with whom they 

choose to do business, it would be unreasonable to expect that anything will take the place of 

the established game of cat-and-mouse it plays with CSM operators and their power saws. 

Finally, while associational activity was obviated by the health and economic crisis effected by 

the ebola virus and associated quarantines and restrictions, former relations, attitudes and 

strategies remain in place in will doubtless be quickly re-awakened by any new regulatory 

crusade on the part of Forestry officials. As a result, there appears to be little prospect for the 

centralizing project of the FD not only notwithstanding, but also considerably because of, its 

institution via the FLEGT programme.  
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Chapter 10  

Global governance in unruly environments 
 

10.0   Power saws and the prospects for decolonising African forestry policy 

In the preceding chapters I have presented an examination of the emerging suite of initiatives 

collectively known as the “Global Forest Governance regime” designed to reform and transform 

forest management in tropical “developing” countries. Analysing the specific form taken by one 

of its major components in contemporary Sierra Leone, I have advanced three main arguments. 

The first is that FLEGT is not a “governance” initiative but a ‘Development’ project seeking to 

modernise management of part of a form of “nature” recently reconstructed in the West as ‘The 

Environment’. The second is that as a consequence the programme’s design and approach are 

incongruous with the cultural perspectives, economic praxes and socio-political realities of its 

intended subjects. Finally, the third is that the resulting problem is less that its implementation 

would have negative effects on the lives and livelihoods of small producers but rather that the 

programme as thus far conceived is impracticable.  

While the primary data presented have been mainly from Sierra Leone, in this final chapter I 

present an assessment of their broader relevance. In the first section I revisit the themes of 

“governance”, ‘Development’ and ‘Environment’, summarizing their interrelationship in the 

emerging “GFG” regime. In the second I outline the problem of GFG implementation, presenting 

a brief synopsis of the challenges indicated by field data. Finally, in the third I analyse the 

relationship of the case study data to recent regional trends. What find is that while certain 

details of the Sierra Leonean case are at least partly unique products of the country’s particular 

history, the general contours of its CSM industry, experiences with FLEGT development and 

obstacles to GFG development are comparable to broader Sub-Saharan patterns. Ultimately I 

suggest that the only way forward for those concerned with forest management practices in the 

region would be to loosen the grip on neo-colonial “European” notions of the “right and proper” 

and pay more serious attention to the concept of “governance”, a term which has been slapped 

around to the point of incoherence. With reference to the progressive approach of Guyana, 

moreover, I suggest that the democratizing influence of the power saw and attendant patterns 

of spontaneous socio-economic re-organisation could be productively embraced rather than 

fruitlessly persecuted.  
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10.1   ‘Development’, ‘Environment’ and the GFG project for the “Third World” 

Over the course of the past three decades, forests and other “environments” around the world 

have not only come under an increasingly glaring international spotlight, but according to many 

they have also become something new, part of a novel ecological collective termed the “heritage 

of humanity”. No longer the exclusive preserve of local residents, private owners or even state 

authorities, it is suggested, they have been increasingly represented as a universal estate and 

one in dire need of coordinated supranational oversight. That is the official story, at least, but it 

is not internally consistent. While in theory all the world’s ecologies are now equally understood 

as the common property of all humanity, some commons and certain humans have been 

positioned as more equal than others. In actuality the landscapes that are now considered 

“everybody’s business” are mainly those of less-affluent “developing world”, while responsibility 

for defining the terms of their “proper’ management has been assumed by the ostensibly more 

conscientious countries of (mainly) Western Europe and North America. The means by which 

interventions to this end are being accomplished is a suite of new institutions created by 

societies of the “North” for the ecological regulation of the “South”, celebrated by its 

proponents as an increasingly joined-up regime of “Global Environmental Governance” (GEG).    

The reference to “governance”, however, is more than a little questionable in this context. 

Broadly speaking, in popular usage and a number of professional domains it has appeared as 

little more than vague jargon, a general synonym for “government” carrying no real novel 

content. In scholarly circles, in contrast, it has acquired its own distinct meaning as a reference 

to novel forms of deliberative and experimentalist decision-making involving a broad range of 

non-traditional actors. A key example of the shift toward such novel forms of “steering” has 

been in the arena of ecological management where there has been a general movement away 

from “government” and “ownership” toward more open conceptions of right and responsibility 

integrating diverse actors in processes of contestation and consensus building. While numerous 

such initiatives have been successfully developed at local, national and regional scales, due to 

factors such as the upscaling of problem definitions and the increasing prominence of the notion 

of “global citizenship”, many have claimed that the development of planet-wide environmental 

governance is not only inevitable but imperative. Accordingly, there has been a concerted and 

consistent effort to institute an array of supra-national initiatives which, though varying in their 

levels of development, support and potency, are becoming increasingly linked together forming 

the loosely unified GEG regime.  
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Despite this collective grouping, however, the constituent parts of the GEG are far from 

homogeneous in their deployment of the term. In sharp contrast to arrangements that have 

emerged at smaller scales, many are little more than “green” versions of the “Good Governance” 

program of the ‘Development’ establishment designed to transfer predesigned norms and 

practices of government from North to South. The components of the emerging “Global Forest 

Governance” Regime are particularly salient examples and while forest certification, for example 

has been widely lauded for its innovative partnership arrangements its ultimate goal is the 

universalization of specific Euro-American conceptions and practices of forestry. The evolving 

variants of REDD are still more clear-cut in this regard as efforts to induce the “third world” to 

help compensate for failure to address carbon emissions in the advanced industrial countries 

has been pursued almost exclusively via inter-state arrangements. Last, but certainly not least, 

although the EU-FLEGT programme has been widely lauded for its apparently inclusive and 

deliberative approach, its design and approach are aligned to a particular narrow understanding 

of “appropriate” forestry practice secured by rigid central control.  

As such, FLEGT is properly understood not as a “governance” initiative as currently understood 

by scholars but as an environmentally-themed ‘Development’ project to bring tropical forestry 

into line with the modernist practices of the North. Indeed, its very conception is founded on 

the legacies of ‘Development’ and ‘Environmentalism’ from which it received: 1) a north-south 

geopolitics and moral imperative of intervention without which it would be an unthinkable 

proposition; 2) an unfaltering commitment to the central state as focus of reform and medium 

of action and; 3) a thoroughly technocratic discourse based on specific “scientific” problem and 

goal definitions that depoliticizes both the objects and contents of its actions. This inheritance 

has been a critical factor not only determining the approach taken to VPA negotiations but also 

a great deal of their content, as most prominently exemplified by the “mission creep” that has 

led to the inclusion of small-scale domestic producers as a major focus of VPAs.  

10.2   Unruly environments: forestry in post-colonial, post-war Sierra Leone 

Given FLEGT’s ideological foundations it was perhaps almost inevitable that the programme’s 

focus would shift from the immediate practical goal of eliminating flows of illegal timber into 

the EU to the wholesale transformation of tropical forestry. Nonetheless, however 

enthusiastically supported by “partner” governments and their forestry agencies, this audacious 

move has introduced a fatal flaw into the already ambitious programme. Despite many efforts 

to eradicate CSM, it has continued to spread vigorously suggesting a critical mismatch between 
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official discourses and local realities. In Sierra Leone, prescriptions for forestry are built on 

visions of the “commercial sector” as a distinct identifiable entity that merely needs the steady 

guiding hand of professional bureaucrats to become efficient and sustainable. In practice, 

however, even the state itself hardly begins to correspond to its ideal form as presented in such 

imaginaries.  

Leaving aside superficial discourses of “corruption” and “capacity”, between the mixed and 

conflicting identities of its membership and the tension between its own (official) social logic 

and that of a population that in many ways only nominally accepts its authority and principles, 

the Sierra Leonean state is mired in layers of contradiction. As a result, ensconced in and 

themselves products of considerably non-modern social contexts, even the even the most 

idealistic officials are constantly forced to find functional compromises between central dictates 

and locally accepted perspectives and practices. Moreover, officials themselves are also private 

individuals many of whom struggle like their compatriots with the daily challenges of making a 

life and a living with little pay and in difficult circumstances. At the same time, in contrast to 

sharp discursive dichotomies between defined and bounded industrial forestry on the one hand 

and criminality on the other, CSM practice in Sierra Leone is fundamentally hybrid straddling 

and interlinking a wide range of formal and informal agents, activities and aspects of social, 

economic and political life. Overseen by a “mixed bag” of chiefs, funded by diverse 

entrepreneurs and practiced by a multifarious collection of workers, it is a diffuse and dynamic 

jumble of relations that transcend national and sectoral boundaries. As such, it represents not a 

discrete ordered “thing” but a nebulous sphere of activity animated by a variety of rationalities. 

While a portion of this “unruliness” is a product of specific local influences such as the country’s 

still relatively recent civil conflict, much is rooted in deeper social, material and political factors. 

First there is the continued importance of the chiefs who, in accordance with national legislation 

and (much more importantly) the will of the rural populace, serve as the sole custodians of rural 

lands and cannot be easily circumvented. Second, in contrast to mainstream narratives of linear 

degradation, the ecology of Sierra Leone is not only variegated and diverse but highly dynamic 

producing a fragmented and shifting distribution of resources. In this context, moreover, the 

introduction of the “power saw” has changed the “rules of the game” in Sierra Leone, 

transforming not only the forestry “sector’s” population and modes of practice but also its 

relation to central authority. Third, there is the increasing prominence of forestry as an arena of 

civil society development. Frustrated with continued harassment by the FD and neglect by 
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ACOTIDA, smaller producers have begun to band together in opposition to both, resulting a 

much more complex, fragmented and contentious geography of commercial forestry politics.  

Given the forces at play, therefore, there appears to be little prospect for centralizing projects 

such as that envisioned to date in the FLEGT programme. To be sure, if the EU supported a 

concerted state drive to stamp out informal activity under the authority of a revamped and 

expanded FD head office, the ensuing dramas would undoubtedly impact a considerable 

proportion of the population – for a time. Nonetheless, while for all intents and purposes the 

basic characteristics of Sierra Leonean socio-political organization and socio-ecological process 

currently appear to be politically immovable objects, neither FLEGT nor the imperialist ambitions 

of the FD present anything resembling an unstoppable force. Considering the current scenario, 

it appears the only options available to central authorities for achieving VPA compliance in the 

domestic sector would be either to effect fine grained measures of ubiquitous control or to 

eradicate small and medium scale production entirely. Either option would require the creation 

of a police state, eliminate the many thousands of livelihoods and create a lumber supply crisis 

in a country in which construction has become a dominant industry. As such the current 

conception of FLEGT for Sierra Leone is not only fiscally impracticable and economically 

disastrous, it is politically inconceivable. 

10.3   “GFG” in the post-colony – Sierra Leone’s experience in regional context 

The outlook for GFG in sub-Saharan Africa is, therefore, not altogether promising. On one hand, 

while the details of the Sierra Leonean situation are at least somewhat unique, the broad 

characteristics of CSM, state responses and their outcomes appear to be generally comparable 

across the region. On the other hand, FLEGT is also not wholly unique and the other GFG 

components share many of its weaknesses. What appears from these findings, therefore, is that 

if there is indeed any value in the initiatives currently being pursued (and this is not impossible), 

in order to salvage whatever contributions to “sustainability” they might make it would likely be 

necessary to consider alternative pathways. In particular, I argue, it is worth considering a more 

constructive approach toward the powerful transformations engendered by the introduction of 

the power saw. Instead of illegalising an entire industry and then denouncing its participants as 

criminals, it seems it could be more productive to attempts collaboration with those who are 

actually in charge of forest governance and management. This, however, would require a major 

paradigm shift as both international actors and national authorities would have to be willing to 

consider shifting towards “governance” style approaches. 
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Although details differ from country to country, the broad contours of CSM-based commercial 

forestry are quite similar, particularly within the Sub-Saharan Region. In most countries the 

neglect of rising domestic needs by policy provisions and major producers created key 

opportunities for urban youth and small to medium scale entrepreneurs. Equally, the 

considerable benefits it offered to marginalized, cash-poor agrarian communities stimulated 

widespread rural participation ensuring an access to an abundant resource base. Due to the 

power, mobility and flexibility of the tool itself, moreover, the result was not only a sudden 

liberation of economic opportunity but also a major increase in supplies of affordable lumber 

products even in countries with little or no “forest”. As a result, although there are only a few 

cases like Sierra Leone where it has replaced industrial production entirely, in most countries it 

has become the dominant supplier of domestic markets, a major and often majority contributor 

to overall production, a considerable source of employment and the foundation for a number 

of tertiary industries. Although in most countries it has also been marginalized and/or actively 

persecuted by forestry authorities, even in Ghana where military task forces and special 

prosecutors have been set up to enforce its wholesale illegalization CSM continues to flourish.  

Under FLEGT, however, all this is meant to change. Fundamentally state-centric and committed 

to eradicating informality, it seeks a thorough-going system of surveillance and control requiring 

extensive financial and technical investments that would preclude small-scale operators. FLEGT 

is not alone in this, moreover, and though voluntary, Certification is even more explicitly based 

on rigid adherence to costly complex practices. Similarly, while REDD initiatives have no explicit 

stance on CSM per se, given its state-centric model, broad focus on “deforestation” and the 

current state of “illegality” discourse, they will almost inevitably follow the path broken by 

FLEGT. Indeed, in recent years there the formal integration of certification initiatives in order to 

enhance FLEGT’s “sustainability” contribution has already become a matter of considerable 

discussion. As well, REDD readiness activities in a number of countries have been consciously 

built on the foundations laid by VPA processes though (unsurprisingly) in a still less participatory 

manner.126 While such developments will likely generate significant increases in the scales, 

profiles and cost-efficiencies of these programs, in the process they will likely also reinforce the 

weaknesses of the FLEGT approach leading to either greater conflict or, for better or worse,  

general failure.  

                                                           
126 For more detailed discussions of these interlinkages and efforts see, for example: de La Rochefordiere and van 

Laake; Colchester 2006; Belligoli nd; Cashore and Stone nd; Dooley and Ozinga 2011; Giurca et al 2013; Heeswijk and 
Turnhout 2013; Ochieng et al 2013; Hoare 2014; Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014; Van Gisbergen 2014 
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The path thus far travelled is not the only one available, however, and there are other ways in 

which current dynamics could be approached. While in many countries the now major practice 

of CSM has been rendered either implicitly or explicitly illegal, a number of empirical studies 

have indicated that it may have considerable advantages over large-scale industrial style 

production. In economic terms it often not only outstrips total industrial production but also 

offers considerably more employment even while lowering the costs of otherwise scarce 

essential products. In stark contrast to mainstream discourses, moreover, many field 

observations indicate that the ecological impacts of its brief, selective small-scale operations in 

anthropic environments may be quite minimal. Given these strengths it seems a more 

productive approach might be for national authorities and international interventionists to 

move away from melodramatic condemnation and consider the possibilities for collaboration 

with domestic producers. Since the latter and the rural communities that host them are already 

the de facto policy makers for off-reserve arboreal resources, their engagement in respectful 

dialogue could offer a way forward to the achievement of key social, economic and 

environmental goals.  

Indeed, in a certain sense such an approach could be seen not as a fall-back due to lack of 

regulatory capacity but rather as a basic duty of the state towards the citizenry that it exists to 

serve. In Sierra Leone, for example, the persecution of CSM operations is based on a 

combination of wild conjectural claims of ecological destruction and inaccurate claims of 

bureaucratic authority jointly bolstered by international discourses of “global citizenship” for 

residents of the northern hemisphere. The very constitution of the same country, however, 

could be very easily interpreted as mandating quite a different approach in this context. In 

outlining the duties of and obligations of the state, for example, in Chapter II sections 6 and 7 it 

requires that it “encourage free mobility of people, goods and services throughout Sierra Leone” 

and that it must  

“a. harness all the natural resources of the nation to promote national prosperity and an efficient, 

dynamic and self-reliant economy;  

b. manage and control the national economy in such a manner as to secure the maximum welfare 

and freedom of every citizen on the basis of social justice and equality of opportunity;  

c. protect the right of any citizen to engage in any economic activity without prejudice to the rights 

of any other person to participate in areas of the economy …and;  

e. ensure that Government shall always give priority and encouragement to Sierra Leoneans to 

participate in all spheres of the economy in furtherance of these objectives.” (1991, emphasis 

added). 
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Given such language it appears that, at the least, the current express policy objective of forcing 

small producers out of business in order to “lean up” the forestry “sector” for the benefit of 

major investors is dubious at best. In addition, however, one could make the argument that in 

view of the chainsaw’s “democratizing” socio-economic effects and the lack of demonstrated 

ecological damage CSM is just the sort of industry the state is directed to support.  

Whatever the legal validity of such a contention, however, the notion of moving away from the 

current neo-colonial regulatory mentality toward a more convivial and productive relationship 

with the CSM “community” is no mere romantic fantasy. Indeed, the scope for the latter option 

is quite extensive, as illustrated by the situation in Guyana – a country with a well-established 

export-oriented industrial forestry industry as well as widespread practice of CSM. In this 

country policy makers have supported the formation of Small Logging Associations (Marshall 

and Kerrett 2010) and have incorporated CSM practice as a low-carbon mode of sustainable 

lumber production within the rubric of the national REDD+ program of forest conservation 

(Office of Climate Change Guyana 2010, Wit et al. 2010), an approach which, incidentally is 

echoed in parts of the Caribbean as well (Eckelmann et al. 2010). Intriguingly, moreover, there 

are also existing examples of movements toward more constructive engagement with small 

producers in Sub-Saharan Africa. Though the future remains to be seen, in Liberia there is no 

specific policy towards CSM-based production which currently supplies nearly 100% of domestic 

demand without official harassment (Kamara et al. 2010). In Nigeria, moreover, although CSM 

was previously illegal in most of the country several states have recently relaxed their legislation 

to incorporate it as a mainstream forestry practice, thus far apparently improving governance 

relations and management effectiveness (Popoola 2010).  

10.4   Conclusion 

Given such examples, it is difficult to argue for the continuance of ineffectual anti-CSM policies 

however popular they may be with international funding sources and intervention programs 

absorbed with contemporary discourses of “illegality”. Ultimately, in order to be technically VPA 

compliant any signatory country could simply insist on a separate legal framework for domestic 

producers, legitimating their activities within a dedicated appropriate system as has been 

achieved in Guyana and like the situation that is evolving in Nigeria. Such a shift, however, would 

not only take the political will to take a stand against the largely predefined positions of 

international interventionists, it would also require a major “changing of the guard” in African 

forestry agencies long committed to colonial ideals of industrial commercial forestry 
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organisation specifically and professional scientific forest management more generally. As 

experiences across the continent in recent decades have clearly illustrated, such tectonic shifts 

will occur neither easily nor quickly. Nonetheless, given mounting tensions between producers 

and publics on the one hand and would-be forestry regulators on the other, they are not only 

possible but possibly inevitable.  

If such a transition were to take place, however, it would need to be accompanied by a political 

shift away from state-centric models of forest “government” towards “governance” involving a 

rural landowners, authorities and other participants in flexible and sincerely negotiated systems 

of authority distribution and decision making. Absent an approach at some point the cycle of 

bureaucratic imperialism will begin anew, creating conflict between regulators and the 

ostensibly regulated. Conversely, however, shared decision making arrangements have the 

potential to offer a wide range of environmental management and information-gathering 

benefits. In no African country are environmental agencies well-enough staffed and equipped 

to cope with all the details of resource management across the typically vast national territories 

in which their claims to authority are gently humoured. What a “governance” model could offer 

in this context is not only the support of a considerably more productive, efficient and locally 

beneficial forestry “sector” but also the support of a much more nuanced and fine-grained 

approach to ecological decision making.  

Ultimately, however, it seems that in order to be effective, such transitions would have to 

emerge as products of local domestic and regional developments rather than external efforts 

Thus far the history of outside intervention has been one characterized largely by 

misunderstanding, injustice and failure rather than the systems of “tutelage” envisioned by their 

progenitors. From colonial era expropriations to much of 20th century conservation policy and 

even current efforts to fight “forest crime” much that has been done (partly in the name of 

“forest communities”) has been counterproductive and many initiatives are still set to increase 

rather than decrease political, economic and environmental conflict. While productive forestry 

in Africa has long been the exclusive domain of large investors and forestry departments, with 

the arrival of the power saw local residents have been able to take the reins for themselves 

producing vibrant new industries. Given their evident success, the lack of actual data indicating 

ecological concerns and the long record of failed outside attempts to “modernize” the situation, 

it may be time to take a few steps back and reconsider the relationship between “government” 

and those who actually govern African commercial forestry. 
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Appendix A: Guideline for interviews with forest product vendors 

Mark GPS point 

Record interview number  

Note type of location of the business (e.g. side of highway, market street etc.) 

Request permission to record interview 

Questions 

Reminder: this list is just a guide – we will need to FIND THE RIGHT WAYS to ask these 

questions in the context of each interview 

 Owner and business background: 

o Personal:  Gender,   Age?   Married?   Dependents? 

 Position in the business? (e.g. owner?) 

 Any partners? 

 Business is sole source of income?  or? 

 How long in the business? 

 How did you get into the business? Why? 

 Type of business – retail or wholesale? 

 Only location? Or other branches? 

Products and prices: 

 What kinds of products? (types, species, dimensions etc.) 

 How are they different from each other? 

 What are their various prices? 

 How are the prices determined? (how do you decide the price?) 

 Do the prices ever change at all?  

 How, when, why? 

 Do you do any processing or production at the store here?  (e.g. ripping boards, 

making furniture)? 

Market situation and trends 

Demand: 

 Who are your customers? 

 What are the levels of demand for the various products? 
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 Does the demand ever change at all?   

o How, when and why? 

 Do you ever suffer losses? (product spoiling, overhead etc.) 

 When demand is high, do you ever struggle to get enough product to sell? 

o If so, why? 

Competition: 

 How many other people/companies are involved in this business around here? 

 Is this the same number as befoe or has it changed? 

o How, when and why? 

 Does the amount of people involved (competitors) affect your own business at all? 

o If so, how do you “deal” with it? 

Supply: 

 How do you get the product – (involved in production or just buy?) 

 Which places or people do you get your supplies from? (more than one?) 

 Always from the same place(s)/people? 

 Are the supplies always easy to get? (what problems, when and why?) 

 Have you seen any changes in the availability or quality of supplies over the years? 

o Why? 

o How has this affected your business? 

Transport: 

 How are your supplies transported to here? 

 What quantities do you get (how much and how often?) 

 Who does the transporting? 

 Are there any difficulties with the transport? 

 How do you deal with storage issues – do you stockpile the supplies at all? 

o When, how much, why….? 

Regulation (formal/informal): 

 What kinds of laws or rules do you have to deal with in your business? 

 Are these enforced? By whom? 

 Do these cause any frictions? 
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 How do these things affect you and your business? 

 Have you needed to register your business? 

 Do you have to pay any taxes/fees to government agencies (official or “unofficial”)? 

o Get details… 

 What is your opinion of the current state of regulation? 

o Effectiveness, relevance, efficiency, fairness etc.? 

Other forms of organisation: 

 Are there any sorts of rules or arrangements with people at the places you get your 

supplies from? 

 Is there any organisation that supports you and your business? (e.g. producers 

association?) 

Market history: 

 In the context of all the things we have talked about so far, what can you  tell us 

about how things have changed in this business during the time you have been 

involved? 

General topics: 
 Market development 

 Demand and Competition 

 Supply and environmental change 

 Regulation and gov’t involvement 

Timeframe (as applicable):  
 Before the war? 

 During the war? 

 After the war? 

 In recent years? 

Other issues/concerns/complaints or positive comments? 

Supply Chain contacts 

Are you willing to come to focus group interview to discuss your perspectives along with 

other vendors? 

 -for South and East: will come back to contact them 

 -For north: will set up date  
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Appendix B: Guideline for village town hall discussions  

 Introduction and explanation 
 

 Selling arrangements etc. 
o How many people do this kind of work? 

o How long have you each been involved? 

o Has this changed over time?  

o Who do you mainly sell to? 

 People from where? 

 Always the same people? 

 How much (e.g. charcoal)? 

 How does transportation work? 

o What are the prices? 

o Have these things always been the same or have they changed? 

 Management practices 
o When are the main harvesting times? 

o Actual production practices – what do you do and why in this particular 

way? 

o Rotation system?  

 how does it work? 

 has this changed? 

o How is this harvesting regulated? 

 Does this work well? 

o Which areas do you use? 

 How is this decided? 

 Who decides? 

o Interactions with other landuses and practices?  

o What about the gazetted “community forests”:  

 Are they used for this kind of harvesting? 

 Forestry Division involvement? 
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 What do you think about the regulation of the community 

forests? 

 Government role/performance? 

 Type of management suggested by Forestry? 

 Any tensions? 
o Between landowners/producers? 

o Within community (e.g. commercial and subsistence…or..)? 

o Between communities? 

o Between locals and outsiders? 

 Relations with government?  
o (Forestry Division; Council; local authorities etc.) 

 Environmental changes?  
o Any changes in the landscape (landcover) over time?  

o What, when, where and why? 

o Can you show us these places? 

 The future: 
o (for all of the above) Anything that needs to be changed?  

 What, how and why? 

 By whom? 

o Plans, hopes, needs for the future? 

[FOR TIMBER ONLY] 

 Was anyone around here involved in timber production in the past? 

 How has the timber business changed over the years? 

 What were the effects of the 2009 ban?  

 What about government plans to lift the ban? 

 What do they think about this? 

o What will happen? 

o What will you do? 

 

Can we go out and see the places where local products are made or 
harvested? 
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