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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Since 2013 the Central African Republic (CAR), a fragile and
unstable country of 4.6 million inhabitants, has been faced with the
most serious crisis in its history. In March of that year, a coalition of
armed rebel groups, named the Seleka, came to power by deposing
President François Bozizé. Under the leadership of Michel
Djotodia, the Seleka held the reins of power until January 2014,
committing grave human rights violations and killing thousands
of people, while brazenly profiting from the country’s many natural
resources.
Today, even though the Seleka is no longer in power, CAR is mired
in chaos. Armed groups roam the landlocked country, corruption
appears rampant, and the transitional authorities lack the political
will and capacity to ensure CAR’s natural resources are managed
sustainably, according to the law, and on the basis of respect for the
rights of the country’s impoverished population.
It remains to be seen whether a recently signed peace deal with
some of the country’s armed groups will change the all-too-present
security threats on the ground. Given the repeated cycle of coups,
violence and destruction that have beset CAR since the country’s
independence in 1960, cutting the lifelines of armed groups those willing to collaborate with them for personal profit - is an
imperative.

THE COMPLICITY OF LOGGING COMPANIES
IN FUNDING CAR’S CONFLICT
Global Witness – an organisation that has worked on breaking the
links between timber, conflict and corruption for over twenty
years – has found that during the Seleka’s rule, Chinese, French and
Lebanese companies continued to log CAR’s rainforest at scale
and for significant profit. Despite thousands of innocent civilians
being tortured and murdered by the Seleka, international timber
traders, in particular those in Europe and China, continued to
sell and trade Sapelli, Sipo, Iroko and other Central African wood
species.1 Logging companies were able to continue operating and
exporting thanks to lucrative financial arrangements concluded
with Seleka leaders, by which they paid an estimated EUR 3.4
million in total, for example for “protection” services, allowing
the Seleka to maintain armed rebels on the ground and procure
weapons.2
Since then, despite the rout of the Seleka in 2014, these companies
have continued to contribute to the country’s instability, by making
an estimated EUR 127,864 in payments to “anti-balaka” militias,
the Seleka’s successors in CAR’s forested areas. Though the sums
are lower than in the Seleka period, they still help the anti-balaka
maintain their presence in the forested South-West.
These logging companies have financed groups who have
committed the worst kind of human rights abuses. They should be
held responsible as accessories to the crimes of their protectors.

NO ACTION AGAINST CONFLICT TIMBER
©James Oatway/Panos
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Members of Seleka’s Red Brigade on the outskirts of Bangui

Although the international community took steps (albeit
ineffective) to try to stop the trade in CAR diamonds, which also
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financed the conflict, it has remained mute on the
question of timber. Thanks to the suspension of CAR’s
official diamonds trade, timber has become CAR’s
number one export. A United Nations report of July
2014 noted that logging companies were making
payments to CAR’s armed men. But no action has been
taken by any UN Member State. This is all the more
surprising as it’s a well-known fact, since at least 2001
when the term “conflict timber” was first coined,³ that
the ease with which timber is logged and traded has
made it a choice source of revenue for armed groups
and their leaders.⁴
Given the substantial payments made by the
industry to the Seleka, the timber traded from April
2013 to January 2014 should also be classified as
“conflict timber”, where the sale of timber funded the
commission of serious violations of human rights,
violations of international humanitarian law or
violations amounting to crimes under international law.
As this report shows, wood exported by the major
logging companies in CAR is illegal, harvested in
violation of the country’s laws.
Donors often point to the timber sector’s role in the
economy, which might explain why no measure was
taken against the sector – it currently boasts 2,717
direct jobs and generates revenues in the region of
EUR 3.7 million for the state. But the employment and
development benefits of the timber industry have
long been exaggerated by the donor community and
are far outweighed by the sector’s abuses and costs
in CAR as in Liberia, another country whose timber
business fuelled corruption, illegality and conflict. It
also compares extremely poorly to the diamonds sector
– which employed 400,000 people and brought in
EUR 6.2 million in tax revenues before the Kimberley
process suspension.⁵

THE EUROPEAN UNION AND ITS MEMBER
STATES ARE PARTY TO THE PROBLEM
The EU and its member states hold a large degree of
responsibility for the current situation. EU companies
have been trading large quantities of CAR wood since
the beginning of the conflict, by ignoring European
legislation tailored to fight the illegal timber trade – the
EU Timber Regulation (EUTR). Furthermore national
authorities – including France, Germany and Belgium,
known importers of Central African timber - have also
proved to be either uninterested in or incapable of
upholding EU and national laws on illegal timber.
Not only is the EU failing to enforce its laws to prevent
the trading of illegal timber, it is at the same time
moving to legitimise CAR’s timber industry. It does
so by continuing to work with companies party to the
EU’s timber trade agreement with CAR (known as the
Voluntary Partnership Agreement or VPA), despite
these actors contributing to the conflict and fuelling
the corruption that has weakened CAR’s state.
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Of all EU countries, France is most involved in
CAR’s logging sector. It has a policy of supporting
logging companies, based on the flawed belief that
they can sustainably manage the country’s tropical
forests. But even if industrial logging of rainforests
were sustainable – it is not, according to a number of
scientists – in the context of a fragile or failed state,
it is not realistic: CAR’s authorities have neither the
means nor the commitment to supervise the activities
of logging companies, and the latter are not capable or
interested in self-regulation.
In fact, the French Development Agency (AFD) has
financially supported CAR’s logging companies,
involved in both illegally logging this most precious
of rainforests – vital to the climate and to thousands
of forest-dependent and indigenous peoples – and
funding the conflict French troops were sent to stop.
As this continues, French citizens and consumers
perversely foot the bill three times over - paying
for timber, troops and aid - for this vicious cycle of
destruction to start again. French development policy
and trade directly perpetuate the impunity of these
companies.

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY MUST
END THE IMPUNITY OF CAR’S LOGGING
INDUSTRY
It is urgent that the international community ends
its silence and passivity. It is well known that the
instigators of CAR’s five coups d’état since 1960 –
not to mention the authors of its many unsuccessful
attempts – have consistently sought to take control of
the country’s natural resources and misappropriate its
financial returns. The single-minded zeal of companies
to commercialise timber, without hesitating to fund
militias and their leaders responsible for massacres
and other crimes, is an incentive for any armed group
to take control of the capital Bangui and the forested
South-West of the country. These companies have
formed part of a criminal enterprise and must be held
accountable for it. We must end their impunity and
remove the risk of repeat offending.
Indeed, a persistent climate of corruption and illegality
in the timber sector maintains the fragility of CAR’s
state, poverty and under-development, making conflict
and complicity with armed groups more likely in
future. Any framework of action applied to CAR in the
present should establish accountability as a priority.
UN-mandated experts and international institutions
with a mission in CAR should closely examine the links
between the timber trade and the funding of armed
groups and bring the perpetrators of crimes to justice.
More broadly, the international community must
reflect on lessons from past experience, highlighted in
this report, in relation to natural resource governance
for stabilisation, reconstruction and peace within CAR.

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC:
A BETTER FUTURE?
Today, the path to general elections is being prepared
in CAR, which could result in a new era in the country’s
history. CAR’s authorities should make sure that those
responsible for abuses committed in the logging sector
are held accountable and that this never happens
again. That also necessarily involves a wholescale
evaluation and reform of the management of forests, to
the benefit of Central Africans and their environment.
CAR deserves full and extensive support from the
international community in this process. It is one of the
gravest examples of the fragile state phenomenon and
deserves the same level of support given to a country
like Liberia over a decade ago. Cutting ties with
corrupt, illegal and unsustainable practices requires
fundamental rethinking of forest management models
that have contributed to state fragility and underdevelopment and have helped make conflict financially
viable and more likely in the long run. New forest
management models that strengthen the forest and
land rights of dispossessed local populations are more
likely to contribute to preserving forests, reducing
poverty and furthering sustainable development. This
is the realisation that some international actors have
come to in Liberia, which experienced a conflict funded
by timber, the biggest land grab in its history and a
decade-long failure to establish a bona fide logging
industry before committing to promoting community
rights and community-managed forests. Similarly,

government and donors in CAR have not prioritised
the establishment of community forests, leaving local
populations to await a trickle-down of development
benefits from industrial exploitation that has never
materialised. Building local capacity, ownership and
accountability in new community forest models may
well promote sustainability, development and the
rule of law better than an industry associated with
numerous past abuses, and an almost unbroken record
of putting short-term profit before all else, including
the law. Civil society and local and indigenous
communities must be placed at the heart of this project
to build a better future.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
TO THE AUTHORITIES OF THE CENTRAL
AFRICAN REPUBLIC:
•

•

•

Establish a Forest Sector Review Committee to
conduct a full evaluation of the financing of armed
conflict by logging permit-holders (paying due
regard to the continuing work of UN-mandated
bodies), corruption in the sector, the legality of
permits and compliance with the Forest Code
and the rule of law. The review criteria should be
based on the rule of law and established prior to
evaluating any company. The Committee should
have a writ of search and seizure so that it can
collect evidence, including company bank records.
It should be chaired by a respected expert independent of government, include representatives
of civil society, and allow for evidence to be taken
from local and indigenous communities. The Committee should be mandated to make recommendations for reforms of the concession system and the
forest sector overall. Attention should also be paid
to lessons learned in other conflict-affected timber
producing states like Liberia.
Establish a moratorium on all industrial logging
operations pending the completion of the work of
the Forest Sector Review Committee. The moratorium should not be lifted until a series of governance
objectives have been met; this means it should not
be time-limited but based on actual progress, measured by specific indicators. In the framework of
the moratorium, support measures and alternatives
should be identified for forest sector workers, in
partnership with the sector’s international donors.
Commit to sound economic governance and
anti-corruption practices for stabilisation, reconstruction and peace-building, investigate and take
action against those engaged in corrupt and illegal
practices, and engage in dialogue and full cooperation with international institutions and donor
governments on proposed governance initiatives.

TO CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS
ACTIVE IN THE CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC:
•

•

•
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Develop a civil society position and proposals on
CAR’s natural resource and forest governance,
addressing questions of accountability and the rule
of law.
Set up a civil society unit to enable monitoring
and accountability of CAR’s governance of natural
resources and forests.
Participate in and support the work of the
proposed Forest Sector Review Committee once

described in this report - and in recognition of
the need for the timber industry to be properly
addressed by justice and accountability processes
to end impunity and build long-term prospects for
peace and reconstruction. In lieu of the VPA, the
EU should contribute to the setting up of a Forest
Sector Review Committee, and support forest sector reforms; civil society and community capacitybuilding notably through the Fonds Bêkou.

•

Introduce legislation that prohibits the import of
illegal timber. This would help protect Chinese
companies conducting legitimate business, enable
exporters to comply with US and EU legislation
and protect forests in producer countries. It
would empower Chinese Customs and other law
enforcement officials, who are currently unable to
act, even when confronted with imports of timber
that were clearly illegally harvested.

•

Enforce the EU Timber Regulation (EUTR) against
all operators having placed CAR timber or derived
products on the EU market since March 2013.

•

•

Adopt specific measures to address conflict timber
in EU policies and instruments – for example in
the context of an EU framework of action. This
should include mainstreaming conflict-sensitivity
approaches in dialogue and agreements with third
countries such as the EU’s Voluntary Partnership
Agreements; and addressing any actual or potential loopholes associated with the interpretation of
“operators” under the EUTR as well as updating
European Commission guidance on the EUTR to
address conflict timber.

In its forthcoming guideline for companies trading
timber, the State Forest Administration (SFA)
should state clearly that Chinese companies that
import, trade and process wood must not purchase
illegal timber and that companies using timber
from high risk areas must carry out thorough
due diligence on their supply chains. The SFA
should publish detailed guidance for Chinese
companies on how to carry out this due diligence
as a means of meeting their responsibility not
to buy illegal timber. It should also introduce a
system of monitoring and public reporting on
implementation of the new guideline and also the
existing 2009 guideline on sustainable overseas
forest management.

•

Address in dialogue with China the triangular
trade in illegal and/or conflict timber or derived
products from CAR and other at-risk or conflictaffected producer countries.

established. Civil society organisations must play
a leading role in advocating for improved natural
resource governance for the good of the country
and its people.

TO THE UNITED NATIONS AND UNMANDATED BODIES, INTERNATIONAL
CONTACT GROUP ON THE CENTRAL
AFRICAN REPUBLIC (ICG-CAR), DONOR
GOVERNMENTS AND INSTITUTIONS:
•

•

•

•

Consider taking further action to address economic governance in the context of stabilisation,
reconstruction and peace-building efforts in CAR,
examining the appropriateness of models such as
the Governance and Economic Management Assistance Program (GEMAP) implemented in post-war
Liberia. Risks of corruption and mismanagement
of natural resource revenues should be seriously
examined to ensure the country’s long-term prospects are not compromised.
Recommend and financially support the establishment of a Forest Sector Review Committee by
CAR’s transitional government to determine the
full extent of corruption and mismanagement of
the forest sector and to make recommendations for
reform. This should draw upon lessons learned in
other cases of conflict-affected fragile states such
as Liberia.
The UN Panel of Experts should examine the links
between the timber industry and trade with the
financing of armed groups, including evidence
contained in this report, and make recommendations, including any measures pursuant to UNSC
Resolution 2127, to ensure accountability and
prevent recidivism.
Provide support for civil society capacity-building
and the involvement of forest-dependent, indigenous communities in forest governance processes,
notably in the framework of the multi-donor Fonds
Bêkou.

TO THE EUROPEAN UNION AND ITS
MEMBER STATES:
•

•

Participate actively in the adoption, implementation and enforcement of measures proposed above,
as members of the United Nations, the ICG-CAR
and multilateral institutions, with a view to enabling peace, stability and reconstruction of CAR.
Suspend the EU’s VPA with CAR in the absence
of the necessary pre-conditions for the implementation of this agreement in a failed state – as

TO FRANCE AND THE FRENCH
DEVELOPMENT AGENCY (AFD):
•

End all grants, subsidies and technical support destined to support CAR’s industrial logging sector in
view of its role in financing armed conflict, fuelling
corruption and illegal logging in the country.

•

Revise the AFD’s forest sector programme in CAR
to end its focus on private sector enterprises and to
promote the measures proposed herein, including
capacity-building of civil society and the involvement of local and indigenous communities in forest governance processes.

•

Enforce the EUTR and any other relevant legislation against companies based in France commercialising timber or derived products from CAR.

TO CHINA:
•

Participate actively in the adoption,
implementation and enforcement of the measures
proposed above, as a member of the United
Nations, the ICG-CAR and multilateral institutions,
with a view to enabling peace, stability and the
reconstruction of CAR.
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CALENDAR:
2012 – August

Creation of the Seleka

2012 – December

Conflict starts as the Seleka takes control
of the north and centre of CAR.

2013 – January 11th

Libreville, Gabon peace accord

2013 – March 24th

Seleka stages a coup d’état, President Bozizé
flees to Cameroon.

2013 – March 25th

Djotodia declares himself president. Coup d’état
condemned by the UN, US, EU, France and the
African Union.

The arrival of the Seleka, with financial and military
support from neighbouring Chad,¹⁰ considerably
aggravated the country’s already dire situation. Created
in August 2012, this coalition of five Central African
rebel groups,¹¹ assisted by Chadian and Sudanese
mercenaries, departed Birao (North-East CAR) in
December 2012 and took control of several towns.¹²
Although a peace treaty was signed in Libreville,
Gabon, on 11 January 2013, the Seleka renewed
hostilities two months later. It took control of the
capital Bangui on 24 March 2013; the then President
Bozizé was toppled, fleeing to neighbouring Cameroon.
Michel Djotodia, the head of one of the Seleka factions,
declared himself president the following day.¹³ He
immediately dissolved the government and suspended
the constitution, and three weeks later a “National
Transitional Council” appointed Djotodia as president
by acclamation.¹⁴

2013 – April 14th

National Transitional Council appoints
Djotodia president by acclamation
©William Daniels/Panos

Civilians displaced by fighting between the Seleka and anti-Balaka.

CHAPTER 1: HOW THE LOGGING INDUSTRY
FUNDED WAR IN THE CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC
THE CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC:
A CHRONICALLY UNSTABLE COUNTRY RUN BY A PHANTOM STATE
The conflict that has devastated the Central African
Republic since 2013 did not take place in a vacuum.
Since its independence in 1960, the former French
colony has suffered chronic political instability, armed
rebellions, and repeated coups d’état. François Bozizé
became President by putsch in 2003 and ruled for
ten years until he was deposed in exactly the same
way in March 2013. The country’s administration has
always lacked the resources and knowledge to properly
govern the country. CAR’s leaders have traditionally
managed the revenues from the country’s many natural
resources in a neo-patrimonial fashion, to reward and
secure the loyalty of family and clan members. Without
oversight, they have successfully captured the revenues
of the State for themselves.
In all sectors of the economy, corruption and bribery
are part and parcel of doing business. By 2013
Transparency International ranked CAR as the 144th
most corrupt place on earth out of 177 countries
examined. The consequences have been devastating:
even before this latest crisis, almost two thirds of
CAR’s population were living under the poverty
line, and the country ranked as one of the poorest
8

countries on earth: 180 out of 186 in the 2013 UNDP
Human Development Index. In 2012, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) noted that “CAR has one
of the highest poverty rates in sub-Saharan Africa
at 63 percent, and it is unlikely to meet any of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015”,
adding that “the human development indicators, while
characteristic of a post-conflict and fragile state, are
particularly weak when compared to other low-income
sub-Saharan African countries, and some indicators
have deteriorated.”⁶
Over the course of several decades, CAR has become
“worse than a failed state: it (is) virtually a phantom
state, lacking any meaningful institutional capacity.”⁷
Before the fall of Bozizé, around 60 percent of the
country’s territory was beyond the central government’s
control.⁸ Groups of armed bandits – the zaraguinas –
were active in the North-West of the country, looting
and kidnapping the region’s inhabitants, the North and
East were under the control of various armed groups,
and the South-East suffered incursions by the Lord’s
Resistance Army from Uganda.⁹

2013 – April 18th

Djotodia declared transitional head of the CAR

2013 – May 23rd

Kimberley Process suspends CAR, prohibiting
the export of rough diamonds.

2013 – November 21st

French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius declares
“The country is on the brink of genocide […] Today
there is absolute disorder. France, neighbouring
countries, the international community are
worried”. The US also speaks of a situation of
“pre-genocide”.

Michel Djotodia, head of the Seleka coalition, self-declared President of
CAR, March 2013-January 2014.

UN adopts resolution 2127 that reinforces the
protection of civilians, introduces an arms
embargo, and creates a mandate to impose
targeted measures against those “supporting
the illegal armed groups or criminal networks
through the illicit exploitation of natural
resources”.

Michel Djotodia was formally sworn in in August 2013,
and promised elections within 18 months. However,
Djotodia was never recognized by the international
community. The UN, EU, France and the USA
condemned the coup. The African Union went even
further, suspending CAR from its organisation and
imposing sanctions against seven Seleka members,
including Djotodia. However, though Djotodia had no
legitimacy either nationally or internationally, dialogue
continued between the international community
and Djotodia, resulting in his agreement to adopt a
“Constitutional Charter for the Transition”.

2014 – January

AN OVERVIEW OF SELEKA’S MASS CRIMES

2013 – December 5th

Djotodia resigns and a transitional government
is established. Catherine Samba-Panza becomes
President.

2015 – May 10th

A disarmament, demobilisation, reintegration
and repatriation agreement is signed between
transitional government and many armed groups.

2015 – June

Violence continues, with regular incidents and
woundings of peacekeepers.

UN experts concluded that the Seleka had committed
criminal acts including indiscriminate violence and
killings in “a concerted, planned and systematic
and methodical” manner, adding that “leaders of the
coalition planned the savagery that accompanied
the advance of the Seleka into Bangui”.¹⁵ The
International Federation of Human Rights, for its
part, wrote that Seleka forces were “responsible
for murders, assassinations, abductions, arbitrary
arrests and detentions, abuse and torture, sexual
crimes, forced recruitment of minors, armed robbery,
9
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systematic and general looting and destruction of
property.”¹⁶ Thousands of civilians in Bangui and
across the country were killed during Seleka’s time in
power. Despite its official dissolution by Djotodia in
September 2013, the Seleka remained active¹⁷ under
the leadership of Noureddine Adam, Djotodia’s secondin-command and head of CAR’s intelligence service¹⁸
- and continued to commit atrocities.
Civil society activists, including those from
environmental and human rights NGOs, were among
the many victims of the violence which engulfed the
country. In May 2013, an NGO reported that “leading
civil society activists are under threat from rebels
and offices have been looted and cars and computers
stolen”.¹⁹ The NGO Maison de l’enfant et de la femme
pygmées wrote about the death of one of its members,
Julius Bertin Kokassa tortured and killed on 13 January
2014, and of the massacre of eight family members
of an employee of the NGO Aboubacar Yamsa on 10
January 2014.²⁰
The violence escalated when the “anti-balaka” selfdefence groups, constituted to fight the Seleka,²¹
also started committing human rights abuses. On
5 December 2013 the United Nations (UN) had to
reinforce its peacekeeping presence – the African-led
International Support Mission to the Central African
Republic (MISCA) – to ensure “the protection of
civilians and the restoration of security and public
order.”²²
10
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A “MILITARY-COMMERCIAL ENTERPRISE”
Djotodia’s Seleka regime began plundering the country’s coffers and took control of its natural resources
as soon as it reached power. In Bangui, Seleka leaders
grabbed anything they could get their hands on.²³ Elsewhere, soldiers, who were not paid, began pillaging the
state administration, private and public corporations,
and households. Djotodia even encouraged them to do
so: “Djotodia told them to help themselves anywhere
they could find anything valuable,” according to UN
experts.²⁴
The rebels took control of the country’s diamond and
gold deposits, and poached elephants for ivory, which
they then began illegally selling on international
markets through a well-organised system. This has
been described as “a military-commercial enterprise,
with networks in both Sudans, and in Chad”.²⁵
For maximum efficiency, the Seleka instituted a
decentralized system of military governance across
the country to manage the trade flows.²⁶ “Under the
Seleka, bad governance inherited from former regimes
worsened. Its leaders looted state resources and
controlled the country’s illicit economic networks,”
reported the International Crisis Group.²⁷ Chadian
and Sudanese towns bordering CAR became veritable
“markets of thieves”, selling the goods pillaged by the
Seleka.²⁸

HIGH ON SELEKA’S LIST OF TARGETS:
CAR’S RAINFOREST
CAR’s rainforest timber was also coveted by the Seleka.
It became the country’s largest export by revenue after
the Kimberley Process suspended CAR’s certified
diamonds trade. Even before the coup d’état, the
Seleka coalition showed a particular interest in the
logging sector. It placed its third-in-command, General
Mohammed Moussa Dhaffane, in the post of Minister
of Forests in the “national unity” government formed
as a result of the Libreville peace agreement in January
2013.²⁹
In April 2013, it took control of the forested region of
the South-West of the country, which also has gold
and diamond deposits. Seleka’s presence there was
premeditated and well-planned.³⁰ In the weeks which
followed the capture of Bangui, over a hundred Seleka
forces captured Berbérati, the principal town in the
region and the country’s second largest.³¹ It also took
control of all the other towns and villages in the SouthWestern Mambéré-Kadéï prefecture where exportoriented logging takes place.
Seleka made sure that it drew revenues from both
the artisanal logging and industrial logging sectors
at central and local levels. Dhaffane, who remained
Minister of Forests after the coup, signed a decree in
May 2013 which revoked artisanal logging permits
granted under former President Bozizé, allowing him to

make money in exchange for granting new permits.³²
He then put in place a new network of artisanal
loggers harvesting timber to supply to Chad.³³ He also
personally made a seizure of timber from Bangui’s
Magalé market, accompanied by men from his private
militia.³⁴ However, instead of auctioning these goods,
as is legally required, he stored them in a government
warehouse, before selling them to Chad.³⁵
Other witnesses and documents show how Seleka
military commanders in the country’s South-West
delivered artisanal logging permits in exchange for
cash.³⁶ For example, Ahmat Dagache Nama, Seleka’s
“Head of Operations of the Number 2 Brigade”,
granted logging permits to individuals in Salo and
Liboko, both in the Sangha-Mbaéré area. Some of these
permits allowed the loggers to fell in concessions
already attributed to logging companies.³⁷ At least
some of these products were sold to Chad.³⁸
On 23 May 2013, during an official visit to Chad,
Djotodia reached a “timber for oil” agreement with
Chadian President Idriss Deby to trade CAR timber for
Chadian oil.³⁹ According to one report, this deal “was
negotiated by Moussa Dhaffane (of Sudanese origin)
minister for water and forests”, amongst others.⁴⁰
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BOX 1: CAR’S FORESTRY SECTOR
An estimated 15 percent of CAR’s territory is covered
by forests, part of the Congo Basin rainforest, vital to
the regional and global climate as the second largest
tropical forest in the world after the Amazon.⁴¹ Located
in the South-West and South-East of the country, these
forests are a vital source of livelihood for an estimated
15,800 forest-dependent peoples including thousands
of indigenous people.⁴² The forests are exploited by
both artisanal and industrial loggers.
The artisanal sector is mostly informal, generating
33,000 cubic meters of sawnwood for the local market,
but a further 6,000 cubic meters, most of it illegal, is
exported to Chad.⁴³ The sector answers to the needs
of local populations, 90 percent of whom use wood for
their energy needs.⁴⁴ Before the 2013 crisis, it employed
an estimated 2,000 people.⁴⁵

In 2013, six logging companies operated in CAR in
11 concessions: IFB, SEFCA, SCAD, SCAF, SCD and
VICWOOD group (its subsidiaries Vica, Thanry
Centrafrique and Sofokad hold logging titles). Active
in the country’s South-West, these companies are
owned by foreign investors, and due to the country’s
very low levels of economic development, hold an
outsized influence in the country. Before the war, they
were responsible for slightly more than forty percent of
export revenues,⁴⁶ 10 percent of its GDP, and generated
revenues of around EUR 3.5 million a year, which
apparently accounted for 34 percent of government
revenues.⁴⁷ Before the crisis, the sector employed
approximately 4,000 people, and apparently supported
6,000 indirect jobs, a figure now in constant decline
(currently 2,717 direct jobs) according to the Minister
of Forests. The war is believed to have reduced the
sector’s turnover by half.⁴⁸

Payments for protection of
installations and personnel
Global Witness estimate
EUR 1,770,000

Payments to pass roadblocks
Global Witness estimate
EUR 1,200,00

SEFCA’s direct payment
to Djotodia’s Regime
EUR 380,876

The industrial sector, on the other hand, commercially
exports roundwood (logs) and sawnwood, mainly to
China and the European Union.

Seleka quickly targeted the industrial logging sector.
At first, the offices and sites of the six companies
operating in the country (IFB, SEFCA, SCAD, SCAF,
SCD and Vicwood) were looted by the Seleka.⁴⁹ The
logging sites of SEFCA in Mambélé and Mbaïré
(South-West) were vandalised by rebels.⁵⁰ SEFCA’s
Bangui office was also targeted by Seleka. In a letter
addressed to its clients, SEFCA complains about
“having lost a number (of its) vehicles following the
coup d’état”.⁵¹ IFB said that some 60 percent of its
material had been destroyed by the Seleka, and that its
installations in Ngotto, also in CAR’s South-West, had
become unusable.⁵²
However, some then received better treatment than
others thanks to more privileged relationships with
Seleka. A former senior CAR government official
explained that SEFCA greatly benefited from the fact
its bosses, of Lebanese origin, could speak Arabic, just
like the Seleka leadership, of Chadian and Sudanese
origin, including minister Daffhane, who apparently
sent Seleka soldiers to “protect” SEFCA after the initial
pillaging.⁵³
While some companies – SEFCA, IFB, and VICA
of Vicwood group – were allowed to continue their
logging operations throughout Seleka’s term in power,
other companies – SCAD, SCAF and SCD – had their
logging and forest management permits (permis
d’exploitation et d’aménagement or PEA) revoked by
the Council of Ministers.⁵⁴ SCD’s director complained
in an email to the French embassy in Bangui, on 11
October 2013, that, “after having been a victim of the
greed of Bozizé’s family…[SCD is] now a victim of the
greed of others,” referring to the Seleka. Indeed, Global
Witness’ investigation found that if SEFCA, IFB and
Vicwood were allowed to continue, it is because they
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reached a series of lucrative financial arrangements
with the armed group.
Logging companies paid an estimated EUR 3.4
million to the Seleka through, inter alia, payments for
“protection services”, and the payment of illegal taxes
at numerous Seleka checkpoints.⁵⁶
Minister Dhaffane seemingly played a key role in
these financial agreements. He personally travelled
to the forest region to meet company representatives.
Following his dismissal from office in June 2013, the
Minister of Communications Christophe Gazam Betty,
said that Dhaffane “had enriched himself by [taxing)
loggers”.⁵⁷

PAYMENTS FOR PROTECTION
Having created violent chaos in the country, Seleka
sought to reap the financial rewards of its mayhem by
offering “protection” services to logging companies.
Global Witness’ research has established that between
April 2013 and January 2014, industrial loggers
paid hundreds of thousands of euros to Seleka for
such “protection”,⁵⁸ involving the deployment of
Seleka soldiers to guard the companies’ personnel,
installations and areas of operation. For example,
between 15 and 60 Seleka soldiers safeguarded
SEFCA’s Mambéré site until January 2014.⁵⁹ IFB, for
its part, had four or five Seleka soldiers guarding the
entrance and as many guarding the exit of its Batalimo
concession site.⁶⁰ Sources also testify to the presence
of the Seleka at Vicwood group sites and to payments
made.⁶¹ Vicwood, in an email to Global Witness,
denied having made payments to any armed group,
but explained that “for many years in CAR, we have
security personnel, police and gendarmerie on site to

Payments for armed escorts
Global Witness estimate
EUR 33,755

Average cost of a grenade
Conflict Armament Research
EUR 0.5-1

Source: Payments for 2013, based on data and source testimony collected
by Global Witness.

Hand-written note detailing Seleka munitions found at the SEFCA offices
and Lebanese consulate, Bangui, 7 October 2013.

provide security and maintain social peace to our site
and its neighbouring area.”⁶² There is no suggestion
that these companies colluded with each other to make
deals with the Seleka.

a multinational force composed of members of the
Economic Community of Central African States) and
CAR security forces on 7 October 2013, five Seleka
soldiers were found in SEFCA’s Bangui headquarters.⁶⁸
FOMAC also found and seized weapons and munitions
belonging to the rebels, as well as stolen vehicles.

The companies made a monthly payment of CFA
100,000 to CFA 500,000 (EUR 150 to 760) to Seleka
generals and colonels, and CFA 25,000 to CFA
50,000 (EUR 38 to 76) to soldiers safeguarding their
installations.⁶³ The companies also furnished the
Seleka with food, fuel, and lodgings.⁶⁴ The commander
of the Nola region, represented by “Brigadier General”
Nama Ahmat Dagache, also requested from SEFCA
monthly deliveries of wood,⁶⁵ as illustrated by one of
his letters addressed to SEFCA, Thanry Centrafrique
(Vicwood Group) and WWF.⁶⁶
The UN Panel of Experts noted that “some logging
companies paid Seleka commanders protection
money of up to 6,000 USD per month for their
facilities in Bangui”.⁶⁷ During a field mission by the
Force Multinationale de l’Afrique Centrale (FOMAC,

Global Witness estimates that in the course of 2013
approximately EUR 1.77 million in total was paid by
logging companies in protection payments for their
offices and installations.
SEFCA did not respond to Global Witness’ requests to
respond to these facts. But in a letter sent to one of its
French traders, the company admitted it had hosted
Seleka forces. “Like other companies active in CAR,
to guarantee the security of our installations, even in
normal times, SEFCA usually hosts a detachment of
public forces at its sites. This practice was maintained
under Djotodia, to prevent looting [..] Still today it
is representatives of UN forces that ensure security
here”.⁶⁹
13

BOX 2: THE THREE LOGGING COMPANIES
WHICH OPERATED IN CAR IN 2013

and from Bangui in order to secure the trade and its
corresponding flow of revenues.

- Société d’exploitation forestière centrafricaine –
SEFCA
The country’s biggest logging company, both in terms
of production and exports. It belongs to the Lebanese
group Sahely, owned by the brothers Nessrallah and
Jamal El Sahely. The company operates two logging
concessions, with a total area of 721,419 hectares, of
which 576,891 hectares are exploitable. SEFCA has its
own transport company, Exotica.

For every convoy of 10 to 15 trucks, the Seleka would
mobilize two armed pick-ups. Each haulier would
have to pay CFA 5,000 (EUR 8) per pick-up, and
provide food and fuel to the Seleka men.⁸⁰ The Seleka
organised this system of convoys until January 2014,
when they were replaced by MISCA (now MINUSCA)
forces on the country’s road axis linking Bangui and
the Cameroonian border. Global Witness estimates
that approximately EUR 33,755 of payments were made
by logging companies for these convoys in the course
of 2013.

- Industrie forestière de Batalimo – IFB
A French company, IFB operates three logging
concessions with a total area of 613,221 hectares, of
which 348,215 hectares are exploitable.
- Vicwood Group
This Chinese group owned three subsidiaries in
CAR in 2013: Thanry Centrafrique, Sofokad and Vica.
Together, these companies work in three logging
concessions with a total area of 784,306 hectares, of
which 501,317 are exploitable. More recently, Vicwood
created a new subsidiary, called Sinfocam, which
obtained a fourth logging permit that has increased
the Group’s total area of forest to 1,018,771 hectares.
Vicwood Group also operates several logging
concessions in Cameroon close to the border
with CAR.⁷⁰

PAYMENTS TO PASS CHECKPOINTS
Logging companies also made payments at
checkpoints that the Seleka installed on the main
roads.73 The UN Panel of Experts found that logging
trucks transporting goods between CAR and
Cameroon had been “systematically subjected to illegal
tax levying during the Seleka’s time in power”.74 In
their report, they concluded that the Seleka received
USD 30,000 (EUR 28,432) per month in 2013 from the
logging industry. But this data is incomplete.
It appears many different roadblocks were established
during this time. The research group International
Peace Information Service (IPIS) obtained information
indicating that different Seleka groups had set up informal roadblocks between the Cameroonian border and
Bangui, and that every truck paid CFA 20,000 (EUR 30)
to pass each roadblock.⁷³
However, according to information gathered by Global
Witness, for every trip from the forested area of CAR to
Douala, Cameroon – through which CAR’s timber exports reach international markets – logging trucks had
to pay between CFA 150,000 and CFA 200,000 (EUR
230 to 300) to transport their goods out of the country
depending on the road they took.⁷⁴ More specifically,
on the transport route which links CAR’s South-West
to Cameroon – used by Vicwood and SEFCA – each
truck had to pay CFA 200,000. On the road which links
14

Official checkpoint, CAR

SEFCA MAKES A DIRECT PAYMENT TO
DJOTODIA’S REGIME

Ibrahim Fakhoury, Deputy Director of SEFCA, and signatory
of SEFCA’s direct payment to Djotodia’s regime

Bangui and Beloko – mostly used by IFB – each truck
had to pay CFA 150,000. We can therefore estimate
that these informal taxes alone benefited Seleka to the
tune of EUR 1.2 million between April 2013 and January 2014.⁷⁵
The Seleka also took control of the CAR-Cameroon
border posts of Gamboula and Beloko, the former used
by SEFCA and Vicwood, the latter mostly by IFB. The
Seleka benefited from this strategic presence, pocketing the day’s takings of taxes and other funds from
vehicles and passengers wanting to cross the border.
They did this in the presence of state officials.⁷⁶ According to IPIS, between 30 and 40 trucks crossed into
CAR from Garoua-Boulaï every week, and each paid
between USD 200 to 1,000, and also fuel.⁷⁷
These logging companies also participated in the
payment of armed convoys organised by the Seleka
between September 2013 and January 2014, following
strikes by hauliers.⁷⁸ When hauliers refused to leave
Garoua-Boulaï in Cameroon to return to CAR in July
2013 because of the insecurity and the generalized
racketeering in CAR, Seleka government ministers
– allegedly led by Noureddine Adam, Minister
for Security, and second-in-command to Djotodia,
according to one source – came to negotiate with
them and persuade the hauliers to return to work.⁷⁹
The Seleka put in place a system of armed escorts
for hire to accompany trucks transporting goods to

Certain companies also made large additional
payments to Djotodia’s regime. SEFCA, responsible for
over 60 percent of the country’s wood exports, made
an “advance” of CFA 250 million (EUR 380,876) to the
Seleka government in May 2013.⁸¹ The agreement
stipulated SEFCA would be reimbursed, through
customs tax rebates; any dispute regarding repayment
would be resolved “out-of-court”. It is worth noting
the context in which this transaction was made. First,
at that point, the Seleka were blatantly syphoning
state coffers, and were committing human rights
violations in Bangui and across the country. Secondly,
CAR’s government owed SEFCA approximately EUR
2 million in VAT reimbursements.⁸² The company
agreed to fund Djotodia’s regime, even though there
was little chance it would be used for legitimate state

BOX 3: SELEKA MINISTER OF WATER,
FORESTS AND FISHERIES GENERAL
MOHAMED MOUSSA DHAFFANE
A co-founder and the third most powerful Seleka
member, General Mohamed Moussa Dhaffane is
also the head of the Convention patriotique du
salut du Kodro (CPSK), an armed group created in
June 2012. He became CAR’s Minister of Forests in
February 2013, as part of Bozizé’s “National Unity”
government.⁸⁶ Dhaffane and his men are responsible
for serious human rights abuses against civilians. For
example, according to eye witnesses, he participated
in a massacre in the Gobongo neighbourhood of
Bangui, considered a Bozizé stronghold.⁸⁷ On 28 June
2013, local inhabitants were demonstrating against a
murder committed the day before by Seleka soldiers.
Global Witness met a witness who said that, after
demonstrators started throwing rocks at him, Dhaffane
“took a gun from his aide de camp and starting
shooting” indiscriminately on the crowd, killing the
witness’ brother.⁸⁸ The fifty Seleka members who
accompanied Dhaffane then also started using their
guns, and looting the neighbourhood. Dhaffane and
his men killed a least six people that day, and wounded
many more.

Afp/Getty
General Mohamed Moussa Dhaffane (far right), third-in-command of the
Seleka coalition, pictured with his co-leaders Michel Djotodia (far left) and
Mahamat Noureddine Adam (middle).

functions or the population’s benefit; indeed in full
view of the serious risk it would serve the contrary
purpose.⁸³

PAYMENTS TO THE FINANCE MINISTRY
At the same time, a report of the Ministry of Finance in
September 2013 indicates that Djotodia’s government
was making efforts to collect tax arrears from logging
companies. All the companies that were operating at
the time – SEFCA, IFB, SOFOKAD (Vicwood Group),
SCAD, VICA (Vicwood Group), Thanry (Vicwood
Group) – made payments totalling CFA 78,027,306 (EUR
118,760) between June and August 2013.⁸⁴ A subsequent
Ministry report the following year suggested that
logging companies had officially made tax payments of
EUR 3.7m in 2013.⁸⁵
Dhaffane’s men also looted his Ministry during
the week that followed Djotodia’s putsch.⁸⁹ A CAR
Ministry of Water, Forests and Fisheries report, valued
at CFA150 million (EUR 230,000) the material and
equipment which was damaged or stolen, and at
CFA 2.477 billion (EUR 3.8 million) the weapons and
munitions – used by park rangers and other forestry
officials during field missions – stolen by the Seleka.⁹⁰
Furthermore, CAR’s 600 kg stock of seized illegal ivory
– with a value of USD1.5 million in Asian markets – was
also stolen.
Dhaffane was sacked by his Seleka peers in June
2013, the official reason being his involvement in
“embezzlement… racketeering… recruiting combatants…
and buying weapons”.⁹¹ He was replaced by Michel
Djotodia’s nephew, Rizigala Ramadane, who stayed on
until Djotodia’s departure in January 2014.
After Dhaffane left power, he made a few statements
partly recognising the Seleka’s crimes. “That it should
not surprise anyone that it is I, second vice-president
of the Seleka, who condemns today in the strongest
possible terms (…) all the odious exactions and crimes
committed by a part of the Seleka,” he said during a
press conference on 20 February 2014.⁹²
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Anti-Balaka militias return from an operation

THE ANTI-BALAKA REPLACE THE SELEKA
On 10 January 2014, Djotodia resigned under pressure
from the international community, following outrage
over a series of massacres committed by his troops
in Bangui and the complete anarchy in the country.95
He was forced out of the country and replaced on 23
January 2014 by a businesswoman and former mayor
of Bangui, Catherine Samba-Panza, who became head
of the National Transition Council. A new government
was formed, this time recognised by the international
community and tasked with restoring peace and
assuring stewardship of the transition until general
elections, to be held in 2015. But the country remains
mired in chaos. In its final report, published December
2014, the UN Commission of Inquiry on the Central
African Republic said it had not travelled to the
centre of the country because of the high degree of
insecurity.⁹⁴
It remains to be seen whether a new peace deal, signed
on 11 May 2015, between the transitional government
and several of the country’s armed groups, will end
the violence and set the conditions for restoring
government control of the country’s territory.⁹⁵ Gunfire
and grenade explosions continued to be heard in the
capital Bangui after the deal was announced. Previous
ceasefires have failed.⁹⁶
Even though the Seleka withdrew from Bangui and
the South of the country in January 2014, it still
16
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controls the East. The West is partly controlled by the
anti-balaka, joined by former members of the CAR
armed forces of the Bozizé era (FACA – Forces armées
centrafricaines). Although they are less organized
than the Seleka, they have managed to take control
of diamond and gold mining areas around Berbérati,
Carnot, Yaloké and Boda.⁹⁷ Human Rights Watch has
described the deplorable conditions of the region’s
Muslim populations, who are often the target of deadly
attacks.⁹⁸ The anti-balaka, who are often Christians
or Animists, are known to have carried out reprisals
against Muslims suspected of being linked to the
Seleka, which is majority Muslim.

Abandoned ordnance near the presidential palace, Bangui

former Seleka fighters, excluding the elements
cantoned in Bangui, and some 1,500 militiamen
associated with the anti-balaka movement, continue
to pose a permanent threat to the peace, security and
stability of the country.¹⁰¹

THE LOGGING INDUSTRY FOLDS TO
ANTI-BALAKA DEMANDS

The UN Commission of Inquiry reported that the antibalaka had committed mass crimes, just like the Seleka
had done before them.⁹⁹ To escape the violence, many
Muslims have tried to reach Chad or Cameroon. Since
roads are controlled by the anti-balaka, many have
tried to flee through the forests, where they are also
sometimes ambushed. Thousands have been killed.
The UN Commission of Inquiry stated in its report that
it had sufficient proof to consider crimes committed
by the anti-balaka against Muslims in Bangui and the
territories it controlled as “crimes of persecution”.¹⁰⁰

In the forested regions of the South-West of the
country, the anti-balaka reinstituted the system of
checkpoints initiated by the Seleka, including on roads
used by hauliers transporting timber to Cameroon. In
2014, over 20 barriers were counted between Bangui
and Berbérati (458km), regularly used by logging
companies.¹⁰² To cross a roadblock, every vehicle
must pay between CFA 1,000 and 3,000 (EUR 1.50 and
EUR 4.50).¹⁰³ Even small sums such as these have an
impact, allowing militias on the ground to survive and
to purchase weapons. The most popular grenades, used
by both the Seleka and the anti-balaka, cost between
EUR 0.50 and EUR 1, according to Conflict Armament
Research.¹⁰⁴ Global Witness estimates that logging
companies have paid approximately EUR 127,864 to
anti-balaka at checkpoints in the course of 2014.¹⁰⁵

In October 2014, violence once again erupted for
several days in Bangui. A MINUSCA patrol was
even attacked by the anti-balaka, wounding four
peacekeepers. Since then, security threats are constant.
The UN Panel of Experts estimates that some 2,000

According to UN experts, the logging companies are
playing along, just as they did with the Seleka.¹⁰⁶ In
an email to Global Witness, Vicwood explained that
“In numerous Africa (sic) countries, included Cameroun (sic) and RCA (sic) there are check points on the

main road set up by Government to check and collect
fee (sic) from vehicle and truck passing the road.”¹⁰⁷
The problem is that anti-balaka roadblocks are illegal
and that funds do not go to state coffers. In fact, these
illegal checkpoints appear to be the anti-balaka’s only
source of revenue. According to anti-balaka interviewed by CAR’s association of human rights journalists: “It is because they lack resources that they have
multiplied the number of checkpoint controls on roadblocks”. One militia chief explained that “these formalities allow us to operate. We don’t have other sources of
revenue. These are young people, who are manning the
roadblocks, and they need to be fed.”¹⁰⁸
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BOX 4: CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC, A NEW CASE OF “CONFLICT TIMBER”
AND STILL NO ADEQUATE INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE
The relationship between natural resources and conflict is still poorly understood by the international community,
though the link is now routinely recognised in UN resolutions. According to Interpol and the United Nations
Environment Programme as many as 40% of intrastate conflicts over the past sixty years have been linked to
natural resources.¹⁰⁹ Conflicts involving natural resources last longer and have a greater chance of reigniting
after resolution than other types of conflicts.¹¹⁰ Lessons relating to the natural resource dimension of conflict are
still to be properly consolidated for the design of resource-sensitive conflict prevention, transition and post-war
reconstruction strategies. This is particularly pertinent to CAR, a country extremely rich in natural resources
(bearing diamonds, gold, timber, oil and uranium), which remains one of the poorest countries on earth, having
suffered violent unrest and numerous coups d’état since independence in 1960. Its natural resource wealth has
been at the centre of competing claims for power, but the relationship between natural resources and the country’s
repeated conflicts has been barely examined until recently. Timber is one of CAR’s most prized industries,
harvested in part of the world’s second largest rainforest. As this report shows, it has not been spared the
attentions of armed groups.
Understanding of the phenomenon of “conflict timber” has evolved as cases have garnered international attention
over the past twenty years.¹¹¹ The timber trade has financed conflict while fuelling corruption and illegality in
many countries, notably Cambodia, Ivory Coast, Myanmar and Liberia.
Following the imposition of sanctions on diamond exports, as President of Liberia, convicted war criminal Charles
Taylor was dependent on the logging industry to prop up his regime and fund his war effort, including support
for the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone, infamous for hacking the limbs off thousands of
civilians.¹¹² This timber trade was finally halted by the imposition of UNSC sanctions. Timber buyers, including
European companies DLH and Danzer, continued to buy Liberian timber right up until the sanctions came into
effect, although in full knowledge of the implications of their trade.¹¹³

Logging companies benefited from the financial arrangements they reached with the Seleka as it allowed them to
continue trading; their 2013 exports hardly felt the effect of the chaos in the country, falling by a mere 6.1 percent.
These exports can be valued at approximately USD $50 million (EUR 45 millions).¹¹⁸ With SEFCA representing
62 percent of total production, Vicwood 26 percent and IFB 11 percent, these three companies exported 190,000
cubic meters of roundwood and sawnwood in 2013, compared to 202,235 cubic meters in 2012.¹¹⁹ It should be
noted that the fall in exports in 2014 was a result of technical problems at the Cameroonian port of Douala (the
main export route for CAR timber) and the priority given to incoming shipments of military equipment. CAR
timber continues to stream onto international to this day.
CAR Timber Exports 2007-14 (cubic meters)

26%

62%

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

No international framework of action or definition has as yet been developed for conflict timber either by the
UN or members of the international community. Country case examples, including Liberia and Cambodia
cited herein, show that while taking immediate action to sever the links between the timber trade and conflict
is essential – through sanctions and the application of international timber trade regulations for example – in
itself it is insufficient to assure the sector contributes to peace, stability and good governance in a transition and
post-conflict period. Indeed, a persistent climate of corruption and illegality in the timber sector perpetuates the
fragility of the state, poverty and under-development, making conflict and complicity with armed groups more
likely in future. The international community has persistently failed to learn lessons from past experience, despite
these being well documented. It has an opportunity to do so now in CAR. Any framework of action applied to
CAR in the present should hence establish accountability for conflict financing, illegality and corruption, assuring
a break with the past in relation to the actors involved and the ways in which forests are managed.
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Tropical timber is a highly prized and lucrative commodity, which is easier to track than other conflict resources
such as diamonds but still not regulated internationally other than via sanctions regimes. Laws governing
the trade in illegal timber or derived products adopted by the EU, USA and Australia have variable levels of
enforcement and have as yet not been applied to conflict-related trading.

Where timber is harvested and/or traded at any point of the chain of custody by state-backed or non-state
armed groups.
Where timber harvesting and trade involves payments in cash or in kind by corporate or artisanal loggers
to state-backed or non-state armed groups or to illegitimate governments installed and supported by armed
groups. This may include the leasing of concessions and/or authorising of trade in return for money, weapons
or equipment.
Where the harvesting and sale of timber creates conflict arising from disputed rights over timber or other
forest resources, for example between forest-dependent communities and logging companies.
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Cambodia’s notorious Khmer Rouge rebel group earned between USD $10-20 million per month from trading
timber with Thailand, before international pressure helped close the Thai Cambodia border.¹¹⁴ When the
subsequent resurgence of this trade in 1996 showed that the Phnom Penh government and the Khmer Rouge
were actually collaborating with their enemies, the IMF withdrew from Cambodia.¹¹⁵

Global Witness defines conflict resources as natural resources whose systematic exploitation and trade in a
context of conflict contribute to, benefit from or result in the commission of serious violations of human rights,
violations of international humanitarian law or violations amounting to crimes under international law.¹¹⁶
“Conflict timber” results from the following scenarios:¹¹⁷
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POSITIVE RETURNS FOR SOME, CATASTROPHIC IMPACTS FOR OTHERS

Source: BIVAC¹²⁰ Annual Report, 2014
But while these companies have continued to do
business under the protection of the militias, thousands
have been killed, in a setting so chaotic that an exact
figure cannot be reached. The various estimates so far
range from 3,000 to 6,000 deaths since 1 January 2013,
but the UN Commission of Enquiry “considers that
such estimates fail to capture the full magnitude of the
killings that have occurred.”¹²¹
In addition, hundreds of thousands of people have
been forced to flee. 650,000 people had been displaced
by March 2014, including 232,000 to Bangui, and over
290,000 refugees to neighbouring countries, according
to the UN.¹²²
The millions of euros paid by logging companies to
the Seleka contributed to these crimes, allowing the
rebel coalition and their leaders to maintain their grip
on the country, giving them the possibility to purchase
weapons and pursue their campaign of violence.¹²³
The companies implicated in these arrangements

Source: BIVAC 2013
cannot in any way plead ignorance to this reality, just
like SEFCA could not ignore the strong likelihood
that its cash “advance” to Djotodia’s regime would be
misappropriated for criminal purposes.
Given the substantial payments made by the
industry to the Seleka, the timber traded from at least
April 2013 to January 2014 should be classified as
“conflict timber”, where the sale of timber funded the
commission of serious violations of human rights,
violations of international humanitarian law or
violations amounting to crimes under international
law.
By accepting the rules imposed by the Seleka, SEFCA,
Vicwood and IFB are accessories to the crimes of
their protectors. Since then, while not providing funds
in the same order of magnitude as before, the trade
forms part of a conflict economy that helps sustain the
presence of anti-balaka militias in the South-West of
the country.
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head of intelligence, Mahamat Noureddine Adam,¹³⁰
accusing him of “providing support for armed groups
or criminal networks through illegal exploitation of
natural resources”.¹³¹ As the sanctions committee
noted at the time, Adam “actively directs ex-Seleka, the
former Seleka forces that were reportedly dissolved
by Djotodia in September 2013, and directs operations
against Christian neighborhoods and continues
to provide significant support and direction to the
ex-Seleka operating in CAR”. His role in diamond
trafficking has been well established by the UN and
NGOs.¹³² It appears any potential relationship with the
timber trade was not examined.
The decision to sanction Noureddine Adam was
taken pursuant to resolution 2127, adopted by the
UNSC in December 2013. This resolution states a
“strong intent to swiftly consider imposing targeted
measures, including travel bans and assets freezes,
against individuals who act to undermine the peace,
stability and security […] [by] supporting the illegal
armed groups or criminal networks through the illicit
exploitation of natural resources, including diamonds,
in the CAR”.
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The international community is also partly responsible
for the situation in CAR. No government questioned
why CAR’s logging industry could continue, business
as usual, during the country’s conflict. Only one report,
by the UN Panel of Experts, mentions payments by
logging companies to Seleka and anti-balaka, briefly
in its annex. Its revelations have so far not given rise to
any action on the part of the UN or its Member States.
Yet this is not the first time the timber trade has funded
armed groups. Since 2000, a number of reports and
studies have shown that timber is easy to exploit and
sell, and has become a “resource of choice” for armed
groups and criminal networks.¹²⁴ Indeed the timber
trade can provide the means to pursue and prolong
warfare, and “in return, government and insurrectional
groups reward those who aided them with forest
concessions.”¹²⁵ CAR shows how logging companies,
keen for a quick return, will fund rebel groups and
illegitimate governments – financing the commission
of mass crimes along the way – as long as they can
keep doing business and profiting out of it. For this
reason, the activity should be qualified as the pursuit
of a criminal enterprise.
Past experience also shows that large-scale forest
exploitation for timber threatens stabilisation and
reconstruction efforts, while having a lasting negative
20

Economic actors that have financially supported the
presence of armed groups in order to protect their
commercial interests must be held accountable. The
international community should adopt a holistic
approach that takes account of all natural resources in
its peace-building efforts.

Global Witness’ findings illustrate how CAR’s logging
business falls within the scope of UN resolution 2127:
first, because it supported armed groups, and second
because there was a very high risk that logging would
be conducted outside legal frameworks, as we will see
below.

A French peacekeeper on patrol

THE SILENCE OF THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY

It is urgent and imperative for the international
community to break its silence and passivity. It’s well
known that the authors of coups d’état (five since
1960) - and the numerous other putsch attempts that
regularly happen in CAR - always aim to control
and profit from the country’s natural resources. In
this context, the willingness of foreign companies to
exploit and commercialise timber at any cost – without
hesitating to finance militias that have massacred the
population – is an incentive to any armed group to take
over Bangui and the forested South-West. One former
Seleka leader told Global Witness, in an undercover
interview, that he would covet the Forest Ministry,
which held great power, if he ever had the opportunity
to enter government. This vicious circle must be
stopped and any risk of repeat offending removed.

impact on the environment, in fragile or conflictaffected states. It is for this very reason that the UN
Security Council (UNSC) imposed sanctions on
Liberian timber in 2003. Liberia’s embargo remained
in place for years after the conflict in order to allow the
set-up of infrastructure to control logging operations.
It is worth noting that attempts to establish a bona
fide timber industry in Liberia have ultimately proved
to be a failure despite comprehensive governance
reforms. In Cambodia, on the other hand, the UNSC
endorsed the country’s moratorium on logging and a
ban on trading with neighbouring countries in 1992;
the premature lifting of these measures fuelled massive
corruption and undermined good governance.¹²⁶
This example teaches an important lesson: “even
when natural resource governance may not pose an
immediate threat of renewed violence, it undermines
development and democracy in a way that poses risks
to stability over the medium to long-term”.¹²⁷

Today, UN peacekeeping troops, MINUSCA, enable
the transport of timber: because of the frequent, violent
attacks by sometimes unidentifiable armed groups
on roads, MINUSCA provides armed escorts since
January 2014 in order to secure the transport of goods
between CAR and Cameroon. IFB trucks join Minusca
convoys that leave from Bangui towards Beloko (there
are around two to three escorts per week). Although
MINUSCA does not offer security services on the
South-West road axis to Gamboula, taken by SEFCA
and Vicwood, it does sometimes organise exceptional
convoys that it charges for.¹³³

The risks highlighted by these past cases were ignored
in CAR. Five months after the conflict began the
possibility of diamonds funding the hostilities was
taken seriously, but not timber. In May 2013, CAR,
which exported EUR 62 million worth of diamonds in
2012, was suspended from the Kimberley process.¹²⁸
This measure was followed by concrete actions, such
as the seizure by Belgian authorities of CAR diamonds
in Antwerp in May 2014.¹²⁹ The same month, the
UNSC imposed sanctions on Seleka’s number two,
CAR’s former Minister of Security and Djotodia’s
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Logs ready for export

CHAPTER 2: CAR’S TIMBER INDUSTRY:
AN ILLEGAL AND CORRUPT BUSINESS

for their foreign travel.¹⁴⁰ Forest Ministry officials
concur that logging revenues have been habitually
misappropriated, one of the reasons for the absence of
government controls of the sector.¹⁴¹

CLIENTELISM, BRIBES AND RACKETS

The director of a logging company provides the
following example of typical bribery in the sector:
“you have a document which needs to be signed off
by Paul. But he will not sign. He will push you to give
him money to sign. These are amounts that can easily
be absorbed, [these are] not big amounts. If you pay
reasonably well, you have all the official papers, up-todate, and it’s done. A few officials will come and tell
you, ‘I’m broke, I need CFA 100,000, 150 or 200 euros,
it’s all I need’ (…) He comes over on the weekend, he
wants a whisky, beer, 200 Euros, you pay”.¹⁴² Global
Witness’ investigation has shown that bribery and
corruption almost entirely pervade the sector.¹⁴³

Since the arrival of Catherine Samba-Panza at
the helm of the presidency in January 2014, the
management of CAR’s natural resources has remained
chaotic, challenged by the absence of control over
the country’s territory, the collapse of administrative
capacity and high levels of corruption.¹³⁴ In unstable
countries like CAR, political leaders favour the short
term at the highest levels of government, especially
when “transitional” authorities are in power.
Indeed, Samba-Panza has been mentioned in cases
of illicit enrichment and embezzlement of public
funds. In October 2014, the weekly Jeune Afrique and
other media outlets reported that part of a USD 10
million grant from Angola “to support the transitional
government and to respond to the humanitarian
crisis” had been stolen; more precisely, a quarter of
it, USD $2.5m (EUR 2.3m), had been transferred to a
private account instead of the treasury.¹³⁵ This was
perhaps foreseeable: “In post-conflict states affected
by the absence or weakness of political institutions,
and with budgetary constraints, corruption is even
more pronounced,” according to a UN-sponsored
forum on governance in post-conflict states, which
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took place in Chad in December 2013.¹³⁶
The logging sector does not escape the generalized
context of clientelism, racketeering and corruption, in
evidence before the latest conflict.¹³⁷ A high-ranking
government official, interviewed in 2014, explained
that logging companies habitually made gifts to new
leaders whenever there was a change in government.
These companies “run after” the new ministers to
offer them whatever they need to “get settled” in their
new life, for example, by offering them “a freezer. If
they do not have an enclosure [to their house], they
send them bags of cement with envelopes of five to
ten million CFA francs (EUR 7,620 to 15,240)”.¹³⁸ Once
the minister is settled, the companies “come back
with their demands”. Said minister would have no
choice but to satisfy the demands of the companies.
“During ministerial councils, the majority of ministers
defend [these companies]”, and “[cash] envelopes are
given every month by the companies to the people
who protect them afterwards”.¹³⁹ An official of an
international donor institution told Global Witness
that it was apparently well known that the special
forest tax fund CAS-DF was used by Ministers to pay

On occasions companies have gone into business with
those in power. SEFCA, for example, was in business
with Ange-Félix Patassé, president between 1993 and
2003, by managing a concession of 652,000 hectares
held by his logging company, La Colombe Forêt SN.¹⁴⁴
Furthermore, SEFCA obtained a permit to operate
in a concession on the same day as La Colombe
Forêt SN, on 17 July 1998. Those were the only two
titles granted that day.¹⁴⁵ Today, SEFCA employs
as its legal representative, Nicolas Tiangaye, Prime
Minister under Seleka President Michel Djotodia and
also a potential candidate in the next presidential
elections.¹⁴⁶

NO EFFECTIVE CONTROLS OF LOGGING
OPERATIONS
The close relationship between the private sector and
the country’s leaders, as well as the absence of the
rule of law, has prevented effective controls over the
logging industry. The state forestry administration has
never been given the means to properly do its job. In
2012, a group of NGOs noted that the administration
suffered a chronic lack of human resources and
equipment (vehicles, fuel, GPS, etc) and that its staff
was not properly trained.¹⁴⁷ The NGOs also noted
that government agents conducted their inspections
more in the manner of monitoring and observation
exercises, and referred to the logging companies as
their “partners”.¹⁴⁸ In fact, it is the logging companies
that pay for inspection missions. One government
agent explained in 2014 that “we can only go [to
conduct inspections] where it’s OK since there
is a conflict of interest.¹⁴⁹ Interviewed by Global
Witness in 2014, high-ranking officials at the Ministry
of Water, Forests and Fisheries mentioned some
checks undertaken five years before, but stressed
that there had never been any genuine inspections
of the logging sector, which could ensure companies
respected national laws.¹⁵⁰
The war has degraded the capabilities of the forestry
administration even further. Not only does the
government not have territorial control of the SouthWest of the country– due to the presence of armed
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groups – but the ministry is even more severely
under-equipped, and Seleka’s looting has had a lasting
impact by destroying the ministry’s administrative
system: all its archives have been lost.¹⁵¹

ILLEGAL PRACTICES
The complete absence of government controls
has obviously increased the likelihood of logging
companies engaging in illegal and hence harmful
practices in the country’s rainforest. A number of
illegalities have been recorded in recent years. In
2012, an audit conducted in the framework of a
WWF project showed that SEFCA and IFB were
not following laws regulating labour conditions,
harvesting practices, environmental protection,
etc.¹⁵² In the case of SEFCA, there were 16 cases of
major non-conformity identified; it indicated major
illegalities, including in its logging operations. The
audit also identified 23 cases of major non-conformity
at IFB (at its Batalimo site). Neither of the companies
was respecting their forest management plans, which
under CAR’s forest code is sanctioned and can result
in the withdrawal of the company’s permit for repeated
non-compliance.¹⁵³ The adoption and application
of a forest management plan is a legal requirement
to ensure their concessions are sustainably
managed. The report suggests a strong potential for
destruction of the forest and its ecosystems and a
high risk of pollution because of the absence of waste
management. It is obviously highly likely that these
practices have continued, or even worsened, during
and since the Seleka’s rule.
According to a CAR official, since there are no
effective field inspections, it is impossible to
determine whether logging companies are now
respecting their forest management plans.¹⁵⁴ However,
in addition to the particular cases of SEFCA and IFB’s
non-compliance highlighted in their audit report
of 2012, there are strong grounds to suspect that
logging companies are under-reporting the amount of
timber they are felling. The current reporting system
relies solely on what the companies themselves
choose to report, and the state administration does
not (or cannot) verify these figures. Several officials
interviewed by Global Witness stated they were
sure logging companies under-reported production
figures to the state administration.¹⁵⁵ Yet it is based
on these figures that the government calculates felling
and reforestation taxes.¹⁵⁶ And it also again raises
questions of environmental sustainability in terms
of degradation of the tropical forest ecosystem, the
brunt of which is suffered by the country’s forestdependent peoples alongside the broader climate
and biodiversity impacts. In the absence of state
control, it is obviously extremely difficult to know
how widespread the problem is. In February 2015,
the minister of forests indicated companies had not
provided the forestry administration with the volumes
they had felled,¹⁵⁷ as they are required to do.¹⁵⁸ In an
email to Global Witness, Vicwood stated: “Vicwood
works in a professional way and always declare all our
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production to Government. We follow forest code,
labor law, custom and tax payment. Vicwood had not
deal with illegal timber in our operation (sic)”.¹⁵⁹
Logging companies are also not respecting a law
that requires them to process seventy percent of the
main timber species they log.¹⁶⁰ Since 1990 CAR’s
forest law requires logging companies to establish
a processing unit and process a percentage of the
main timber species they harvest, with the objective
of increasing state revenues and creating jobs.
None of the companies seem to be respecting the
law. By 2013, out of a total of 380,259 cubic meters
of all wood harvested, companies were processing
only 9.4 percent of their production.¹⁶¹ And, of the
189,874 cubic meters exported that year, only 15.6
percent was processed.¹⁶² A report by the WTO in
June 2013 recognised the law was being breached (it
estimated a higher processing rate of 48 percent), and
that “companies were not sanctioned”.¹⁶³ Breaching
this law should have entailed fines of CFA 50 to 100
million (EUR 76,000 to 152,000), and the withdrawal
of logging and forest management permits in cases
where a company was repeatedly failing to meet its
obligations.¹⁶⁴ But no repercussions have been felt by
the companies despite many years of non-compliance.
VICA, a subsidiary of Vicwood, CAR’s second most
important company in terms of production and
exports, has been operating in CAR for eleven years,
but does not have any facility to process wood.¹⁶⁵
Instead, it is one of Vicwood’s other subsidiaries,
Sofokad, which processes some of its logs. “There
were delays in the construction of our sawmill due
to recurring instability events. We resumed the
construction activity early this year when security
improved. We shall process 70% of our production
when the facility is completed,” Vicwood told Global
Witness in an email.¹⁶⁶ The crisis, however, did not
prevent Vicwood or IFB or SEFCA from felling and
exporting logs in breach of the law.
It should also be noted that Vicwood’s breaches
of CAR law contravene the Chinese government’s
“Sustainable Overseas Forests Management and
Utilisation by Chinese Enterprises”, which states that
“Chinese enterprises shall fully respect the ownership
of the host country to its forest resources and strictly
observe its laws, regulations and policies when
managing and utilising the forest resources in foreign
countries”.¹⁶⁷

TAX ARREARS
Logging companies have owed tax arrears to the
CAR state for a number of years. Logging companies
have to pay a series of taxes to the treasury, to the
Ministry of Forests (through a Special Forestry
Account: Forestry Development – CAS-DF) and for
local development through a tax hypothecated to local
authorities in forested areas.
In December 2014, the CAR Minister of Water, Forests,

Hunting and Fisheries Isabelle Gaudeuille told a
meeting with the European Union delegation in
Bangui that “for the past two years, logging companies
have not regularly paid their taxes.” According to
Gaudeuille, logging companies did not pay taxes
owed to the CAS-DF in 2013, and did not pay the taxes
owed to local authorities either in 2013 and 2014.¹⁶⁸
These arrears amounted to CFA 2.2 billion (EUR 3.3
million) in July 2014.¹⁶⁹ However, CAR’s Forestry
Code requires logging companies to pay all their taxes
before their products are exported.¹⁷⁰ And a finance
law adopted in 2012 allows the government to shut
down establishments which do not acquit themselves
of all the taxes they owe.¹⁷¹
COMPANY

TAX ARREARS
(2012 – 2013) IN CFA

SEFCA

750,146,005

IFB

459,017,375

SCAD

177,457,300

SCAF

253,568,606

SCD

88,360,230

VICA (Vicwood)

240,697,420

SOFOKAD (Vicwood)

62,767,426

THANRY (Vicwood)

166,190,880

TOTAL CFA

2,198,205,242

TOTAL EUROS

3,351,142

Source: Ministry of Finance figures, July 2014

The situation in 2013 and 2014 was obviously
exceptional because of the war. But in reality logging
companies have been allowed to avoid paying their
tax dues for a long time. A FAO study, conducted
in partnership with the CAR government, already
underlined in 2004 that “tax collection from the
forestry sector is not optimal, because of the
insufficient follow-up of tax arrears.”¹⁷²
CAR’s government appears to share the private
sector’s non-respect of CAR’s tax laws. It has also not
fulfilled its obligations to these companies by failing
to reimburse VAT for certain expenses. According to
Ministry of Finance figures, the total amount owed
to logging companies in 2014 was CFA 1,829 million
(EUR 2.8 million). Indeed, companies use the failure
to reimburse VAT as a justification to not pay their
taxes. “We had no outstanding tax before 2013 and for
the year 2013 the balance is about EUR 280,000, we
retain this amount to set off our VAT credit”, Vicwood
told Global Witness in an email.¹⁷³ But Ministry of
Finance figures show that in July 2014 Vicwood group
companies were owed CFA 15,376,749 (EUR 23,441)
in VAT reimbursements, but the group had total tax
arrears for 2012 and 2013 of CFA 469,655,726 (EUR
715,984); a difference of EUR 692,543.¹⁷⁴

NO GENUINE POLITICAL WILL
The transitional government has made several
declarations giving the impression that it wanted to
regain control of the logging sector. On 11 February
2015, CAR’s Minister of Water, Forests, Hunting and
Fisheries, Isabelle Gaudeuille, said she had “noted
that for a while now timber exports or local sales of
wood have not been accompanied by the necessary
documents, notably certificates of origin, and
documents pertaining to timber flows. Furthermore,
an increase in illegal and anarchic harvesting of wood
has been observed, which, on the one hand, impacts
government revenues, and, on the other hand, leads
to a deterioration of the quality of life of neighbouring
populations.”¹⁷⁵
But in practice the political will to properly manage
the sector appears very weak. The way in which new
harvesting and management permits (PEAs) were
granted in 2013 and 2014 is a perfect illustration.
The procedure, initiated by Djotodia’s government
in November 2013, was marked by illegalities and
“enormous shortcomings”, according to two official
reports.¹⁷⁶
Initially, the objective was to allocate five PEAs
via a public call to tender. As soon as Djotodia left
office, the Samba-Panza administration decided
to carry forward the process. The Interministerial
allocation commission (Commission interministérielle
d’attribution – CIMA) met on 17 January 2014, one
week after Djotodia’s departure, in the midst of a deep
political, security and humanitarian crisis.¹⁷⁷
Eight companies expressed an interest in the new
permits: Exotica Centrafrique, Timberland Industries,
Société de transformation de bois en Centrafrique
(STBC), Thanry Centrafrique, Alpica, Sinfocam, Sefica
and Société de transformation et d’exploitation de
bois (STEB). Many of these companies were until
then unknown. On 19 April 2014, the permits were
attributed to Alpica,¹⁷⁸ Timberland Industries,¹⁷⁹ and
STBC.¹⁸⁰ The decrees officialising the permits were
signed by President Samba-Panza, Prime Minister
André Nzapayéké and the Minister of the Forest
Economy, Environment and Tourism, Hyacinthe
Touhouye.
However, the permit attributed to Alpica had to be
reallocated because the French-Italian company
withdrew at the last minute. One of the company’s
representatives told Global Witness that: “The group’s
board considered that the political, military and
security situation in CAR could not justify the taking
of a financial and corporate risk, in the context of the
[group’s] restructuring. It will take at least a year for
the situation to normalize, and for there to be a climate
favourable to resuming business.”¹⁸¹ Alpica’s permit
was reallocated to Sinfocam on 13 June 2014.
The whole process was marked by illegalities. Four
major problems can be highlighted, as follows.
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ILLEGAL PERMITS
First on the list: the applications submitted by the
companies were deficient in various ways. The
documents submitted by some of the companies
did not provide information on company ownership
and the origins of their shareholders. Many essential
documents were also absent, inter alia: tax payment
certificates, bank guarantees, proof of at least five
years of experience in the logging sector, corporate
affiliations. One CIMA official later admitted to Global
Witness that he had no idea what the nationalities of
the selected companies were or where their capital
came from, and that no-one had cared either. The
official did not know, for example, that Timberland
Industries was affiliated to the Malaysian Taman
Industries Limited (ITL), which has been accused
by the Independent Observer of being involved in a
number of cases of illegal logging in neighbouring
Republic of Congo.¹⁸² In 2012, the official Independent
Observer found its operations were not sustainable,
stating that “at this rate, the entirety (of the Banda
forest concession) will have been harvested in
four years, for a concession which is meant to last
fifteen.”¹⁸³ The Observer also suspected the company
of laundering timber.¹⁸⁴
Secondly, SEFCA and Vicwood circumvented a law,
which prohibits companies that already have more
than 300,000 hectares of exploitable forest area from
bidding for new permits. At the time, SEFCA held
721,419 hectares of concessions, of which 576,891 were
exploitable, and Vicwood held 784,306 hectares, of
which 501,317 were exploitable. Yet both companies
bid for the new permits, by using the name of a
different entity or creating a subsidiary. SEFCA
submitted two bids through Exotica Centrafrique and
Sefica, and Vicwood through Thanry Centrafrique and
Sinfocam.¹⁸⁵
Thanks to its fourth permit granted to Sinfocam in
2014, Vicwood now holds 1,018,771 hectares of forest
concessions, of which 694,420 can be harvested.
Thirdly, the affected communities, notably indigenous
populations, were not consulted over the allocation
of the permits, as is required by CAR’s Forest Code,
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous peoples, to which CAR is party,
and Convention 169 of the International Labour
Organisation, which the country has also ratified.
Fourthly, strong suspicions of corruption hang over the
whole process. At least one company which submitted
a bid was approached by government agents,
promising support in exchange for bribes..¹⁸⁶ Several
sources claim high level officials had intervened to
push for the allocation of the permits; the President
of the National Transitional Council, Alexandre
Ferdinand N’Guendet, openly lobbied, on behalf of
Vicwood, for the permit to be allocated to Sinfocam.¹⁸⁷
Indeed, Vicwood’s director came from Hong Kong
to meet CAR authorities;¹⁸⁸ the company paid CFA
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4,450 million (EUR 686,000) to be granted the permit
initially allocated to Alpica. This sum corresponds to
three years of rent for the concession. The authorities
did not consider Vicwood’s tax arrears of CFA
469,655,726 (EUR 715,984) as an obstacle to it gaining
a new permit.¹⁸⁹ In principle Sinfocam’s permit should
also only have been allocated following a new call for
tender.
Vicwood Group responded to Global Witness’
allegation as follows: “Sinfocam is an independent
legal entity and was not in violation of forest law
to receive a new concession. […] we received this
concession due to the first bid winner decided to
abandon the project. We did not use bribery”.¹⁹⁰ While
Alexandre Ferdinand N’Guendet wrote in a letter to
Global Witness: “It is therefore [because of the relevant
legal provisions] a matter for the Executive to apply the
legal and regulatory texts in this matter. The President
of the National Transitional Council, that I am, cannot
interfere in this process, above all as the CIMA is
composed of all the representatives of the relevant
Ministries and the Presidency only confirmed by
decree the final report submitted by the CIMA”.¹⁹¹
“There was an intention [among those involved in the
allocation process] to sell-off, to make money. They
did not respect the procedures. […] These permits are
illegal, tainted,” according to one parliamentarian.¹⁹²
For the state, however, the permit allocations would
have brought in some cash to state coffers: by law, the
companies would each have had to pay three years’
worth of rent, or CFA 1.6 billion (EUR 2.5 million).¹⁹³
CAR’s Forest Ministry has launched a new call for
tender to allocate more logging permits in 2015.¹⁹⁴

THE SILENCE OF THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY
The international community did not object to these
flagrant illegalities, unlike during a similar case ten
years previously. In 2003, the World Bank, the EU
and France did not hesitate to put pressure on the
then president Bozizé to abandon a similar process
to allocate logging permits soon after he came to
power.¹⁹⁵ At the time, the Ambassador of France and
the head of the European Commission Delegation
wrote that “CAR’s development partners recently
learned that the permit numbers 188 and 189 were
attributed by presidential decree numbers 07311 and
07312 on 2 November 2012, to LCBT and SEFAC
respectively. However, according to reliable and
corroborated information, it is clear these companies
do not meet international good governance standards
in terms of the harvesting and commercialisation of
timber, notably with respect to World Bank criteria”.¹⁹⁶
Bozizé immediately and indefinitely suspended the
process. So why did the international community
remain silent in 2014?

©Timothy Allen/Getty
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LOGGING FORESTS AT THE EXPENSE OF THE
STATE, CENTRAL AFRICAN CITIZENS, AND
THE ENVIRONMENT
It is important to stress that even if the government
had the genuine political will to control its logging
sector and to establish legal and transparent practices,
it would not be able to do so as long as CAR remains a
failed state. It is also clear that CAR cannot guarantee
the legality of this sector. Today, all actors working in
the sector agree that the state is completely absent
from the forested South-West of the country.¹⁹⁷
Industrial scale logging continues in spite of the
country’s laws, and therefore to the detriment of its
workers, local communities, the state, the environment,
and the forests themselves. A report mandated by the
CAR government on the allocation process described
the companies that bid for the permits as follows: “a
lot of them […] seem to have little or no concern for
sustainable forest management, forestry certification
schemes, and community rights”.¹⁹⁸ In 2011, an
evaluation of the French Development Agency’s
(AFD) forest sector programme had already stressed
that there was no “guarantee of real commitment to
sustainable forest management” on the part of logging
companies in CAR.¹⁹⁹
The AFD report also questioned the environmental
sustainability of industrial logging in the Congo
Basin rainforest – vital to the regional and global
climate – of which CAR’s forest is a part: “Current
scientific knowledge does not allow us to guarantee
that the techniques used [by the logging industry] […]
will actually allow a sustainable management of the
[forest] resource. The impact of human intervention in
a complex natural environment is far from understood
and the results of research will still take years before
providing all the necessary analytical evidence”.²⁰⁰
This highlights increasing scientific evidence that
suggests that industrial logging operations are
environmentally unsustainable, fragmenting and
critically compromising tropical forest ecosystems
as well as contributing to climate change.²⁰¹
Furthermore, the same AFD report highlighted the
absence of positive socio-economic and institutional
impacts of AFD’s twenty years of intervention in the
Congo Basin’s logging sector, including weak benefits
for local populations. “Even if the rules and regulations
have evolved, state-private sector relations can more
often than not be characterized as ‘business as usual’”.
²⁰²
Even discounting serious environmental, social and
political (in the form of corruption and weakening of
state institutions) impacts, it also appears doubtful
that CAR’s industrial logging sector is economically
viable and can make the economic contribution
expected of it. A report of the Prime Minister’s unit
in October 2013 highlighted that “having proceeded
to the partial payment of taxes since 2009, [the
companies] have accumulated debts towards the
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State in order to prioritise the costs of logging, in
order to avoid closing down completely, as is the case
of several companies”.²⁰³ Logging companies were
complaining of “strong” fiscal pressure and asked for
“a reduction in logging charges”.²⁰⁴
Today, the outlook is worse than ever. CAR’s
transitional government has illegally allocated more
tracts of intact rainforest. Sinfocam’s new permit
neighbours the country’s national park DzangaSangha, where some of the last forest elephants of
Central Africa are edging closer to extinction every
year.²⁰⁵ Industrial scale logging, by cutting roads deep
into the forest, is known to accelerate deforestation
and can make it easier for poachers to access
endangered species.²⁰⁶
On 2 March 2015, two parliamentarians from CAR’s
Sangha M’Baéré province summarised the situation
as follows: “since independence, logging by generally
foreign owned companies, and the fight for control
of our various national riches, have resulted only in
the destruction of the ecosystem and the continued
degradation of the living standards of our people.
The contribution of resources to socio-economic
development of our country, particularly in the
economic Shanga, renamed Sangha-M’Baéré, has
remained marginal because of fraud and trafficking,
but also the opaque management of different regimes
and the shameless exploitation, including of our
forests, by unscrupulous wheeler-dealers with no
concern at all for the development of the region and
the improvement of people’s living conditions.”²⁰⁷

CHAPTER 3: HOW ILLEGAL AND CONFLICT
TIMBER WAS BOUGHT AND SOLD ON
INTERNATIONAL MARKETS
THE BUYERS OF CAR’S TIMBER: THE EUROPEAN UNION AND CHINA
If SEFCA, Vicwood and IFB were able to continue
operating during the crisis, it was also because the
international timber market remained open to CAR
wood.
Even though there is no reliable traceability system
(neither CAR’s government, nor BIVAC – mandated to
control timber exports – know for sure the destination
of the goods),²⁰⁸ several pieces of information point
to the EU, a historical client of CAR timber, as the
biggest buyer.²⁰⁹ The CAR Forest Ministry estimates
the European market represents 59 percent of exports,
with most of it going to Germany (32 percent) and
France (20 percent). Belgium, Spain, the UK, the
Netherlands, Denmark, Italy and Portugal are also
apparently amongst the buyers.²¹⁰
Asia is just behind the EU, with 39 percent of total
exports, most of which goes to China (32 percent of
total exports).²¹¹ Some companies say they sell up to
70 percent of their products to China,²¹² while others
contend they mostly export to Europe.²¹³ Vietnam,
Japan and India also feature amongst Asian buyers.²¹⁴
The USA imports timber directly from CAR in smaller
quantities.
Global Witness has identified a number of European
companies, which traded CAR timber since March
2013: Tropica-Bois (France),²¹⁵ Johann D Voss
(Germany),²¹⁶ F. Jammes (France),²¹⁷ Bois des Trois
Ports (France) and Peltier Bois (France). CAR timber,
namely that of SEFCA, has also been found in early
2015 in the logyard of Byttebier Hout (Belgium), a
major timber importer. It is striking that F. Jammes
was already cited in a 2002 Global Witness report as
one of the two French companies which traded conflict
timber that contributed to the financing of Liberia’s
civil war.²¹⁸
Global Witness’ investigation found that SEFCA wood
is to a large extent traded by Tropica-Bois. The French
company sells between 45,000 and 50,000 cubic
meters of CAR timber every year,²¹⁹ or approximately
25 percent of the country’s 2013 exports. Despite the
war in CAR, the company’s profits rose that year.²²⁰ In
fact, Tropica-Bois’ financial results show that profits
rose 247 percent between 2010 and 2013, with 2013
being a truly exceptional year.

Tropica-Bois Annual Financial Results
YEAR

REVENUE (EUR)

PROFIT (EUR)

2013

20,499,485

668,719

2012

22,225,929

603,888

2011

18,626,594

288,491

2010

15,479,172

271,178

Source: Registry of the Nice commercial court
No CAR timber has been seized in any European port
since the start of CAR’s conflict. Even today, despite
the chaos in which the timber is logged, CAR wood
continues to arrive in Europe without hindrance,
despite an EU law against illegal timber: the European
Union Timber Regulation (EUTR).

BOX 5: CAR TIMBER EXPORTS TO CHINA:
AN ABSENCE OF RULES AND REGULATIONS
Even though European companies seem to be at the
forefront of the international trade in CAR timber,
Chinese clients are purchasing ever greater quantities
of the product.
Tropica-Bois told Global Witness, in an undercover
interview, that it did not have the same constraints
to prove the legality of its timber when dealing with
Chinese clients. China does not have an equivalent
of the EU Timber Regulation, and traders there can
import timber of dubious origin. However, China is
now the world’s biggest timber processor. According
to Tropica-Bois, CAR timber exported to China is then
resold as finished goods, mostly furniture, in Western
markets. Such imports of processed goods also have
to conform to international laws like the EUTR and
the Lacey Act in the USA, though it may be more
difficult to detect the origin of the wood. There is a
real risk that ever greater quantities of timber will be
exported to China and then sold on to European and
US markets without hindrance. This poses a serious
challenge to the sustainability of CAR’s forests and to
those of other timber producing countries with weak
governance.
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A TIMBER REGULATION TO FIGHT
ILLEGAL TRADE

•

Is the level of governance of concern? The level
of governance might undermine the reliability
of some documents indicating compliance
with applicable legislation. Thus the country’s
corruption level, business risk indices, or other
governance indicators should be considered.

•

Are all documents indicating compliance with
applicable legislation made available by the
supplier, and are they verifiable? If all possible
documents are readily available, there is a stronger
likelihood that the product’s supply chain has
been established. There should be well founded
confidence that the documents are genuine and
reliable.

•

Are there indications of involvement of any
company in the supply chain in practices related
to illegal logging? There is a greater risk that
timber purchased from a company that has been
involved in practices related to illegal logging will
have been illegally harvested.

•

Is the supply chain complex? The more complex
the supply chain the harder it may be to trace
the origins of the wood in a product back to the
logging source. Failure to establish necessary
information at any point in the supply chain may
increase the possibility of illegally harvested
timber entering the chain.

The EUTR entered into force on 3 March 2013 to
stop the trading of illegally harvested timber in the
European Union.²²¹
The EUTR imposes three main rules: first, it prohibits
the placing on the EU market of illegally harvested
timber or derived timber products. Secondly, EU
companies who first place their timber or derived
products on the EU market are required to exercise
“due diligence”. Thirdly, traders who buy and sell
timber or timber products already on the EU market
must identify their suppliers and clients, to guarantee
the traceability of the timber or derived wood
product.²²²
Importers, known as “operators” under the EUTR,
are thus held accountable for their supply chains:
they have to prove they took the necessary steps to
mitigate the risk of illegality of products they import.
“Due diligence” consists of evaluating the risks that
timber or derived products are of illegal origin, and to
mitigate those risks to a “negligible” level. According
to an EU Commission guidance document,²²³ which
has legal interpretive value before the European Court
of Justice, the risk factors to be taken into account
include:
•

•

Photos of CAR logs taken in Cameroon, China and France, 2014.
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Where was the timber harvested? Is illegal
logging prevalent in the country, or sub-region, or
concession from where the timber originates? Is
the specific tree species involved particularly at
risk of illegal logging?
Are there sanctions imposed by the UN Security
Council or the Council of the European Union on
timber imports and exports?

The EUTR clearly applies to CAR timber imports.
As this report describes, timber exported from CAR
since 2013 is illegal, harvested in contravention and
outside the framework of national laws. Furthermore,
given the substantial payments made by the logging
industry to the Seleka in 2013, the timber traded
from April 2013 to January 2014 should be classified
as “conflict timber”. Conflict timber is by definition
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illegal as the sale of timber is funding the commission
of serious violations of human rights, violations
of international humanitarian law or violations
amounting to crimes under international law
(regardless of logging practices and permits).

COMPANIES ARE NOT COMPLYING WITH
THE LAW
Global Witness has found that several companies
trading CAR timber understand the terms of the
EUTR, including the prohibition on importing
illegal timber and the requirement to conduct due
diligence.²²⁴ Germany has introduced fines of up to
EUR 50,000 and up to one year’s imprisonment for
infringements,²²⁵ while in France these are punishable
by two years’ imprisonment and a EUR 100,000 fine.²²⁶
Bois des Trois Ports, Johann D Voss (JDV) and
Tropica-Bois claim to have exercised “due diligence”
in relation to CAR timber. They also say the wood is
legal.
French trader, Tropica-Bois, and German trader,
JDV, presented a “certificate of fiscal conformity” to
prove SEFCA’s timber is legal. This document was
prepared on 19 January 2015 by a CAR official from
the Ministry of Finance for SEFCA. It says that SEFCA
is up to date with its tax dues. JDV also presented
“legality” certificates issued by CAR’s Forest Ministry
in October 2013, and in January and February 2014.
However, it is abundantly clear that due to the lack of
on the ground inspections, the corruption affecting
the state apparatus, and the failed nature of the CAR
state, it is impossible to trust documents issued by the
CAR administration as proof of legality. For example,
on SEFCA’s website (www.sefca-rca.com), one can
find a “certificate of fiscal conformity” dated 20 June
2013, and signed by the Director of Taxation and
Lands, Hyacinthe Touhouye, later appointed Minister
of the Forest Economy for some months in 2014. The
document states that the company paid all of its taxes.
However, several documents obtained by Global
Witness would appear to undermine the veracity of
this certificate: according to a report of the Ministry
of the Forest Economy, Environment and Tourism,
between January and September 2013, SEFCA had
tax arrears of CFA 608,553,326 (EUR 928,876) owed
to the government forest tax account (CAS-DF) and
CFA 727,354,177 (EUR 1,109,000) in taxes owed to
local authorities.²²⁷ Furthermore, Ministry of Finance
figures state that, as of July 2014, SEFCA owed
the state CFA 750,146,005 (EUR 1,143,590) in “rent,
and felling and reforestation arrears” for 2012 and
2013.²²⁸ These documents support the Forest Minister
Isabelle Gaudeville’s statement on 5 December
2014 that none of the country’s logging companies
had paid taxes owed to the CAS-DF in 2013, and
none had paid their tax dues for local development
in 2013 and 2014.²²⁹ The 2013 and 2014 certificates
therefore do not correspond to the ministry’s own
figures and statements. One can also question the
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legality of official documents issued by the Seleka
administration, which usurped the constitution and
operated outside constitutional and legal frameworks.
We do not know whether SEFCA paid all its tax arrears
between December 2014 and January 2015 in order
to justify the issuing of a tax certificate on 19 January
2015. Even so, extreme caution is warranted.
Nevertheless, such paperwork does not offer proof
of due diligence or legality by European timber
importers as they fail to answer the many serious
risks of illegality in CAR, including risks of fraud and
corruption in the process of issuing documents, or
how these could be mitigated.
Furthermore, a flagrant conflict of interest
compromises SEFCA’s main trader, Tropica-Bois.
French wood processing company, Bois des Trois
Ports, claimed in a letter to Global Witness that its
supplier, Tropica-Bois had a due diligence system in
place, which enables it to guarantee the legality of the
wood it sells. Tropica-Bois trades timber harvested
by SEFCA almost exclusively, amounting to around
45,000 to 50,000 cubic meters of timber (logs and
sawnwood), around 25 percent of CAR’s entire global
timber trade.²³⁰ The reason for this is simple: TropicaBois’ statutes show that the company is fifty percent
owned by the Lebanese Nessrallah Sahely and Jamal
Sahely – SEFCA’s owners. The remaining fifty percent
belongs to the Sahely brothers’ business partner and
Tropica-Bois’ manager, Jean Claude Billaud. The
corporate configuration obviously creates a conflict
of interest, and clearly undermines the application of
an effective due diligence system to exclude illegal
timber from the company’s supply chain.²³¹ The three
men received a dividend of EUR 668,000 in May 2014
for their trading of timber harvested by SEFCA.²³²
Some importers also provide, as proof of legality,
documents issued by BIVAC, the company tasked
with registering timber exports in CAR.²³³ But this
is also problematic: BIVAC, a subsidiary of Bureau
Véritas, based in Paris, has been responsible for
“securing” customs duties on CAR timber exports
since 2005. Its contract indicates that its objectives
include “reducing customs fraud” and “fighting
against illegal timber harvesting”.²³⁴ But BIVAC is
in no way responsible for inspecting concessions
or verifing the legality of the timber they register
for export. The responsibility for controlling CAR’s
logging sector lies entirely with the CAR state.
Bois des Trois Ports also justifies its purchase of CAR
timber by the absence of international political or
economic sanctions against CAR. “There have been
no international sanctions or embargoes on CAR’s
forestry sector,” it told Global Witness in a letter on
4 February 2015. SEFCA issued a statement to its
buyers on 5 February that: “it is true the international
community has declared the coup d’état illegitimate,
but it is just as true that this same community has
endorsed the N’Djamena, Libreville and Brazzaville
accords, which constitutes the backdrop of CAR’s

transitional constitutional charter. This, we believe,
is what allowed Prime Minister Djotodia and Nicolas
Tiangaye to speak at the United Nations.” However,
UN Security Council and EU sanctions on CAR
timber imports and exports are but one factor among
many detailed in the EUTR, which requires the risk of
illegality to be “negligible”, a feat that is impossible to
achieve in the CAR context since at least March 2013

when the EUTR entered into force.
As this report shows, timber traders and importers
have chosen to continue doing “business as usual”,
without modifying their practices, rather than adopt
a comprehensive approach to risk assessment and
mitigation, as required by EU law.

BOX 6: THE AMBIGUOUS ROLE OF BIVAC
The role played by Bureau Inspection Valuation Assessment Control (BIVAC) in CAR’s timber trade raises
a number of questions. A subsidiary of the Paris-based Bureau Veritas, this company has, since 2005, been
mandated to “secure” customs duties and fees on CAR’s timber exports.²³⁸ It is important to note that BIVAC
does not certify the legality of timber in CAR.
In 2013 and 2014, it decided to continue operating on the ground in CAR, even though it had been targeted
during the country’s chaos. Some of its offices were looted, including those in Ngotto and Gamboula, near
the Cameroonian border. Its Gamboula office was then occupied by armed groups, “leaving the inspectors to
continue doing their work under trees for almost a year”.²³⁹ This did not prevent BIVAC from maintaining its
presence at three checkpoints at the border with Cameroon and in the logging sites of SEFCA, IFB Balatimo
and Vicwood, then under Seleka “protection”. BIVAC’s uninterrupted presence had an important consequence:
international traders of CAR timber could present the logging sector as properly regulated to their buyers,²⁴⁰
which was obviously not the case.
Another problem is that BIVAC registers illegal timber for export and profits from it. Its role is to calculate and
levy taxes, based on the volume and species of timber exported. The company obtains one percent of the free on
board (FOB) taxes. This means that the more companies export high value species, the more BIVAC profits. The
legality of the timber does not matter: BIVAC registers the exports of companies that have engaged in illegal
logging as is the case with SEFCA, IFB and Vicwood. It remains to be seen whether BIVAC will accept to register
the exports of those companies that have illegally obtained logging permits in the recent allocation process
(Timberland Industries, STBC, and Sinfocam, the subsidiary of Vicwood).
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Representative of Tropica-Bois who told Global Witness investigators
during an undercover interview: “It’s Africa. [War] is so common we
don’t really pay attention…It’s not a war where they attack white
people. It’s not a war we have to avoid.”

FLAWED IMPLEMENTATION

obligation concerning the origin of their timber.

If companies have not complied with the EUTR, it is
also true that competent authorities in EU member
states have failed to enforce the law against importers
of CAR timber. Germany introduced its implementing
legislation as soon as the EUTR entered into force.²³⁵
France used a Ministerial circular to establish how
to enforce the EUTR for relevant French authorities
until a full implementing law passed in October 2014,
which then gave the Ministry of Ecology responsibility
for EUTR inspections on importers.²³⁶ None of these
measures have resulted in any action so far against
CAR imports.

Secondly, the EUTR has no provision with regard to
timber originating from war zones. The European
Commission guidance document does not mention
the risks posed by armed conflict, and does not advise
on the treatment of documents issued by failed or
weak states or by governments established outside
constitutional frameworks following a coup d’état. But
the EUTR should clearly cover such cases if it is to be
effective against the illegal timber trade.

In March 2015, Greenpeace France denounced the
inaction of French authorities. “For the past two
years the French government has been dragging its
feet in implementing the European regulation. Even
though a law was adopted in France last October,
no inspection has been undertaken, and (Minister
of Ecology) Ségolène Royal has not yet nominated a
chief inspector,” it said in a statement. ²³⁷
In addition, the EUTR may also have several
shortcomings. First, timber traders based in the EU do
not have to exercise “due diligence” with respect to the
timber they sell to companies outside the EU. Yet, a
European trader like Tropica-Bois markets significant
volumes of CAR timber and their main commercial
partners are Chinese companies that have no legal
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Displaced people fleeing the Seleka, 2013

CHAPTER 4: THE EU’S FLAWED POLICY FOR CAR
THE EUROPEAN UNION: A MAJOR ACTOR

The European Union has, since 1990, arguably played
the leading role amongst CAR’s aid donors in the forest
sector. In the 1990s and 2000s, it financed the regional
ECOFAC programme,²⁴¹ which supported the logging
industry to develop sustainable management plans
for their logging concessions. Before the latest conflict
sparked by the Seleka, its policies were principally
based on an instrument called the Voluntary
Partnership Agreement (VPA), which, along with the
EUTR, forms part of the Forest Law Enforcement,
Governance and Trade (FLEGT) action plan.²⁴²
Adopted in 2003, the plan aims to fight illegal logging
and associated trade.²⁴³
The EU and CAR signed a VPA in 2011. As part of the
agreement, CAR pledged to fight illegal logging and to
adopt a number of measures to export legal timber to
the EU and other international markets. In exchange,
the EU agreed to facilitate access for CAR wood to
its market by authorising a dedicated agency in CAR
to issue “FLEGT licenses” serving as certificates of
legality.

The VPA requires several actions, including: ensuring
the CAR government administration has the training
and means to do its job (human and material
resources); improvements in the legal framework; and
a legality assurance system and traceability system.
Several millions of Euros have been spent under the
umbrella of the EU’s FLEGT programme in CAR since
2003.²⁴⁴ The VPA was ratified in July 2012, and the EU
hoped the country would be among the first to issue
FLEGT permits in 2014.²⁴⁵ The war put an end to these
hopes.
Today, the European Commission is trying to restart
the process. This means that the EU is not only failing
to enforce regulations to prevent the trading of illegal
timber, it is at the same time moving to legitimise
CAR’s timber industry in an environment where
CAR has no hope of meeting VPA requirements.
In December 2014, it organised a meeting on VPA
implementation with the transitional government,
logging companies, and civil society. However,
even though it is clearly necessary to improve
forest governance, a relaunch of the VPA process is
problematic for five reasons.
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THE ABSENCE OF LINKS TO STABILISATION,
JUSTICE AND PEACE-BUILDING
First, the VPA threatens to undermine a number
of efforts towards peace-building and stabilisation
currently being pursued by CAR’s multilateral partners.
In particular, the VPA sits outside international
processes of justice and accountability. In January
2015, the term of the UN Panel of Experts on CAR
was extended for another 13 months, to continue
examining, inter alia, the links between natural
resource exploitation and the financing of armed
groups. The International Criminal Court (ICC) has
opened a second investigation in CAR with respect to
crimes allegedly committed since 2012.²⁴⁶ A Special
Criminal Court is now also being created in CAR,
which will complement the work of the ICC.²⁴⁷ The
timber industry – having financed serious crimes that
break both national and international laws – should
also be investigated under these processes, not further
subsidised or legitimised through a relaunch of the
VPA process.
Moreover, the European Union is involved in
supporting CAR as a pilot country of the “New Deal”
for fragile states, which aims to “effect fundamental
change in the way the international community
works in countries emerging from conflict or at risk
of it, recognising that these states have been poorly
served by aid approaches designed for non-fragile
environments”.²⁴⁸ A VPA in CAR would appear
at odds with this goal. At present, the situation in
CAR remains extremely fragile, and aid donors
must seriously consider evidence suggesting that a
premature relaunch of economic activity through a few
basic commodities is counterproductive where these
products have been involved in the funding of conflict.
As a general rule, the relaunch of the timber trade
before a country has stabilised, or peace and good
governance have been re-established, undermines
development and threatens the stabilisation process.
A USAID report on forests and conflict found that “the
greatest damage to forests often occurs after a conflict”
where forest concessions, for example, are allocated
and “the need to obtain foreign currency reduces
political will to protect forests”.²⁴⁹ The report adds that
“good forest sector governance should be established
before opening it to post-conflict exploitation.”
These lessons are not being heeded in CAR: security
risks are real, prominent Seleka militia leaders like
Dhaffane - who have a keen interest in the timber
trade - move freely in the capital, the government has
no territorial control over the forested South-West,
and increased risks to forests and the rights of forestdependent peoples have materialised, for example
through the illegal allocation of logging permits last
year. Bilateral programmes, like the VPA, which have
not been designed for fragile environments, should be
reconsidered, and more appropriate policies should be
established.
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A FAILURE TO REACT
Secondly, it is troubling that the EU failed to react
during or after Djotodia’s time in power to the risks
associated with continued logging and exports
of timber outside all legal frameworks. Worse, the
European Union decided to relaunch implementation
of its VPA with CAR’s transitional government on 5th
December 2014 in the second joint implementation
committee, to which logging companies were
invited as stakeholders.²⁵⁰ Though CAR’s civil
society organisations welcomed the relaunch of the
process, hoping that it might address deficiencies in
forest governance, they also questioned whether the
“political will of the two parties [the EU and CAR’s
transitional government] is really genuine”.²⁵¹ In this
respect, civil society actors underlined that the EU
delegation in Bangui had not reacted to the report by
the Independent Observer on the allocation of the
three permits, mentioned previously, despite obvious
irregularities and illegalities.²⁵² CAR’s transitional
government hopes to more than double CAR’s timber
exports thanks to these illegal permits.²⁵³ The matter
goes to the very heart of whether the signatory parties
have any real commitment to the VPA. What, for
example, are the consequences of breaches of the spirit
and letter of the agreement by the signatory parties or
its industry beneficiaries? Indeed, no criteria have been
set for the suspension of the agreement, and there is no
provision for its cancellation.²⁵⁴
Furthermore, the EU did not react to the report of the
UN Panel of Experts, which referred to payments made
by the logging industry to the Seleka and the antibalaka, which called into question the very legitimacy
of the VPA’s main beneficiary: the timber industry.²⁵⁵
In fact, conflict timber is one of the seven priorities of
the FLEGT plan, but the EU has never made any effort
to address this issue, except for its support for UN
sanctions.²⁵⁶
The European Commission took no action following
warnings by Global Witness, in a letter in December
2014, of the links between the logging industry and
armed groups in CAR, and of European trading of
illegal and conflict timber.²⁵⁷

CAR’S FOREST-DEPENDENT AND
INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES: NOT
THE PRIORITY
Thirdly, the VPA sees forest governance through
the prism of the timber trade, rather than local
and indigenous communities or the rainforest on
which they depend. Indeed, local forest-dependent
communities were not even consulted on the
agreement. The Africa Community Rights Network
(ACRN) noted in 2014 that “whereas civil society saw
itself as a defender of communities, and has often
successfully represented and defended its interests
as best as it could, and to communicate with them
developments in the process, it is nevertheless
©Timothy Allen/Getty
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regrettable that governments and the EU as well have
not taken the time to involve communities directly.” It
added that “it is still usual for consultation [with civil
society] to be synonymous with information-sharing,”
explaining that “the launch of a reform process does
not necessarily translate into a real improvement of
rights”.²⁵⁸ People neighbouring logging concessions
already live in disastrous conditions, according to an
official of an important aid donor.²⁵⁹ Yet, the VPA is
further anchoring industrial scale logging in CAR’s
forests, and promoting the timber trade, through
continued implementation.²⁶⁰ It will therefore have
a significant impact on the day-to-day lives of forest
communities and a significant impact on the rainforest
ecosystem on which they depend. Neither the social
nor the environmental impacts appear to have been
properly evaluated by the EU.
For CAR’s civil society, the priority is not to boost the
trade in timber. They believe “the most important
challenge […] [is] how to ensure that land rights and
resources are returned to forest communities.”²⁶¹
They consider securing land rights as one of the
keys for the reconstruction of the country. And if
they have expressed support for the relaunch of the
VPA, it is in large part because they see it as one of
the rare opportunities to finance their activities, and
currently have no alternative means for engaging
an international donor like the EU to address

BOX 7: THE TEN PRINCIPLES OF TIMBER
LEGALITY (ANNEX 2 OF THE CAR FLEGT
VPA)
1 – The company has a legal existence;
2 – Legal access rights to forest resources in its area
of operation;
3 – Compliance with environmental legislation;
4 – Rights of workers, local and indigenous
communities;
5 – Legislation on timber harvesting;
6 – Processing of forest products;
7 – General and forest taxation;
8 – The transport and traceability of timber forest
products are in accordance with the regulations;
9 – Compliance with contractual obligations;
10 – Relations with sub-contractors in activities other
than timber production.
Source: Voluntary Partnership Agreement between the
European Union and the Central African Republic on
forest law enforcement, governance and trade in timber
and derived products to the European Union (FLEGT)
deforestation. However, the EU obviously has the
capacity to develop new support programmes where
existing instruments are ill-adapted or non-existent, as
it has done with the creation of the multi-donor Fonds
Bêkou for CAR.
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CAN A PHANTOM STATE IMPLEMENT A
TRADE AGREEMENT?
Fourthly, CAR’s governance problems have deepened
even further since the signature of the agreement.
Even without considering issues of political will and
corruption, CAR’s authorities are now obviously
incapable of implementing a trade agreement like the
VPA. In December 2014, during a meeting in Bangui
with the EU delegation, even logging companies
highlighted the problem. “Taking into account the
degenerate situation of the country, it seems to us
today to be completely illusory to carry on with the
implementation [of the VPA], while trying to ensure
a normal atmosphere that could favour governance
beyond all reproach,” the companies told the
meeting.²⁶² The companies called on those involved
in the VPA to revise the legality grid and the legality
assurance system (Annex 5 of the FLEGT VPA),
with the aim of lowering current standards. This is
obviously an outrageous proposal, and, above all,
shows the companies’ enduring lack of commitment
to compliance with CAR’s laws. Indeed, in 2011, an
AFD report noted: “It is not certain that FLEGT will
achieve its objectives, the mechanism resting on an
administration which, in its majority, still has not shown
tangible signs it is changing its practices.”²⁶³

THE LOGGING INDUSTRY: A LEGITIMATE
STAKEHOLDER?
Finally, the EU assigns the logging industry and its
trade a role which should not be theirs. At the time the
VPA was signed, the European Commission said that
it aimed “to prevent illegal wood imports to EU from
Central African Republic and to boost the country’s
timber sector”.²⁶⁴ Today, the Commission justifies its
decision to resume FLEGT-VPA implementation with
CAR, by saying that it is “a means to understand the
current state of the forest sector and how this sector
can contribute to stabilizing the country towards
a strong peace-building process”.²⁶⁵ But is it really
appropriate to “stabilize” CAR by supporting the
logging sector, when it is implicated in the financing
of armed groups? Equally, is it wise, considering
their track record and antecedents, to invite logging
companies as “stakeholders” to meetings to reform
CAR’s forestry sector, as the EU did in 2014 in Bangui,
or in March 2015 in Brussels? Is treating logging
companies, which funded armed groups, as actors
and partners in policy-making processes not a way of
perpetuating impunity?
Today, it is no longer possible to showcase the
industrial logging sector as an important or
indispensable lever in CAR’s economic and social
development, as the EU continues to do.²⁶⁶ The latter
appears to believe that it is not possible to ignore
the sector, because of its role in CAR’s economy: it
officially employs 2,175 people (down from 4,000
previously),²⁶⁷ and has fiscal revenues in the order of
EUR 3.7 million per year.²⁶⁸ However, the Kimberley
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CAR President Catherine Samba-Panza meets Francois Hollande, 2014

process suspended CAR, despite the diamonds sector
employing 400,000 people and bringing in EUR 6.2
million in tax revenues.²⁶⁹
In fact, the EU has not properly evaluated the real
impacts or contribution of the timber industry.
For a correct appraisal, you would need to take
account of the costs of corruption in the sector,
the resulting weakening of CAR’s state and the
rule of law, the environmental impacts of its
activities, its impact on land and customary rights,
access to land and forest resources of local and
indigenous communities and obviously also the
industry’s willingness to support armed groups and
illegitimate power-holders.
CAR is confronted with huge peace-building and
reconstruction challenges. Breaking the links between
the exploitation of natural resources, conflict and
corruption, which damages the long-term viability
of peace, development and stability, is the biggest of
these challenges. The cycle of coup and countercoup, misappropriation of natural resources and
destruction of environments and endangered
species, must stop. CAR deserves international
support to reach these objectives, including debt
reduction and significant budgetary support.²⁷⁰

FRANCE SHOULD END ITS SUPPORT OF
INDUSTRIAL LOGGING
Since CAR’s independence in 1960, France, its former
colonial master, has kept a strong presence in the
country. It remains CAR’s biggest investor, and many
French companies operate there, such as Bolloré
(logistics and river transport), and Total (stocking and
distribution of petrol).²⁷¹ In 2014, France declared that
it had spent EUR 35 million in aid to the country.²⁷² As
a member of the UN Security Council, it also played an
important role in the adoption of resolutions to redress
the situation in CAR.
In the logging sector, France, like the EU, is influential
in many ways. For a long time, the main logging
companies operating in CAR were French.²⁷³ French
authorities also intervened on many occasions during
the allocation of logging permits. In 2007, France
was among those that pushed Bozizé to suspend
the allocation of three logging permits. In 2010, the
French Development Agency (AFD) encouraged the
government to relaunch the process.²⁷⁴ But the World
Bank recommended that the government refrain from
restarting the process, by invoking the lacklustre
general economic outlook.²⁷⁵
Starting in the 1990’s, France adopted a “policy
against the tide” of other aid donors, by working
directly with private companies.²⁷⁶ It had bet on
reforming the logging sector to achieve “sustainable
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forest management” by starting with the reform of
the private sector. The AFD began by financing the
Société d’exploitation forestière de la Sangha-Mbaéré
(SESAM), a subsidiary of the French Bolloré group
in the beginning of the 1990’s.²⁷⁷ Since 2000, it has
committed EUR 8.5 million in technical assistance
and subsidies for the revision of forestry laws and
development of “forest management plans” for CAR’s
logging companies, through its PARPAF project.²⁷⁸

explained that it was “consolidated in 2006, following
the signing of a logging and management convention,
under the aegis of the French administration, 70
percent through its own funds, and 30 percent from the
AFD”. In fact, the company received CFA 915 million
(EUR 1.4 million) from the AFD over 3 years.²⁸² But
an audit conducted in 2012 showed that both SEFCA
and IFB’s forest management plans were not being
applied.²⁸³

France’s choice of the private sector to ensure
sustainable management of rainforests is naïve at
best, and especially inappropriate in the CAR context.
An enduring problem is the fact that a failed or
fragile state cannot properly regulate the activities
of companies. Furthermore, these companies are
not capable of self-regulation or self-discipline. The
projects supported by the AFD have therefore had
a very weak impact. In fact, given the lack of any
evidence that forests are being sustainably managed
by these companies, it appears that French funds
have principally benefited the French consultancies
responsible for writing the plans.²⁷⁹ An evaluation
of AFD’s programme to support forest management
plans over a 20 year period in the Congo Basin did not
find the results encouraging.²⁸⁰ This lack of success
can partly be explained because the policy assumed
the existence of a state administration capable of
supervising the activities of logging companies.
According to the director of one company operating in
CAR: “the presence of the AFD and the management
plans […] is of no importance”.²⁸¹

Despite these poor results, and the unfavourable
context in the country, the AFD seems keen on
continuing to support the private sector. It intended
to reimburse the VAT owed by CAR to logging
companies.²⁸⁴ Before the war, it planned to do so by
using funds from its budgetary aid to the country. The
coup d’état of 2013 interrupted implementation of its
plans. The AFD had intended for the subsidy to allow
these companies to pay off their taxes, in particular
those due to local communities, and the government’s
CAS-DF fund.²⁸⁵ The AFD is now planning to continue
its previous support of these companies.²⁸⁶ But if the
AFD uses its development aid in this way, it will be
supporting companies implicated in illegal logging
and financing of armed groups. This will perpetuate
the impunity of these companies.

Both IFB and SEFCA have benefited from AFD
support to develop a forest management plan. In a
letter addressed to Tropica-Bois in early 2015, SEFCA

All the evidence suggests that it is unreasonable to
support private entities not subject to any type of
control, and with links to a criminal and illegitimate
regime. Just like it is not prudent to entrust CAR’s
fragile rainforest ecosystems to companies only
interested in short-term profit. Such a scenario is
not imaginable in Europe, neither should it be in the
Central African Republic.

CONCLUSION:
LEARNING LESSONS THE HARD WAY
LEARNING LESSONS FROM THE LIBERIAN EXPERIENCE: FOREST GOVERNANCE,
ACCOUNTABILITY AND POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION
Liberia’s civil war lasted from 1990 and 2003. The
logging industry, comprising companies with close
ties to Charles Taylor’s regime, played a major role
in both funding the conflict and in trafficking arms.
This natural resource dimension of the conflict was
recognised late in the day, resulting in the imposition
of sanctions on exports of diamonds in 2001 and of
timber in 2003; these remained in place until 2007 and
2006 respectively.

corruption in government, particularly the loss of
revenues and an explosion in illegal procurements.
The Forestry Development Authority participated
in the programme, which gave co-signatory powers
to appointed internationally recruited Financial
Controllers.²⁹⁰ The programme came to an end in
2010 and is cited as “innovative”²⁹¹ and “a model
for building economic governance in post-conflict
environments”.²⁹²

The international community took its most assertive
action to date in Liberia, against a logging industry
that had financed conflict and fuelled illegality and
corruption, in order to assure the country could build
lasting peace, stability and a sustainable economy.

The international community chose to back largescale industrial logging as a strategy for economic
development. This was based on flawed figures from
the Taylor period, which stated that the forests could
contribute 60 percent of the country’s foregn exchange
earnings, but ignored the fact that at that time the
country was under UNSC sanctions for diamonds
and was a pariah state at war, with a virtually dead
economy²⁹³; at the time, the timber trade was
unsustainable, illegal and the only international
trade Liberia was involved in, other than their
shipping registry. Before it restarted logging in 2008,
Liberia was regarded as having “the most advanced
legal framework in the forest sector in Africa”, an
extensive traceability system, and UN-backed control
mechanisms.²⁹⁴ The World Bank expected the
Liberian forestry sector to be “the main engine of rural
economic growth”, contributing 14% to 15% GDP, with
government revenues growing from USD $1.77 million
in 2007/08 to USD $26 million in 2009/10.²⁹⁵

The UN required Liberia’s transitional government to
establish a Forestry Concession Review Committee
to determine which logging concessionaires had
operated within the rule of the law and to make
recommendations for reforms. The Committee
comprised members of Liberian civil society,
government agencies, the United States government,
the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL)
and the European Commission. The Committee’s
report, published in July 2005, documented
extensive corruption and abuse in the industry and
recommended the cancellation of all existing forest
concessions as “no individual concession holder
was able to demonstrate sufficient level of legal
compliance”.²⁸⁷
Liberia’s first post-war elected President, Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf, acted on the Committee’s
recommendations within two months of taking
office, issuing an executive order in February 2006
declaring null and void all claims to forest concession
agreements signed by previous regimes. The timber
sector had previously employed an estimated 6,150
people, 1,197 of whom were expatriates.²⁸⁸
In 2005, the international community also signed a
Governance and Economic Management Assistance
Program (GEMAP) with the transitional government
of Liberia and its international partners including
the US Government, the European Union, the United
Nations, the Economic Commission of West African
States, the African Union, the World Bank, and the
International Monetary Fund.²⁸⁹ The programme
was created to assist the Government of Liberia
to create and institutionalise effective financial
and asset management policies and procedures,
tackle corruption, and improve overall economic
governance. It was prompted by alarm at the
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Liberia’s timber industry came back into the
spotlight soon enough, beginning with court action
to reduce their contractual tax liabilities, underpayment of tax dues, illegal logging and a growing
culture of impunity. In 2012, logging companies
corruptly colluded with officials in the Forestry
Development Authority to obtain illegal logging
rights, known as Private Use Permits (PUPs), to 40%
of the country’s forests, or 25% of the country’s total
land area; this illegal land grab was a scandal of
global significance.²⁹⁶ PUPs were cited as a potential
new avenue for conflict finance by the UN Panel of
Experts.²⁹⁷
The logging industry has never generated the
expected revenues towards the country’s development.
By 2012, the government was bringing in a mere $3.74
million in revenues from commercial logging for
export.²⁹⁸ This figure does not take into account the
19% fee paid to SGS/Liberfor for managing the Chain
of Custody system.²⁹⁹
In September 2014, the Norwegian government signed
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a USD$ 150m climate and forest partnership with
the Government of Liberia to halt the destruction of
Liberia’s rainforest.³⁰⁰ The agreement foresees an
end to new logging contracts, more scope for forestdependent communities to manage their forests,
and increased protected forest areas.
The Liberian experience illustrates that significant
and long-term international commitment is required
to reconstruct fragile states, but even then industrial
scale logging does not provide the projected benefits
and remains an incubus of corruption. CAR is one of
the gravest examples of the fragile state phenomenon
and deserves the same level of attention and support
given to Liberia over a decade ago. Liberia provides
several lessons for CAR today: first, ending the
impunity of war criminals, human rights abusers and
their economic backers is fundamental to any long
term prospects for peace. Secondly, where timber has
financed conflict and contributed to corruption and
poor governance, it is self-defeating for donors to
push for the trade to continue or restart, for example
to fund reconstruction, before strong governance
mechanisms are in place. The international
community should support a break in trade and the
establishment of evaluation and reform processes,
as in Liberia. The employment and development
benefits of the timber industry have long been
exaggerated by the donor community and are far
outweighed by the sector’s abuses and costs in CAR
as in Liberia. Thirdly, the tropical timber sector in
fragile states is composed of many cowboy operators
with no commitment to legality, transparency or
sustainable forest management, as Liberia’s pre- and
post-conflict industry illustrates: reform of forest
governance requires more than light touch legal and
governance changes like timber traceability systems.
Cutting ties with corrupt, illegal and unsustainable
practices requires fundamental rethinking of forest
management models that have contributed to state
fragility and under-development and have helped
make conflict financially viable and more likely in
the long run. New forest management models that
strengthen the forest and land rights of dispossessed,
local populations are more likely to contribute to
preserving forests, reducing poverty and furthering
sustainable development. This is the realisation that
some international actors have come to in Liberia,
which experienced the biggest land grab in its history
and a decade-long failure to establish a bona fide
timber industry before committing to promoting
community forests. Similarly, government and donors
in CAR have not prioritised the establishment of
community forests, leaving local populations to
await a trickle-down of development benefits from
industrial exploitation that has never materialised.
Building local capacity, ownership and accountability
through new community forest models may well
promote sustainability, development and the rule of
law better than an industry associated with numerous
past abuses, and an almost unbroken record of putting
short-term profit before all else, including the law.
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ANNEX

“Agreement of treasury advance” of CFA 250 million (EUR 380,876) from SEFCA to the Seleka government,
6 May 2013.
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Logging permit signed by Ahmat Dagache Nama, Seleka’s “Head of Operations of the Number 2 Brigade”,
granted to Mr Michel Nguessan, Liboko.
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Logging permit signed by Ahmat Dagache Nama, Seleka’s “Head of Operations of the Number 2 Brigade”,
granted to Mr Hamat Anoun, Salo.
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Letter from “Brigadier General” Ahmat Dagache Nama, commander of the West zone, to the directors of the
sites of SECA-Mbaéré (SEFCA), Tanry Centrafrique (sic) (Thanry Centrafrique, Vicwood Group) and WWF,
requesting wood and fuel.
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