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Annotated list of key terms
and abbreviations
Akewa	Akewa Group of Companies Liberia Incorporated
ALEL	Association of Logging Engineers of Liberia
ATEE	African Traders Entrepreneurs Enterprise Incorporated
Atlantic	Atlantic Resources Limited
CA	The Community Assembly, with overall control of a community forest
CFMA	Community Forest Management Agreement, the permit that signifies Authorised Forest
Community status, defined in the CRL Regulation (2017) as a community that has the right
to access, manage, use and benefit from a specified area of forest resources
CFMB	Community Forest Management Body, appointed by the Community Assembly to run the
day to day affairs of the community forest
CFMP	Community Forest Management Plan, prepared by the CFMB after Authorised Forest
Community status is awarded
CRL	Community Rights Law of 2009 with respect to forest lands
EC	The Executive Committee, representing the Community Assembly
EJ&J	EJ & J Investment Corporation
FDA	Forestry Development Authority
FMC	Forest Management Contract, the permit for large-scale logging concessions in Liberia
Gbehzohn	Gbehzohn International Traders
Gedeh Woods	Gedeh Woods Incorporated
GoL	Government of Liberia
ha	Hectares
LTTC	Liberia Tree and Timber Corporation
Mandra	Mandra Forestry Liberia Limited
MOU	Memorandum of Understanding, the name given to some forms of agreement between a
community and a logging company
NGO	Non-governmental organisation
PUP	Private Use Permit
REDD+	Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation
SIIB	Special Independent Investigating Body, appointed by President Sirleaf Johnson in 2012 to
investigate the PUPs
Social Agreement 	Agreement between a community and a logging company in FMCs or Timber Sales
Contracts. The term is also, inappropriately, used to describe a Commercial Use Contract
Tetra	Tetra Enterprise Incorporated
Unitimber	Unitimber Corporation
Universal	Universal Forestry Corporation
USAID	United States Agency for International Development.
VPA	Voluntary Partnership Agreement between Liberia and the European Union ratified in
2013, under the Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade initiative
WRI	World Resources Institute
Xylopia	Xylopia Incorporated
Yeeyea	Yeeyea Investment Corporation
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SUMMARY
Liberia is seeing in a new age of progressive, community forestry that – if done right –
has the potential to be an exemplary model for others to follow. But the community
forestry permitting system is being hijacked by rapacious logging companies and a
complicit Forestry Development Authority.
Logging companies are enlisting local elites and coercing communities into signing secret
agreements that grant them logging rights, in return for them financing the process
communities are required to follow in order to obtain Authorised Forest Community status.
The picture uncovered by Global Witness in this report looks very much like a re-run
of the scandal that surrounded Private Use Permits – a system of forestry licences
designed for small operators that was hijacked by large rapacious logging companies.
Over 2.5 million hectares, or 23 percent of the land area of Liberia, was handed over
illegally to loggers through these permits up until their cancellation by presidential decree
in 2013. Our research also points to companies affiliated to the notorious Malaysian
company, Samling Global, playing a leading role in prising control over Liberia’s rich and
diverse forest ecosystems, away from communities, and for themselves. It is perhaps
no surprise that Samling-linked companies, which came in for some of the most severe
criticism in the official investigation into Private Use Permits yet were never sanctioned,
are coming back with a vengeance.
It is imperative that the Liberian government and its international donors, notably Norway,
now act to ensure large-scale loggers are not getting their hands on community forests
for short-term profits.
Following a civil war that ransacked the country’s
rainforests, in 2006 a new National Forestry Reform Law
was created. For the first time ever, communities would
have control over their forests, as well as a share of any
revenues that the forests generated.
This was a ground-breaking recognition that communities
– not the state or logging companies – would control
these forests, a precious environmental resource and
biodiversity hotspot as well as the source of livelihood,
food, water and shelter for many.
Compared in particular to neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire
and Ghana, Liberia has been the most progressive in its
recognition of the right of those whose lives depend most
directly on forests to play a leading role in managing them,
through Community Forest Management Agreements.
Against this backdrop, a number of logging companies
have entered the frame, bent on twisting this new model

of community forestry in Liberia to their own ends.
Instead of collaborating with communities and giving
them the space to negotiate agreements about what
happens to their forests, they are taking advantage of
weak rules and insufficient guidelines and disempowering
many through their deception.
This report shows how certain logging companies have
been undermining community forestry in Liberia in the
following ways in particular.
Undermining the Nine Steps process by which local
people acquire community forests and which lies
at the heart of this exemplary and progressive model:
Companies are entering early on in the process and taking
control over community forests before they have even
been awarded; see box on page 5. Some companies readily
admit that they actively seeking out community forests as
a route to making good profits from logging.
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Pressuring local people into signing secret contracts:
Logging companies are drawing communities into
what would be a contract by any other name. Whilst
some companies and individuals are clearly benefitting
from agreeing to these deals, their secrecy means that
companies, brokers and elites are free to make decisions
that serve their own interests rather than those of the
community as a whole. There is no opportunity for the
terms of the agreement to be openly negotiated so the
community is denied the right to scrutinise agreements
that give away their forest resources and will impact
their livelihoods.
Enlisting and co-opting local elites: There is evidence
that logging companies are working with influential
elites to sign secret agreements that grant them logging
rights and thus prising Liberia’s forest ecosystems away
from communities, undermining the very purpose of
community rights for forest lands in the first place.
Exploiting legal loopholes: Companies are focussing
on obtaining what are categorised as medium-scale
community forests as these allow them to maximise their
profitability whilst keeping them in the least-regulated
category.
Underpinning all of these and other sharp practices
described in this report is coercion and deliberate
misleading of those who should benefit most from
community forests.
Logging companies have been conducting a below the
radar campaign to persuade community members that
they need them, and pushing a perception that only they
have the technical knowledge to manage a community
forest. Many are systematically driving community forestry
permit applications and becoming actively involved well
before the permits are approved, despite this being illegal.
They are financing the application process and, in order to
secure these investments, they have tied communities into
contracts but have been unclear about costs and if, how or
when communities will need to pay money back.

connected Liberian family, whom the community say have
coerced them into signing a series of company-community
agreements. Boundaries of this community forest appear
to have been incorrectly drawn while local citizens have
been silenced and ignored.
This is a critical crossroads for Liberia. As the Garwin
community forest shows, abuse of community
forestry agreements is already taking hold. Rather
than empowering communities as intended, the way
community forestry is rolling out in Liberia is having the
opposite effect, disempowering them and pushing them
into debt.
If community governance structures aren’t set up
carefully then benefits, and costs, that do accrue
to communities will not be shared fairly between
different groups. Communities are becoming indebted
to logging companies, and short-cuts in community
self-identification will lead to resentment about one
group of local citizens benefitting more than the other,
precipitating a serious risk of future conflict.
The failures documented in this report surrounding
community forestry applications and implementation sets
the scene for the kind of land disputes that precipitated
Liberia’s collapse into civil conflict in the 1980s. Liberian
authorities like the Forestry Development Authority
together with Norway, the European Union and UK must
act now to avoid this. Detailed recommendations are
provided on page 42, but key amongst these are:
The Forestry Development Authority should suspend
the approval of any more community forests until a full
and effective regulatory framework is in place, along with
associated guidance, templates, technical assistance,
transparency and accountability mechanisms.
Norway, the European Union and the UK should
insist on an independent investigation into the legality
of all current permits. This review must inspect each
permit and application individually and investigate any
suspicion of company involvement and elite capture.

Some of these companies are opaque with unclear
ownership. In other cases, there are apparent links to the
Malaysian logging giant Samling Global, raising alarm bells
that this notorious company is seeking domination over
Liberia’s forests once again.

Norway should review its Liberia Forest Sector
Project to ensure that this flagship project to mitigate
climate change will deliver the expectations of the 2014
agreement between Norway and Liberia, and not lead to
deforestation in Liberia.

The area these permits cover is vast, and loggers
are poised to cause irreparable damage to Liberia’s
rainforests. The total 133 community forests would, if
all approved, amount to an estimated area of 4.3 million
hectares, or 45 percent of Liberia.

The Government of Liberia should cancel all
agreements between communities and logging
companies that pre-date the approval of a community
forestry permit, to send a clear signal that these
agreements are illegal, and undermine the essence of
community forestry: to empower communities.

Nowhere is this illustrated more starkly than in the case
of the Garwin community forest. The community forestry
agreement for this large, rich forest has been subject to
significant interference from a powerful and politically
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HERE’S HOW THE PROCESS IS DISRUPTED
Community Forestry
Management Agreements
are introduced:
As Liberia recognises the need for
local communities to be able to
manage their land themselves,
the forest authority switches from
large-scale logging concessions
to community forestry as the
predominant means to manage the
country’s precious forests. These
agreements are designed to give
decision making power to those
who have customarily seen the
forest as theirs, for generations.

Communities begin
to utilise them:
The new permits are popular,
and year by year the number
climbs steeply. Communities
are encouraged to
commercialise their forests,
both to improve local
economies and develop
infrastructure. However
they are also led to believe
they are too uneducated to
manage the forest themselves
and from the outset need
technical experts.

Enter the
‘rich’ logging
company:

The logging
company then
co-opts the application:

Many of these are
relatively small scale
operations, sometimes
just one middleman, but
importantly they say they
have money, a technical
knowledge of logging,
and friends in high places.
There are worrying
indications that in fact
they act like brokers who
are bankrolled by larger
companies, to whom they
will ‘flip’ a logging contract
once it’s obtained.

They provide the cash for
the process, from the initial
US$250 registration fee up
to the thousands for surveys,
community meetings, and
boundary marking. To
protect this ‘investment’ they
persuade community leaders
to sign illegal agreements
that effectively hand control
of the forest back to the
logging companies once the
community forestry permit
is obtained. From that point
on, the logging company is in
charge once again, and can
claim its money back through
whichever means it pleases
from the logging revenues.

Communities are
told getting a permit
is costly:
Despite the significant donor
support and the responsibility
of the forest authority to
assist communities to access
technical support, testimonies
collected by Global Witness
show how communities are
in effect told that obtaining
a permit can cost tens of
thousands of dollars.

Communities are
effectively disempowered:
These practices are not suited to
the community-empowerment
objectives envisaged in the
Community Rights Law. Ordinary
community members – if they know
about the community forestry
agreements at all – are being sold
a lie. They are told that logging
operations will be good for them,
bringing jobs and income, when most
of the benefits will accrue to the
logging companies. There is a real
risk that communities end up without
any sense of ownership and so
don’t invest their time. This passive
attitude, a sense of helplessness
and dependency amongst poor,
post-conflict and forest-dependent
communities will undermine the
basic premise of community forestry.

Who really profits?
Our investigation points to the logging companies and local and national elites as the ones really
making the money. Some of those that stand to profit the most are Liberia’s biggest logging companies,
implicated in previous attempts to log Liberia’s rainforests wholesale. They are again seeking to extend
their domination over the country’s forests.
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LIBERIA’S PROGRESSIVE
COMMUNITY FORESTRY SYSTEM

Liberia’s community forest laws should ensure it is the people who manage their forests. Credit: Global Witness, 2017

Amongst the countries of West Africa with significant
tropical forest, Liberia has been the most progressive in its
recognition of the right of those whose lives depend most
directly on forests to play a leading role in managing them.
In contrast, forest management in neighbouring Côte
d’Ivoire and Ghana is dominated by large-scale industrial
concessions and neither country has any meaningful
legal framework for community forestry. Both countries
have suffered massive deforestation in the last two
decades.1 This section outlines the components that make
up Liberia’s progressive community forestry sector, and
the next section (page 13) shows how it is under threat
from businesses looking to expand and profit off Liberian
rainforests.
A change occurred in 2005, when the end of the civil war in
Liberia – a conflict in part driven by land rights and funded
by the logging industry – led directly to the cancellation of
all logging contracts. A year later, a new National Forestry

Reform Law gave communities, for the first time, a voice
and a significant share of revenues. The law stated,
moreover, that Liberia’s Forestry Development Authority
(FDA) “shall, within one year of the effective date of this
law, present to the legislature for consideration and
passage a comprehensive law governing community
rights with respect to forest lands”.2
This was a ground-breaking recognition that community
forestry is not the same as logging concessions:
communities and not the state or concessionaires would
control these forests. The Community Rights Law With
Respect to Forest Lands (CRL) that followed, in 2009, was
designed to “empower communities to fully engage in
the sustainable management of forests of Liberia”.3 It
granted them management rights over forest resources
and, if they chose to sub-contract some of their forest to a
logging company, it would give them a greater share of the
revenues earned from this.
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With high hopes for the potential of the CRL to bring
real change to forest communities, civil society and
rural communities advocated for its adoption and for
strong safeguards protecting community rights to be
included. The development of the law involved sustained
negotiation between non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), the Government of Liberia, donors and industry.
In 2009 – the same year that the CRL was passed – work
started on a land rights bill (see box below) and a draft
was tabled in the legislature in 2014, but its passage
then stalled for four years. Thus the CRL is currently the
only practical option that communities have to get their
land rights officially recognised by the state. In a country
where successive governments have handed 23 percent
of Liberia’s area to commercial logging and agribusiness
concessionaires, secure land rights are fundamentally
important to the rural communities who have relied on
and protected these lands and forests for generations.4

THE NINE STEPS TO A COMMUNITY FOREST
To gain the permission to manage and perhaps log in a
piece of land it owns, a community will seek Authorised
Forest Community status. To start this process a “selfidentifying”9 community writes an application letter
to the FDA, along with payment of US$250. This marks
the beginning of an approval process that includes
participatory resource mapping, harmonising and
demarcating the boundaries of the proposed community
forest area, dispute resolution and setting up community
governance structures.10
The process has been broken down into ‘Nine Steps’ (see
diagram on page 8), and once these have been completed
a Community Forest Management Agreement (CFMA) is
issued. Thereafter the community is free to decide, within
the FDA’s regulatory framework, how their resources
should be used and how any income from the community
forest should be spent.

LIBERIA’S LAND RIGHTS ACT
In 2009 Liberia established a Land Commission to
address the fact that Liberia has never had clearly
defined land rights policy or legal framework.
Through diligent analysis of the issues, and a wide,
participatory process, the Commission drafted a
Land Rights Policy, which was approved by President
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf’s ministerial cabinet in 2013.5
The policy addressed historic inequalities, making
a firm recommendation for ground-breaking
legislation that would enable Liberia’s rural
communities to secure legally-recognised land
rights through existing customary land ownership. It
advocated minimising the ambiguous ‘public lands’
land tenure designation and giving customary,
collectively owned lands protection equal to that of
private lands.6
Immediately following publication of the policy,
the Land Commission led on drafting a land rights
bill that would give it the necessary legal backing.
However, whilst the first draft bill was presented
in 2014 to the government for passage through the
legislature, the bill lingered there for four years,
raising the risk that amendments were being
introduced that would in effect undermine the whole
purpose of the law.7 Only in recent weeks did the
Senate pass the Land Rights Law of the Republic of
Liberia, and it is expected to receive ratification by
President Weah imminently.8

Nine Steps poster.
Credit: Global Witness, 2017

It is clear from the Nine Steps that the FDA maintains
important responsibilities with regards to the application
process.
In partnership with the community, the Authority is
responsible for carrying out Socio-Economic Survey and
Resource Reconnaissance, demarcating and harmonising
community forest boundaries, and administering all
community forests through a central and publicly
available registry.
Once Authorised Forest Community status is granted,
the FDA has a duty to approve Community Forest
Management Plans, monitor and evaluate community
forestry programmes, and resolve conflicts.11
Ultimately the Authority maintains control over
community forestry management, having the power to
recognise and terminate agreements, and to implement
community forestry programmes.12
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THE NINE STEPS13
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In addition to the Nine Steps
to obtain Authorised Forest
Community status, the CRL
Regulation (2017) lists two
subsequent steps, 10 and 11.

10
9
8

7
6
5
4
3
2
1

Implementation of the Community Forest Management Plan
(CFMP) by the Community Forest Management Body (CFMB) or a
sub-contracted third party, and periodic progress reporting to
the Executive Committee, Community Assembly and the FDA.
Preparation of the CFMP, by the CFMB and for approval by the
Executive Committee, Community Assembly, and then the FDA.

Authorised Forest Community status
is granted to the community by the FDA
in the form of a CFMA.
The FDA oversees the election and appointment of community
governance structures: the elected Community Assembly
and Executive Committee, who then appoint the members
of the CFMB.

Adjacent communities and other third parties may object to
the designation of a community forest. Any objections are to be
investigated and addressed by the FDA within 30 days if limited to
forest issues, or 90 days they involve other government agencies.
A draft of the Socio-Economic Survey and Resource
Reconnaissance, demarcation report and map are posted
for 30 days in the relevant and adjacent communities.

The Community forest boundaries are demarcated and
mapped by the FDA in collaboration with the community,
including physical boundary markers.

The FDA gives 30 days’ notice that demarcation and mapping
of community forest boundaries will be done.

The Socio-Economic Survey and Resource Reconnaissance is
carried out by the FDA, in collaboration with representatives
from all communities. Adjacent communities are invited.
The FDA gives 30 days’ notice to all communities within
the area that Socio-Economic Survey and Resource
Reconnaissance will be carried out.

The community applies to the FDA for Authorised Forest
Community status.
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Who manages a community forest?
Step Eight of the Nine Steps, immediately prior to award
of Authorised Forest Community status, requires three
tiers of governance structure to be put in place: the
Community Assembly, the Executive Committee and the
Community Forest Management Body (CFMB). Other than
two legislators who may be on the Community Assembly
and Executive Committee, all of these people must be
residents of the community (see box below).

WHO MANAGES A COMMUNITY FOREST?
The Community Assembly is elected by, and
has representatives from, all towns within the
community forest area, and has the final say over
all important decisions.

COMMUNITY

The Executive Committee, elected from and by
the Community Assembly, and including two
legislators, oversees the CFMB, having the power to
approve budgets and make policies or to investigate
the CFMB in cases of mismanagement.

COMMUNITY ASSEMBLY

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

The management of the community forest is carried
out by the CFMB, a body appointed by the Community
Assembly that reports to both the Executive Committee
and the Community Assembly.

COMMUNITY FORESTRY
MANAGEMENT BODY

Prior to the granting of Authorised Forest Community
status, a Community Forest Organising Committee, often
referred to as an ‘interim committee’, typically acts on the
community’s behalf through the Nine Steps application
process. The Community Forest Organising Committee,
however, has no status and cannot legally enter into any
contracts on the community’s behalf.
Only after Authorised Forest Community status has been
awarded by the FDA, and the CFMA has been issued,
can a CFMP be developed, and this is the responsibility
of the CFMB. This plan lays out exactly how the forest
will be used. The CFMB can request financial and
technical assistance from the FDA and other public
institutions to prepare the CFMP, or to assist with
other responsibilities. Community members and any
sub-contractors can then harvest timber or nontimber forest products and practice agriculture
sustainably only in accordance with the CFMP.
The top section of the diagram indicates the
hierarchy of community governance structures,
from the community downwards. The lower
section summarises the community’s collective
activities and responsibilities, in order to
deliver ‘sustainable forest management’.

CFMB CHAIR

POLICIES AND BYELAWS

COMMUNITY FORESTRY
MANAGEMENT PLAN

BUDGET

SUB-CONTRACTS

SUSTAINABLE FOREST
MANAGEMENT
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Norway has offered Liberia up to US150 million to help save its forests. Credit: Global Witness, 2017

LIBERIA’S FORESTS AND ITS
CLIMATE COMMITMENTS
The Government of Liberia is obligated to govern the
country’s forests in a way that reduces deforestation and
forest degradation. Liberia is proud that it retains around
40 percent of the remaining West African moist forest,
currently a net carbon sink.14 Since 2006 the country has
had a clear forest policy that centres on maintaining its
forests in order that they contribute a full range of goods
and services for the benefit of all Liberians, now and into
the future:

“The aim of the forestry policy of Liberia
is to conserve and sustainably manage all
forest areas, so that they will continue to
produce a complete range of goods and
services for the benefit of all Liberians and
contribute to poverty alleviation in the nation,
while maintaining environmental stability
and fulfilling Liberia’s commitments under
international agreements and conventions”.
National Forestry Policy15
Ostensibly, this commitment enjoys support from Norway,
which has established itself as the global leader of efforts
to mitigate climate change by protecting forests. In 2008 it

established the Norway International Climate and Forest
Initiative “to help save tropical forests while improving the
livelihoods of those who live off, in, and near the forests”.16
In 2014, the two countries entered into a climate deal
whereby, in time, Norway would pay Liberians for
carbon emissions they save by adopting climate-friendly
alternatives to felling forests. To prepare for this, Norway
would first assist Liberia in putting in place the legal,
institutional, capacity and systems requirements to make
such a scheme function. Core parts of this deal promoted
community forestry, conservation and legality in the
logging sector. Whilst recognising Liberia’s need for poverty
reduction and economic development, the primary goal of
the deal is to “ensure significant net reductions in [Liberia’s]
greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation and forest
degradation”.17 At the time the agreement was struck,
it was anticipated that by 2018 payments for verified
emission reductions would have commenced.18
Critically, the agreement also commits Liberia to finally put
an end to controversy over the legality of existing logging
permits by commissioning an independent investigation,
conducted by international experts, into the legality of
existing logging and other land-use contracts (see table
opposite). Until the investigation concludes, Liberia agreed
to stop issuing permits, including those for community
forestry that are backed by companies. The agreement
also stipulates that contracts shown by the investigation
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LIBERIA’S PROMISE TO NORWAY - LEGAL REFORM AND LAW ENFORCEMENT
The Letter of Intent signed between Liberia and Norway in 2014 provides a very detailed series of actions the
parties to the agreement have committed to, covering nine thematic areas related to forests, land use and
climate mitigation.19 This excerpt reproduces those covering the legality of forest permits, and lays out concerns
that the political will to meet these commitments is waning.
Commitment in the Letter of Intent

Progress and concerns

Immediate actions [as of 2015]:
a)	Moratorium on the award of new industrial logging
concessions, including CFMA that are backed by companies,
until all concessions have been independently reviewed by
a body approved by the Participants to ensure that legal
compliance and satisfactory procedures are in place.

Not upheld. The moratorium was in effect lifted in 2017 when
15 CFMAs were awarded, yet the independent review has not
yet happened.

b)	Moratorium on all commercial activity of existing,
suspected illegal concessions until satisfactory
investigation has taken place.

Not upheld. Concessions and logging operations in
community forests have continued. There have been no
significant suspensions.

c)	Enforcement of moratorium on companies that held illegal
Private Use Permits (PUPs), in accordance with Executive
Order No. 44 (January 2013).

Not upheld. No companies implicated in the PUP scandal
have been sanctioned.

d)	Suspension of government officials and private sector
representatives suspected of breaking the law.

Partly upheld. Six government officials were convicted of
the illegal issuance of PUPs. No private sector actors were
indicted.

Priorities in the 2015-2020 period:
a)	Complete an independent government investigation that
will examine the legality of existing logging and other landuse contracts. Cancel illegal or non-performing contracts.
Initiate discussions on altering the terms of contracts the
implementation of which will lead to damage of natural
forests.

Initiated, in part. A tendering process for international
experts to conduct this investigation was launched, but the
reference to “other land-use contracts” was omitted from the
terms of reference.20
A template and guidelines for a Commercial Use Contract for
logging operations in community forests has been drafted.

b)	Harmonise existing legal frameworks to ensure the
effective integration of Reduced Emissions from
Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+) within national
development strategies. Incorporate the Community
Rights Law into the Voluntary Partnership Agreement
(VPA) legality definition.

Initiated. Some regulations relating to community forestry
have been harmonised with legislation, and work is underway
to incorporate the Community Rights Law into the legality
definition.

c)	Finalise the legal framework to enact Liberia’s land-use
policy. Take appropriate measures to address land-tenure
conflicts and compensation claims.

Initiated. The Land Rights Law was passed in September
2018, after a four-year delay. It now requires implementing
regulations. A Land Authority has been established to oversee
dispute resolution.

d)	Further develop Liberia’s forest policy to ensure that
conservation and community forestry are given equal
priority compared to commercial forestry, in areas such as
regulation, resourcing and enforcement, in line with other
commitments in this Letter of Intent.

Initiated. A strategic review of the functions and purpose of
the FDA is underway. It is not yet clear if this will result in the
rebalancing of emphasis on community forestry.21

e)	Establish an independent panel to review all applications
for forest licenses at an early stage in the process, including
CFMAs, when issuance of these is resumed. Ensure that
this panel has the authority to suspend the process for
individual licenses if irregularities are discovered.

Inadequate. The Community Forestry Working Group has
been established but it lacks independence or authority, and
is discouraged from probing into any suspicious content or
company involvement in community forest applications.

For sources not referenced in the table please see elsewhere in the text.
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to be illegal or non-performing will be cancelled, and that
any individual community forests application process will
be suspended if irregularities are found.22
As documented in the rest of this report, these
commitments have not been upheld, creating a scenario
where Liberia is at risk of sliding into the same situation
that prevailed in 2011-12, when 63 illegal Private Use
Permits (PUPs) – occupying 2.5 million hectares or 23
percent of Liberia’s entire landmass – were issued.23
Norway and other international donors supporting
Liberia’s forest sector share responsibility, with the
Liberian government, for ensuring this investigation
is conducted with integrity and its recommendations
followed in full. PUPs are discussed in more detail on
page 30, but in short, the failure to sanction logging
companies for their abuse of the PUP system has, in part,
necessitated this new Global Witness investigation.
Given the country’s progressive community forestry law,
Liberia has also acknowledged the importance of its
community forestry initiative to climate objectives in its
forests and climate strategy:

“In the long-term the expansion of commercial
logging is most likely to occur in community
forests. The application to CFMAs of the same
standards that apply to Forest Management
Contracts is therefore important. Current
regulations for commercial logging in
community forests are different and less
stringent, so the framework for community
forestry need to be developed so that a
similarly high standard of sustainable logging
applies across the sector”.

HOW WE DID OUR RESEARCH
In order to better understand the drivers behind
the surge in community forestry applications
Global Witness carried out in-depth interviews
with 120 forest dependent people from twelve
forest communities in two counties. Interviewees
included CFMB and ordinary community members
and local leaders. We also interviewed government
administration officials, logging company
representatives, and intermediary businessmen,
either locally or in Monrovia. Our fieldwork was
conducted through several research visits in 2017.
In addition to the documents obtained from field
investigations we used a list of community forests
obtained from the FDA in June 2018,28 and made
a detailed analysis of over 500 publicly available
documents posted on the FDA website in September
2017, pertaining to 107 community forests29 (up
to 25 community forests did not have any such
information available at that time, making a total of
133 applicant or approved or community forestry
permits). We also carried out a mapping analysis to
look at potential overlaps between previous PUPs
and new community forestry application areas.
Global Witness also wrote to each of the private
individuals and companies named in the report to
provide them with an opportunity to comment on
the allegations we make about them.

National REDD+ Strategy24
Under the Norway deal, Liberia stands to benefit from
up to US$150 million, of which US$37.5 million has been
assigned so far, through the World Bank-led Liberia Forest
Sector Project. Over a quarter of this initial tranche,
US$10.5 million, is earmarked specifically to support 70
community forests.25 Other donors, notably the United
States Agency for International Development (USAID) and
some NGOs are providing funds and technical assistance
to a limited number of communities.26
However, as the preamble to Liberia’s national strategy on
forests and climate acknowledges: “we know that we are
losing our forest at an increasing rate. Those who depend
most on the forest will suffer most from its loss”.27 Failure
to control logging will not only deprive Liberia of millions
of dollars but will also result in immeasurable biodiversity
and habitat loss, undermine the livelihood of almost every
Liberian, and exacerbate global warming.

One of the most common complaints expressed about logging
companies’ activities is that they destroy vital fresh water and fish
resources. Credit: Global Witness, 2017
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ACQUIRING A COMMUNITY
FOREST IN PRACTICE:
WHY LOGGING COMPANIES
END UP RULING THE ROOST

Logging operations in Liberia have a well-documented history of driving conflict. Credit: Global Witness, 2017

As demonstrated in the preceding section, the legal
framework for community forestry in Liberia is in many
ways exemplary and progressive. But a combination
of factors are undermining it in practice, and Liberia’s
rainforests are at risk of becoming a free-for-all by those
with the money, resources and will to exploit local
people and their homes for profit. There is evidence
that throughout the application process, from boundary
demarcation to the election and appointment of
community governance structures, and on to forest
management planning, logging companies and
intermediaries – brokers, elites, and front companies –
are elbowing their way in.

“A confluence of factors in Liberia – namely,
weak state regulatory capacity, the existence
of sought-after resources, and the country’s
tenuous history with property rights for its
communities – [contribute] to co-optation
by actors with weaker de jure rights but
ultimately greater de facto rights for
accessing resources”.
Forest sector researcher30
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This section first looks at a real life example of where this
has taken hold – in the Garwin community forest – and
the specific routes companies and the local elite took
to put this exploitation into action. It documents the
roll-out of community forests in Liberia and shows that
companies co-opting community forests in their own
interests is not the result of one or two missteps, but is
widespread and systematic. It then looks in more detail at
illegal company-community financial agreements and the
loophole of medium-scale community forests that allows
this exploitation to happen. We also look into some of the
mechanisms by which communities are disempowered
and pushed into debt.

“There were some discussions going on to get
back some of those PUP forests… Those new
concessionaires that came in now had to go
through the FDA, that’s the normal procedure,
go through the FDA and express their interest,
what part of Liberia [the company] may have
interest in. Then you select and then there
will be a joint assessment team – you are
going to finance that whole operation, the
concessionaire will finance that entire process.
Then during the assessment you meet the
communities, the elders in the community, you
meet the youth and there will be a conference,
then you come and meet the people and
say ‘look we are interested in this forest’.
To convince them you have to spend a lot of
money. You end up spending an unnecessary
amount of money before they say yes, so the
FDA they can come in and do the survey…

[The legislature has to ratify the agreement so]
we have to spend, we spend big time now, big
time, big time! You know, lobby with cash to get
it through”.
Former logging company representative31
This is not the first time that forests have been stolen in
the name of Liberia’s communities. In 2012 Private Use
Permits were exposed by Global Witness, Save My Future
Foundation and the SDI as illegal.
PUPs dodged the taxes and public competitive bidding
process of other types of permit. They also contained no
sustainability requirements, essentially giving companies
a free pass to clear 40 percent of Liberia’s forests, including
almost half of the country’s primary intact forests. Many
of them were based on underlying land deeds that were of
either suspicious provenance or had been forged. Above
all, despite being on community land, typically these
deals were done behind the backs of ordinary community
members.32
A Special Independent Investigating Body (SIIB), appointed
by President Sirleaf Johnson to investigate the PUPs (see
page 30) determined that “the level of abuse of power
and public trust that characterised the transactional
relationship that evolved amongst various actors in the
forestry sector, was led and sanctioned by FDA. The
legal framework, including the National Forestry Reform
Law, Community Rights Law, Public Procurement and
Concessions Act, FDA regulations, and other laws have
been wilfully violated to such an extent that the effective
governance and management of the forestry sector has
been undermined and its viability threatened”.33 Global
Witness investigations show how a problem seen in Liberia
before is now masquerading under a different name, and
there are signs this could set the scene for conflict.

Many Private Use Permits were based on dubious community land title documents. Credit: Global Witness, 2014
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CASE STUDY: GARWIN COMMUNITY FOREST
When a powerful and politically connected
Liberian family had decided that they wanted
to get hold of the large, rich Garwin community
forest their actions left communities feeling
side-lined, twice.
Garwin forest is a particularly large, untouched area,
reportedly containing many valuable species.34 The
perceived value of this forest not only attracted a powerful
and politically connected family, but also drew in the
involvement of the local elite, including the county
superintendent at the time, and the county’s senator.

“There was some interference in our process.
Before registration we set up a committee to
register the forest. We had workshops with
the FDA. Then the commissioner got involved
and the committee members were left out.
Whenever the FDA sent any delegate they
would go straight to the commissioner… The
cars would pass through for meetings in town
and we were not invited”.
Member of Garwin community35
Community members reported to Global Witness that the
interference began when the county superintendent and
the district commissioner in place at the time took over the
application process from the interim committee after they
had completed Step Four of the Nine Steps, the posting of
notices announcing the demarcation of the forest.36 This
is possibly why the boundaries of the community forest
were incorrectly drawn in the map generated by the FDA,
according to community members interviewed in 2017.37
Community members also highlighted FDA involvement in
the logging company coming to the community, and some
said the FDA actually introduced the company and advised
the community to work with it.38
The company was initially called Xylopia Incorporated
(Xylopia) and managed by Thelma Sawyer, the wife of
former Interim President (and current chair of Liberia’s
Governance Commission) Amos Sawyer.39 With the help
of the district commissioner and the superintendent at
the time, company representatives sought to sign an
agreement with some community chiefs and elders.
Community members told Global Witness that Xylopia
paid community members to sign this agreement.

EXCERPTS FROM THE AGREEMENT
BETWEEN GARWIN CLAN AND XYLOPIA40
Whereas Garwin Clan has agreed to enter into a
Memorandum of Understanding for the sponsorship in
acquiring the Community Forest by Xylopia Inc.
Whereas Garwin community has agreed to enter into a
CFMA with Xylopia Inc. for management of commercial
logging in their community forest that is being
acquired from Government.
We also agree to protect and respect any investment
made by Xylopia on our behalf.
Obligations of Xylopia: We shall assist the community
in acquiring the forest. It is clearly understood that no
third party will come between the people of Garwin and
Xylopia. It is also understood that Xylopia is the only
company that will work with the people of Garwin.
Obligations of Community: Garwin community shall
make sure that they do not engage in any other
discussions with any other company.
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“We in the [interim] committee, even the
Chairman refused to sign the Memorandum
of Understanding (MOU), we asked for a copy
so we can view it and give it to our lawyers.
We said after two weeks we will contact you.
They refused and went back to the county
superintendent. That’s how the county
superintendent came and enforced it so they
signed the MOU overnight on 27 June 2016.
They accepted some bribe to sign the MOU.
[some people] received 2700 Liberian Dollars
(US$30) to sign the MOU”.
Member of Garwin community41

“They tried to hijack process by starting to pay
people. They wanted us to sign documents for
the forest. We asked them to give us time to
look at the documents… they didn’t like it that
way. They went and invited the superintendent
and [came to] our HQ. They said “sign the
document”. So they started paying people
2000 Liberian Dollars (US$20) and signed the
documents overnight. So we challenged it”.
Member of Garwin community42
This agreement did not work. According to community
members interviewed, one of the two clans involved
considered the deal unfair. With the help of leading NGO,
the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI), the clan
protested to the FDA.43 “So in March [2017], FDA came and
said that whatever document was signed before, we need to
start anew. So they formed a new Community Assembly”.44
Although this was a step in the right direction, the extent
to which the elections represented the will of the people
is questionable as one committee member said they were
elected because they had hosted FDA staff on their visits.45
However, the election ticked a box that the FDA needed to
tick before the forest could be given to a company.
By 2017 the community was dealing with a company
called Tetra Enterprise Incorporated (Tetra), which,
according to certain community members, is the same
outfit as Xylopia.46 In April that year the community
was granted its forest permit by the government, and
immediately after this, with the help of both the Senator
and the FDA, the company is alleged to have muscled its
way back in.47 “The FDA people brought the certificate
that the forest was turned over to the citizens and on the
spot they introduced the company and said they came to
look for a forest. That was through FDA”.48

Following this, a Third Party Forest Management Agreement
(commonly referred to as a social agreement) was
drafted, under dubious circumstances. According to one
community member, “[They] forced our people to sign
social agreement”.49 Another reported “The Senator said
that citizens were not allowed to speak in the meeting
when the social agreement was read out. Only committee
members were allowed to speak because they were
elected”.50

“They were paying them signature bonuses,
for the higher people it was more. Some people
received US$50 and some received as little
as US$10”.
Member of Garwin community.51
Reportedly, the county superintendent at the time was
not only involved in the application process but the
community suspects that he is still heavily involved with
Tetra Enterprises through his supervision of the renovation
of company buildings. “Then the superintendent came
from Rivercess way, he went there to renovate the
building. What happened to the community people?
Who is supposed to supervise this thing? The community
had their leadership already. If you have any cent from
the company, you send it to the leadership on the
ground to do cleaning and the renovation. But you are
the superintendent, who is supposed to be heading the
county, you come to sit down in Camos Town to supervise
one old burnt building to brush around it? So that makes
us think what really are you doing?”52
The way Garwin obtained Approved Community
Forest status illustrates many of the issues
highlighted in this report.

Community members say that companies and government officials meet
without them, cutting them out. Credit: Global Witness, 2017
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THE ALARMING RATE OF NEW
COMMUNITY FOREST APPROVALS
Several individual cases of the failure in the community
forestry permit approval process have been documented
by Global Witness and others in the past.53 In 2017 Global
Witness highlighted serious breaches of the law in six
community forest permits and in each of the seven Forest
Management Contracts (FMCs, large logging concessions
that were previously the main permit for logging
operations).54 This report adds to the previous evidence
to show that the problems are systemic and need to be
addressed as such, not least through a moratorium on
any future CFMAs and an independent investigation into
past illegalities.
Since the first community forests were authorised in 2011
the number of applications has grown to at least 133.55
Significantly, there is a predominance of community
forests in the 5,000 to 49,999 hectare category eligible for
medium-scale commercial operations. This should raise
alarm bells within the FDA and donor community that
companies are seeking to grab the forests with minimum
regulatory obstacles (see The loopholes, page 27).
In 2011-12 ten community forestry permits were granted,
totalling nearly 225,000 hectares. During this period
PUPs were the preferred route for logging companies to
access forests, but were exposed as illegal, cancelled, and
a moratorium on all new logging permits was imposed
in early 2013.56 Commitment to this moratorium was
reconfirmed in the Norway-Liberia deal (see table on page
11) so there was a hiatus in community forestry approvals
until 2017. The conditions agreed with Norway have not
yet been fully met, so it is not clear why the moratorium
has been lifted and the rate of approvals seems to be
increasing at an alarming rate (see timeline on page 18).
Since February 2017 the FDA has awarded permits to
14 communities eligible for medium-scale commercial
operations, covering over 300,000 hectares. In contrast,
eight conservation community forests were approved
during this period, totalling less than 53,000 hectares.
Overall, the total 133 community forests would, if all
approved, amount to an estimated area of 4.3 million
hectares, or 45 percent of Liberia.57
Considerable resources were put into devising and testing
the Nine Steps to a community forest, with support
principally from a succession of US-funded projects.
Any inclusive system designed to empower and protect
rural communities is bound to require time and money
to be completed properly. Although it is decentralising
the process, the hierarchical nature of the FDA has often
meant staff from its national headquarters must travel
to each applicant community at least nine times, and to
adjoining communities at least five times throughout the

process.58 All communities in the applicant area must
come together to participate in mapping and boundary
harmonisation, dispute resolution and to elect the
community governance structures.
As described in the next sections, this complexity has
inevitably provided opportunities for elite capture. The
common perception, promoted by logging companies,
the FDA and assorted middlemen is that you need three
things for a CFMA application to be approved: money, a
technical knowledge of logging, and friends in high places.
Having these three things makes you attractive to the
community elite, and to the logging companies. It puts you
in a powerful gatekeeper position.

THE USURPERS: COMPANY-DRIVEN
COMMUNITY FORESTRY APPLICATIONS
Evidence uncovered by Global Witness shows that the
Garwin example is by no means unique, and community
forestry applications are systematically being driven by
logging companies, rather than being genuine attempts by
communities to formalise their forest rights. Furthermore,
companies are involved well before community forests
are approved, despite this contravening the Community
Rights Law.

“I don’t know for what reason the government
told communities ‘you do everything on your
own don’t ask anybody to help you’. But in
reality the people don’t have anything, they
don’t have the means of doing anything and so
more often than not they call on us, even though
it’s legally wrong. In reality, if you don’t help
them we can’t do anything. That’s why we can
help them, materially, financially, otherwise”.
Broker59
The legal framework governing commercial logging
operations in community forests is clear. In summary,
there are three prerequisites. First, under Chapter 6 of
the CRL, that commercial logging requires a contract
between the community and the logging operator.
Second, under Section 4.2 of the CRL, that the only group
that may sign a contract in the name of the community
is the CFMB.60 Third, under Section 6.4 of the CRL, and
repeated in Section 10.1 of the CRL Regulations (2017),
commercial logging (and therefore the contract to do
so) is not permitted unless five conditions relating to the
establishment of community governance structures and
a forest management plan have been met.61 It follows
that these five conditions can only met after Approved
Community Forest status is awarded (Step 9) and the
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TIMELINE OF CFMA APPROVALS
2009

2010

2011
JULY 2011

LEGAL
REFORMS

OCTOBER 2009

Executive
Order cancels
PUPs

2011-2012

2007-2011

USAID Liberia Forestry Support Program

USAID LRCFP

2013
JANUARY 2013

Community
Rights
Regulations

Community
Rights Law
passed

DONOR AND
GOVERNMENT CONTEXT

2012

2012-2017

USAID PROSPER

ABBREVIATIONS
LRCFP: Land Rights and Community Forestry Programme
PROSPER: People, Rules and Organisations Supporting the Protection of Ecosystem Resources
FIFES: Forest Incomes For Environmental Sustainability
LFSP: Liberia Forest Sector Project

CFMAS APPROVED

4 FDA CFMAs

Average 38,600ha

5 USAID CFMAs

KEY

Average 4,200ha

FDA-supported
CFMAs
USAID-supported
CFMAs

1 FDA CFMA
49,000ha

12TH DECEMBER 2012

First reference to a PUP in
available CFMA documents

TOTAL CFMA AREAS AND NUMBER OF APPLICATIONS
120

600.000
Moratorium
on any new
forestry permits

400.000

80

300.000

60

200.000

40

100.000

20

0

0
2011

KEY

100

2012

Area approved (USAID CFMAs)

2013

2014

2015

Area approved (FDA CFMAs)

2016

2017

Number of applications

2018

No. of applications

Area approved (ha)

500.000
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2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

JANUARY 2017

Community
Rights
Regulations

Moratorium on any
new forestry permits

2015-2020

USAID FIFES
SEPTEMBER 2014

Norway-Liberia
Letter of Intent
signed

2016-2020

LFSP, with aim to support 70 CFMAs
OCT-DEC 2017

Election

Moratorium on any
new forestry permits

7 FDA CFMAs

Average 29,400ha

JANUARY 2018

New Government
7 FDA CFMAs

Average 27,600ha

8 USAID CFMAs
Average 5,700ha

CFMP, (Step 10) has been written and approved. Thus,
any agreement between a company and community,
or any engagement of a company with ‘community
representatives’ prior to Step 10 would be in breach of
the law.
Contrary to the Nine Steps and legal framework, logging
companies are entering into agreements with communities
before Authorised Forest Community status has been
awarded (see Gbarsaw Clan document, page 20). The forest
authority has recognised this, expressing “concern that
logging companies may be able to unduly influence
communities, so that they choose commercial logging over
other options… especially based upon the past practices
of some of the Liberia-based logging companies”.62
An analysis of the Nine Steps documents from 107
applicant communities made available on the FDA’s
website reveals that 13 give evidence of logging
company involvement prior to the Step Nine granting
of a community forestry permit. Field interviews

have confirmed this, with four logging company
representatives admitting that they are actively seeking
out community forests as a route to logging.63

“We are asking him, how really did you get
this money [to run the forest business]? Later
he told us one company, that they were the
ones that had been helping him [financially].
So there we have a little problem”.
Community member 64

“There is a [company] fronting the whole
process, [they] want to come in to the
community because the community does
not have money to do it on their own”.
Community member 65
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A CONTRACT, BY ANY OTHER NAME
Any agreement between a logging company and
individuals ‘representing’ a community prior
to the establishment of a legally incorporated
representative body is illegal. As such there is no
official guidance on the form such contracts should
take, so they are variously described as MOUs, Third
Party Agreements, Financial Support Agreements,
or Social Agreements, the first two terms being the
more common.
Use of the term Social Agreements can cause
particular confusion as it should refer only to a
legally-required agreement between a community
and a logging company in state-issued logging
concessions (FMCs and Timber Sales Contracts), and
not in community forests.

GBARSAW CLAN SEEK
FINANCIAL SUPPORT
This letter, signed long before Gbarsaw Clan elected
its CFMB, ‘authorises’ some community members to
seek financial support.66

Any company seeking to ‘assist’ a community with its
application will want to protect this investment with some
sort of guarantee that it will be rewarded (see for example
agreement between Gbarsaw & Dorbor Clans, and Yeeyea,
opposite). As a result, communities find their hard-won
rights handed over to a logging company, excluding the
possibility of doing something with the forest that will
actually benefit them. Typically, the company will seek
to sign an agreement with the community, and those
agreements seen by Global Witness indicate communities
will find themselves caught by onerous terms imposed
by vague agreements that only the logging company
understands, and deprived of any meaningful benefits.
These agreements are likely to be illegal as, if signed by
individuals ‘representing’ the community prior to the
establishment of a legally incorporated CFMB, they are
not legally robust and disputes will lead to expensive
litigation.67 Seven community informants reported
concerns to Global Witness that if their agreement with a
company was discovered, the application for a community
forest would be disqualified.68

The CRL uses the term Commercial Use Contract for
community-company deals agreed after Authorised
Forest Community status has been awarded69 (and
is therefore ostensibly legal), but in the absence
of clear guidance on what this should look like,
such agreements are also at times referred to as
MOUs or Third Party Agreements. However, in 2018
Client Earth and Heritage Partners & Associates are
developing a template Commercial Use Contract
to assist communities in protecting their rights and
strengthening their negotiating position vis-à-vis
agreements with logging companies.

Examination of the documents published by the FDA
and those obtained during fieldwork reveal evidence of
company involvement in 23 application areas (see table on
page 22). In ten of these there is evidence of an agreement
signed with a logging or broker company that pre-dates
the community forestry permit being awarded, and in
some cases dates back to the time of PUPs (see page 30
for a discussion on PUPs).
Four of these – Blinlon, Garwin, Gbarsaw & Dorbor,
and Whea-Sayn & Gbarsaw – clearly suggest that the
logging company would provide financial assistance
to the community in order to get the forest approved,
in exchange for rights to log the forest once Authorised
Forest Community status is obtained. In two of these –
Blinlon (see agreement between Blinlon Clan and LTTC on
page 26 ) and Garwin – these deals grant the company
exclusive rights to log, preventing the community from
negotiating the best deal. Community interviewees told
the same story, that agreements are being signed with
logging companies before the community forest had
been approved.70
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In a further 12 communities there is evidence of negotiations
with a company underway but possibly not signed prior to
the community forestry permit being awarded.

“At no point in time companies are allowed
to interact with these people… [Communities
must later provide] a community forest
management plan that will give the FDA an
opportunity to vet logging companies they
want to enter an agreement with”.
Gertrude Nyaley, FDA71
Despite firm rhetoric from the FDA, the analysis in the table
on page 22 shows that logging companies are actively
seeking forests to log, and communities could be co-opted
into handing over their resources, well before the
community forestry permit is granted. This hunger for
deals was corroborated by community members Global
Witness spoke to.72 Some communities reported that
logging companies had entered their forests to assess
the resources, and in at least one location without
community permission.73
The money a company spends on helping a community
through the Nine Steps will need to be paid back somehow.
But the company-community agreements are often vague

EXCERPTS FROM THE AGREEMENT
BETWEEN GBARSAW & DORBOR CLANS,
AND YEEYEA76
Whereas the community needs Financial Support for
the processing of Community Forest License for subject
Community Forests… Yeeyea Investment Corporation
[Yeeyea] has agreed to provide said financial support to the
Community to acquire the Community Forest Rights for its
Operation and Management. (p.1)
The parties herein agree that Yeeyea will give financial
support by which the Community will drive the process of
acquiring the Community Forest License for Management
and Operation by Yeeyea. (p.2)
The Community Forest rights acquisition project shall
require the amount of $75,000 for the acquisition of the said
identified community forest… The Community may ask for
more funds as the need arises for the successful completion
of the acquisition process with the FDA. (p.3)
Remittances made by Yeeyea up to the acquisition of the
license shall be deducted from Communities’ future revenue
from Royalty earned from the Community Management and
Operation Agreement. (p.3).

on this point with evidence suggesting that it could be
deducted from future logging revenues from the community
forest. Some MOUs speak of the community obligation to
“protect and respect any investment” (see agreement
between Garwin Clan and Xylopia on page 15) or more
explicitly that costs “shall be deducted from Communities’
future revenue” (see agreement between Gbarsaw & Dorbor
Clans, and Yeeyea, below). In Blinlon community forest
“LTTC shall assist in the demarcation of the forest areas at
a cost to the [community]” (see agreement between Blinlon
Clan and LTTC on page 26). More opaquely, in Whea-Sayn &
Gbarsaw, an unsigned MOU on company paper says
“through the instrumentality of” Gedeh Woods “the FDA
shall conduct for community forestry”.74
Even if agreements signed prior to the community forestry
permit being awarded were allowed by law, without any
clarity on the costs of completing the Nine Steps there is
no way for the community to know the exact amount the
company has paid.
A representative of a community based organisation
raised his concerns to Global Witness that “the company
could pretend that they spent US$1 million on the
application process and so can’t pay the community
any money for a long time, undermining the entire
rationale for the community to obtain Authorised
Forest Community status in the first place”.75

21

22

EVIDENCE OF COMPANY-COMMUNITY AGREEMENTS
Community

Key details in agreement

Documentary evidence there is an agreement between community and named company
Beyan Poye78

Community Forestry Management Agreement with Akewa Group of Companies Liberia Incorporated (Akewa).

Blinlon79

Community Forest Management Contract with Liberia Tree and Timber Corporation (LTTC) states: “LTTC will assist
in the demarcation of the forest area at a cost to the [community]. LTTC… shall have exclusive management rights to
operate and manage the community forests of which the [community] warrant to protect and defend. Furthermore,
LTTC shall have right to transfer title to its partner”.
Undated letter from the FDA clarifying “communities applying for Community Forest Status are expected to apply
without any company’s backing” so “the Agreement signed between Blinlon Clan and the Association of Logging
Engineers of Liberia (ALEL) cannot suffice as an instrument to allow ALEL to log the forest”.

Deabo80

MOU in which the community “invite… Unitimber Corporation [Unitimber] to carry out logging operations”.

Garwin81

MOU with Xylopia, who agrees to “assist in acquiring the forest… It is clearly understood that no third party will come
between the people of Garwin and Xylopia… It is also understood that Xylopia is the only company that will work with
the people of Garwin”.
Community Forest Management Agreement with Tetra.
Third Party Forest Management Agreement with Tetra.

Gbarsaw &
Dorbor 82

MOU with Yeeyea states: “Yeeyea has agreed to provide said financial support to the community to acquire the
community forest rights for its operation and management”. The company “shall require US$75,000 for the acquisition
of the community forest,” which “shall be deducted from the communities’ future revenue from royalties earned from
the communities’ management and operation agreement”.

Geetroh83

MOU with Universal Forestry Corporation (Universal) who will “do business with [the community] owner of forest land
by means of establishing logging industry”.

Karluway 184

MOU in which the community “invite… Unitimber to carry out logging operations”.

Karluway 285

MOU in which the community “invite… Unitimber to carry out logging operations”.

Marloi & Vambo86

MOU in which the community “assures… ALEL that said forest has no encumbrance; hence [ALEL] is authorised and
free to commence its logging operation”.

Whea-Sayn &
Gbarsaw 87

Unsigned MOU in which the community “allows, permits and authorised” Gedeh Woods Incorporated (Gedeh Woods)
“to commence exploitation of marketable logs” and “through the instrumentality of” Gedeh Woods “the FDA shall
conduct for community forestry”.
Undated but signed petition from the community to Gbehzohn International Traders (Gbehzohn) “for and in
consideration of the operation and extraction of round logs”.

Zehnla88

FDA affirms an MOU with LTTC: “Citizens of both Blinlon and Zehnla clans have already signed a Memorandum of
Understanding with LTTC”. The community subsequently refutes this saying the dispute has “confused the minds of
our people toward the status of the Social Agreements between the citizens and LTTC, and coupled with the frequent
visitations by ALEL’s agent”.
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Key agreement dates

Key community
forest dates77

Comments

25 March 2017

Application: 20 Jun 2014

The agreement with Akewa makes no reference to a CFMP,
which should have been developed and approved after the
community forest was approved and before any agreement with
a logging company can be signed.

Approved on 22 February 2017

18 April 2011 (LTTC)

Application: 3 July 2014

15 September 2012: reference to
a Community Forest Management
Contract concluded and signed
with ALEL.

Not yet approved

31 July 2011

Application: 10 June 14
Not yet approved

3 April 2016 (Xylopia)

Application: 19 July 2014

18 March 2017 (Tetra)

Approved on 22 February 2017

15 August 2014

Application: 5 August 2015
Approved on 18 January 2018

10 May 2007

Application: 9 December 2014
Not yet approved

22 May 2011

Application: 30 June 2014
Not yet approved

3 September 2011

Application: 30 June 2014
Not yet approved

9 June 2012

Application: 2 July 2014
Not yet approved

(no date) March 2015

Application: 29 October 2014
Not yet approved

18 April 2011 (LTTC)

Application: 3 July 2014

18 September 2012: reference to a
communication introducing ALEL
to manage and log the community
forest.

Not yet approved

Two companies have engaged the community for two years
prior to it submitting a valid community forest application.
There is also an ongoing dispute as to which agreement is in
effect, and a warning from the FDA that such agreements are
beyond the law.

The company has engaged the community for three years prior
to it submitting a valid community forest application.
Global Witness has seen three versions of the agreement,
each with a different title, suggesting considerable confusion
over what is required or legal.

The company has engaged the community for a year prior to it
submitting a valid community forest application, and loaned it
US$75,000 to assist with the application process.

The company has engaged the community for over seven years
prior to it submitting a valid community forest application.
The company has engaged the community for over three years
prior to it submitting a valid community forest application.
The company has engaged the community for over two years
prior to it submitting a valid community forest application.
The company has engaged the community for two years prior to
it submitting a valid community forest application.
Two companies appear to be engaging the community, and
the phrase ‘instrumentality’ suggests company support in the
application process.

Two companies have engaged the community; one for three
years prior to it submitting a valid community forest application.
There is also an ongoing dispute as to which company the
community wants to engage, and references to forged
signatures and bribery.
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EVIDENCE OF COMPANY-COMMUNITY AGREEMENTS
Community

Key details in agreement

Evidence of company involvement but no written agreement available
District 3B&C89

The by-laws and constitution of the forest community state “#3B & #3C Forest community is in partnership
with the African Traders Entrepreneurs Enterprise Incorporated (ATEE).” The community also petitioned the
company to this effect.

Guehzueh90

The community reportedly signed an MOU with Global Logging Company in December 2016.

Niplaihkpo &
Lower Jloh91

An application letter states that Niplaihkpo community are “under the supervision of Atlantic Resources
Limited” (Atlantic).

Rockcess92

The community has reportedly been working with Universal since 2008.

Tarsue93

Community “reiterates our call for the issuance of a community forest management contract or permit to
Mandra Forestry Liberia Limited [Mandra] to operate within our community forest”.
Mandra has stated that at this stage it has no interest to partner with any logging company, individual or group
of individuals in the management and exploitation of logs from the Tarsue community forest.

Totoe & Duo94

Community “reiterates our call for the issuance of a community forest management contract or permit to
Mandra to operate within our community forest ”.
Mandra has stated that at this stage it has no interest to partner with any logging company, individual or group
of individuals in the management and exploitation of logs from the Totoe & Duo community forest.

Yeablo95

Community has “come to one agreement with management of Limetac Liberia Incorporated in our community
forest for the purpose of logging”.

Ziadue &
Teekpeh96

Community members report the application process is being financed by EJ & J Investment Corporation (EJ&J).
They mention at least five other companies have approached them at various times.

Request for previous PUP to change status to community forest
Cavalla97

Community calls upon the FDA to “to change the previous nomenclature to Community Forest Status instead of
PUP” with Cavalla.
The PUP was awarded to Cavalla Forestry Company on 15 June 2011, but apparently operated by Atlantic.

Koninga A98

The community has been working with Gbarpolu Development Association (a logging company) since the time it
was a PUP, and this has enabled faster progress through the Nine Steps.

Nyorwein &
Jo-River 99

Community describes itself as “of the former PUP 23” in acceptance of the termination of the PUP and CFMA
application. The accompanying CFMA map corresponds to PUP 23, which was awarded to Forest Venture on 6
October 2011.

Seekon100

Application letter begins with “having been informed of the cancellation of PUPs”

Relationship with company but not named
Duo, Sinoe
County101

Community expresses concern that “some strange people from Toto Chiefdom are negotiating concessional
agreement with some investors to operate our forest”.

Gayepuhole102

Community is “in the process of preparing a management agreement with a potential timber company”.
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Key agreement dates

Key community
forest dates

Comments

18 May 2015: By-laws and
constitution

Application: 16 June 2014

There is evidence of company engagement with the community
prior to approval of the forest permit.

Not yet approved

Petition signed but not dated
No corroborated information on
dates available

Application: 2 November 2013

15 June 2012: Reference to
Atlantic

Application: 10 November 2013

No information on dates available

Application: 8 November 2012

Not yet approved

Not yet approved

Not yet approved
14 March 2013: Reference to
preferred logging company

Application: 30 October 2014

14 March 2013: Reference to
preferred logging company

Application: 11 June 2014

23 October 2012: Reference to
agreement with logging company

Application: 27 June 2014

May 2017 references to logging
company

Application: 28 June 2014

10 December 2012: reference to
PUP and Cavalla

Application: 29 November 2014

No information on dates available

Application: 30 June 2014

Approved on 18 January 2018

Not yet approved

Not yet approved

Approved on 23 November 2017

Not yet approved

Approved on 18 January 2018
29 October 2013: reference to
PUP 23

Application: 11 June 2014

22 November 2013: reference
to PUP

Application: 22 November 2013

15 February 2015: reference to
unnamed company

Application: 15 February 2015

19 July 2013: reference to
unnamed company

Application: 19 July 2013

Not yet approved

Not yet approved

Not yet approved

Not yet approved

There is evidence of company engagement with the community
for at least a year prior to it submitting a valid community forest
application.
There is evidence of company engagement with the community
for at least a year prior to it submitting a valid community forest
application.
There is evidence of company engagement with the community
prior to approval of the forest permit.
There is evidence of company engagement with the community
for at least a year prior to it submitting a valid community forest
application.

There is evidence of company engagement with the community
for at least a year prior to it submitting a valid community forest
application.

There is evidence of company engagement with the community
for at least a year prior to it submitting a valid community forest
application.
There is evidence of at least one company involved prior to
approval of the community forest.

The community regards conversion from a PUP as a simple
administrative matter.

The community and company regard conversion from a PUP
as a simple administrative matter.
The community regards conversion from a PUP as a simple
administrative matter.

The community regards conversion from a PUP as a simple
administrative matter.

There is an apparent dispute between clans, possibly also involving
an unnamed logging company.
A company is engaging the community at the same time as
submitting a community forest application.

25

26

EXCLUSIVE RIGHTS - THE AGREEMENT
BETWEEN BLINLON CLAN AND LTTC
The citizens of Blinlon Clan have negotiated, concluded
and signed a Community Forest Management Contract
with LTTC Incorporated and have resolved to grant the
said LTTC exclusive rights to operate and manage the
community forest
Letter from Blinlon Clan to FDA, 16 May 2011.103

[The community] shall make all representations to
the relevant authorities of the Government of Liberia
relative to obtaining approval for the use of the forests…
[The community] shall ensure that during the life of this
contract that LTTC shall have unrestricted access to the
forests without molestation and hindrances… LTTC shall
assist in the demarcation of the forest areas at a cost
to the [community]… LTTC has exclusive management
rights to operate and manage the community forests of
which the [community] warrants to protect and defend.
Furthermore, LTTC shall have right to transfer title to
its partner
Community Forest Management Contract between
Blinlon Clan and LTTC, 11 April 2011.104
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“We asked the people [spearheading the CFMA
application] whether they have any debt.
They said “not per se”. They spent money but
the citizens asked them “the money which
you people spent for this forest it will be
refunded?” They said “we can’t say no and
we can’t say yes, but let the whole process
end then we will tell you the money we are
spending – will it be refunded or it is free. Then
we will tell you people. Those who are heading
the process told us. So whether someone is
sponsoring this thing we, the citizens don’t
really know”.

hectares and up to the maximum community forest of
250,000 hectares.107 The National Forestry Reform Law
states Forest Management Contracts may be 50,000 to
400,000 hectares, and limits Timber Sales Contracts to
a maximum of 5,000 hectares, but does not specify a
permit-type for ‘medium-scale’ forest areas in between.108
Earlier drafts of the CRL law lacked this differentiation
into three size-categories, suggesting it was incorporated
into the CRL at the last minute.109 The final CRL defers
to the National Forestry Reform Law but only states the
area limits for medium-scale community forests.110 Thus
by emphasising medium-scale operations, which are not
covered by the National Forestry Reform Law, this has
provided logging companies with a convenient loophole
to access community forests between 5,001 and 49,999
hectares unencumbered by strict regulations.

Community member105

Of the 107 applicant communities whose documents have
been made available on the FDA’s website, information
on the area of the community forest is available for 64.111
Sixteen of these are conveniently just under the size limit
for medium-scale commercial operations in a community
forest (i.e. they are between 45,000 and 50,000ha). This
maximises their profitability whilst keeping them in the
least-regulated category. This is in contrast to the 13
community forests supported by the USAID (see timeline
on page 18), all of which have been under 9,000 hectares.
This would seem to suggest that the FDA and/or logging
companies are influencing the size of applicant community
forests, in violation of the CRL that requires communities
to self-identify.112

In all these examples it is completely unclear if the
community will need to repay the company, how much,
on what terms, over what time period, or what the
consequences might be of non-payment. The people
signing these agreements have an interest in keeping
them secret because they are illegal, and Global Witness
suspects many more of these arrangements exist than
have come to light so far. Their secrecy also means that
companies, brokers and elites are free to make decisions
that serve their own interests rather than those of the
community as a whole. There is no opportunity for
the terms of the agreement to be negotiated so the
community is denied the right to scrutinise agreements
that give away their forest resources and will impact their
livelihoods. Whilst they grant the company unhindered
access to community forest resources, the ten agreements
Global Witness examined provide little for the community
in return – nothing more than the legal obligations that a
third-party logging company already has if it operates in
a community forest.

The loopholes
In addition to premature and therefore illegal companycommunity agreements, there are a number of
weaknesses persisting in the legal framework that are
allowing logging companies to disempower communities
and take control of community forests. Despite the CRL
Regulation being revised in 2017, changes were limited to
harmonising the regulation with other legislation and the
opportunity was missed to correct significant loopholes.
The biggest of these concerns medium-scale community
forests.106 The CRL Regulation outlines three different
size categories for commercial use in community forests:
small-scale, under 5,000 hectares; medium-scale, between
5,001 and 49,999 hectares; and large-scale, over 50,000

Medium-scale logging permits in community forests have the weakest
regulations, allowing companies to cut even more timber.
Credit: Global Witness, 2017
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There are other shortcomings in the legal framework for
community forestry. For example:
The screening process undertaken by the multistakeholder Community Forestry Working Group is felt by
some of its members to be constrained by the law such
that screening becomes a tick-box exercise.113 Arguably
there is no opportunity to probe into any suspicious
content in the community forest application, to make
field checks, or to cross-check the application with other
information, although there is also no legal restriction
preventing these kinds of additional checks.
Under the CRL Regulation (2017) communities wishing
to generate revenue from any part of their forests are
required to follow Liberia’s forestry regulations, which
focus overwhelmingly on the establishment of logging
contracts and are not suited to the management of
forests by communities.114
There are currently no binding regulations ensuring
Commercial Use Contracts are negotiated through
an inclusive and transparent process. For community
medium-scale logging operations there are also no
regulations that prevent companies from clear-cutting
the forest.115
In absence of clear guidelines companies have
substituted logging plans for CFMPs.116
The CRL states that two members of the National
Legislature should be members of each Authorised Forest
Community’s Executive Committee, opening the door for
political domination over community forest decisions.117
As documented previously by Global Witness,118 some of
these provisions – or lack of implementing regulations –
undermine the very same Community Rights Law, which
establishes that it is a community’s right to make informed
choices about the best use of the forests and prohibits
the FDA from drafting regulations that bias communities
towards industrial logging.119

REAL COMPANIES?
The change in name of the logging company operating
in Garwin community forest, from Xylopia to Tetra (see
page 15) is just one example of the confusion, ambiguity
and shifting sands that characterise the logging industry
in Liberia.

“One thing I observed is that people who have
money they present themselves as a company,
when you sign document with them they will
go and find a company to work”.
Community member120

Take for example the Ziadue & Teekpeh community forest
in Rivercess County. Spearheaded by the local elite with
financing from the EJ&J logging company, community
informants told Global Witness that the logging
company had failed to consult adequately with the wider
community, causing divisions and leadership disputes.121
The chief executive officer of EJ&J admits that they do not
have the equipment or finances to operate a concession
independently, and instead rely on Liberia’s largest foreign
logging companies to do the harvesting.122
EJ&J adopted a similar approach in the past. In at least
one of its PUPs, Jo River, the company acted as the
intermediary between the community and Forest Venture,
transferring the logging permit to Forest Venture without
the local people’s knowledge and depriving them of their
rightful benefits.123

“It is evident that EJ&J do not have the financial
means to operate independently. From all
indications, EJ&J is one of several companies
set up as an Atlantic Resources affiliate to
acquire FMCs and PUPs and then invite one of
the affiliate companies to operate”.
Official PUP investigation124
It is likely that EJ&J will seek a similar arrangement
in Ziadue & Teekpeh community forest, financing the
permit’s passage through the Nine Steps and then handing
it to a different company to harvest the timber. Authorised
Forest Community status was granted on 23 November
2017,125 and EJ&J is reportedly in talks with Mandra.126
There are only a handful of logging companies in Liberia
that actually have the finances and equipment to operate
a concession. On initial inspection, these companies
don’t feature prominently in community forests. Instead,
companies linked to community forest applications (see
table on page 22) tend to be unknown:
Some, such as ALEL (see table on page 22) and ATEE,127
appear to be service-provider or broker companies, using
their connections to help push applications through.
They are typically staffed by former employees of the FDA
or logging companies, and are able to capitalise on these
networks.
Others have been around long enough to have a history
of obtaining logging permits only to then sub-contract
them to a large foreign company to operate: EJ&J
obtained FMC B, now operated by Mandra, and two PUPs
that were subsequently operated by Forest Venture; LTTC
obtained the FMC C, now operated by Mandra.128
Some are companies not known to have ever operated
a logging concession in Liberia: Gbehzohn, Gedah Woods,
Tetra, Unitimber, Xylopia, and Yeeyea.
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“[Company] people that came are not working
in forest but they help us with registering the
forest. They were the ones that paid money to
the FDA for the registration”.
Community member129
Logging companies in Liberia must be prequalified in
a process that includes a number of important checks
designed to exclude companies lacking sufficient
resources, those which have not paid all previous taxes
and those that are owned by politicians or others barred
from such positions (see below).
The regulation covering prequalification was, like
many other forest sector regulations, written primarily
with a view to controlling FMCs, not logging contracts
in community forests, thus they are open to some
interpretation. However the FDA has sought to require
prequalification from companies wishing to operate in
community forests.

PREQUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS
(ANNOTATED EXCERPTS)130
The type of logging permit the company plans to
obtain (clause 2). Thus, prequalification for operating
a FMC or in a community forest would be different, but
no specific clauses for the latter are provided.

Despite the Prequalification Review Panel requiring seven
members, from four government ministries and a civil
society representative,131 the process lacks transparency
and accountability. There is no evidence in the public
domain to show that these companies have met the
criteria to competently and legally manage the type of
forest they are operating in. As, for example, Mandra’s
Prequalification certificate shows (below), a certificate
for operating in an FMC has been renewed and published
in the context of Sewacajua community forest without
any supporting evidence that the company meets the
prequalification requirements for a community forest.
As reported previously by Global Witness, logging and
other natural resource companies in Liberia are required,
under legislation to implement the Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative, to publish the names of the people
who ultimately own and/or control them. The first audit
of these company statements showed logging companies
have failed to report who their real owners are.132
Furthermore, Global Witness has concerns that many of
the intermediary companies in Liberia’s logging sector
may have connections with one of the world’s largest
logging companies – Samling – who are using political
connections and influence in Liberia to take control of a
significant proportion of West Africa’s largest remaining
tract of rainforest (see box on page 34).

A business plan “demonstrating technical and
financial capacity” commensurate with the this type
of permit (clause 5). Thus, companies lacking the
finance to operate, or those without the skills, should
not be able to qualify.
The applicant is “in good standing” regarding
payment of corporate taxes and forest feed (clauses
5 and 6 of Schedule I). Thus, companies in arrears on
forest-related or other taxes and fees should not be
able to qualify.
The applicant has supplied a list of Significant
Individuals, as defined (clause 15 of Schedule I).
Thus, a company would not qualify if it was owned or
controlled by politicians or individuals debarred from
the sector.
An affirmation, “under penalty of perjury” that the
information is correct (clause 8). Thus the onus is on
the applicant company to demonstrate compliance
with the prequalification criteria.

MANDRA’S PREQUALIFICATION
CERTIFICATE133
Although the certificate is published, none of the
evidence to support prequalification has been.
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PRIVATE USE PERMITS: SAME PROBLEM
UNDER A NEW NAME
In 2012, following concerns raised by Global Witness and
others, President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf ordered a detailed
investigation into all 63 PUPs, establishing the Special
Independent Investigating Body (SIIB) for the purpose.
The SIIB uncovered widespread fraud (see box below)
and in January 2013 the President was forced to issue
an Executive Order to suspend all PUPs in a moratorium
that applied “also to all logging activities of any person,
whether natural or juridical, who holds a PUP and operates
in Liberia under any other logging license” and “shall
remain in effect until otherwise lifted”.134 This section of
this report shows that the same companies are deeply
involved in community forests.

The PUPs amounted to over 2.5 million hectares, or 23
percent of the land area of Liberia,136 and the Executive
Order noted “massive fraud, misrepresentations, abuses
and violations of the National Forestry Reform Law in the
issuance of Private Use Permits to the extent that this
inter-generational asset has been severely threatened”.137
The Executive Order demanded a review of the weak
regulatory framework governing PUPs, and criminal
prosecutions. As a result, five government officials,
including Moses Wogbe, the former Managing Director
of the FDA, were convicted of the illegal issuance of 61 of
the 63 PUPs and associated economic sabotage to the
amount of US$6 million.138 However, no companies were
brought to account, despite the official investigation
recommending “That the illegal actions of Atlantic

SELECTED RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE REPORT OF THE SPECIAL INDEPENDENT
INVESTIGATING BODY INTO PUPS
The SIIB, in its report on PUPs, made 31 recommendations.135 These excerpts reproduce those with
repercussions for future forest law enforcement, and comments on the extent to which they were implemented.
SIIB recommendation

Progress and concerns

FDA must develop a recording system for all documents related
to forestry licenses and social agreements.

Incomplete, with the result that many documents relating to
community forestry permits are not available.

The Board of Directors of FDA should be required to establish
and institute appropriate guidelines for reviewing, approving,
and attesting to the actions of FDA.

Not fully implemented. The FDA Board is still expected to
approve community forestry permits without being given the
time and information to make independent and considered
decisions.

Atlantic should be required to pay all tax arrears on FMC P and
be permanently barred from engaging in commercial forestry
activities for violation of [forest laws] and for orchestrating
fraudulent activities in Liberia’s forest sector.

Never implemented. Atlantic still owes taxes, still operates
in FMC P and in community forests.

Affiliated companies including Forest Venture, Nature
Orient Timber Corporation, Southeast Resources should be
permanently barred from engaging in commercial forestry
activities for violation of [forest laws] and for orchestrating
fraudulent activities in Liberia’s forest sector.

Never implemented. Forest Venture still operates logging
operations. The fate of the other two companies is unknown.

That EJ&J and its Chief Executive Officer Eliza Kronyan be
prevented from engaging in commercial forest activities
unless an independent panel makes a determination that the
company has the financial and technical capacity to operate
a commercial forestry license independently.

Never implemented. EJ&J still holds logging permits and
Eliza Kronyan admits that they do not have the equipment or
finances to operate a concession independently.

FDA must develop and publicize a fee structure for
administrative and other costs associated with
forestry licenses.

Not fully implemented for community forestry, where
there is no official guidance on the cost of working through
the Nine Steps.

For sources please see elsewhere in the text.
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Hastily compiled, inadequate forest management plans allow destructive industrial-scale logging to go unsanctioned. Credit: Global Witness, 2017

Resources and its associated companies be further
investigated by the Ministry of Justice”.139
Since their effective cancelation in 2013 there is no longer
any appetite for PUPs. At the same time, the FDA has not
issued any new commercial logging concessions since
2012 and has stated that they have no plans to issue
any more in the future.140 Thus, whilst CFMAs are the
only avenue communities in Liberia currently have to
formalise their forest-land rights (until the Land Rights
Law is implemented), they are also the only option logging
companies have to access new forest areas.

“We had concessions before, but there was
the moratorium on Private Use Permits. So
the concessions came to a halt so now we are
trying to commence another community forest
because the entire [PUP] process has been
transformed into community forests”.
Logging Company representative141
Furthermore, as the PUPs debacle showed, logging
companies are keen to get hold of logging permits with
few regulations, making medium-scale community
forests an attractive option. All community forests must
be governed by a CFMP (see page 38), and comply with
relevant clauses of the National Forestry Reform Law
and the Ten Core Regulations. But these texts contain no
provisions for commercial operations in medium-scale
community forests.

Global Witness has used location data to examine overlaps
between a selection of current community forests and
previous PUPs (see table on page 32 and map on page
35). To date, 20 community forestry applications show
overlaps with previous PUPs.
There are digitised maps of 29 approved community
forests, all of which have been published through a
collaboration between the World Resources Institute (WRI)
and the FDA.142 For another five approved community
forests there is no readily accessible digital map.
Geospatial information does exist for some community
forest applications including WRI digitised maps for 12
such applications.143 However, in some cases the location
and area of community forests can only be approximated
from the list of towns and the estimated area included a
community forestry application.
The extent of the connections to PUPs, especially
when corroborated with other references to PUPs in
the community forestry application documents (see
examples in table on page 24), is alarming. It demonstrates
the damage being done by the failure to implement
the enforcement action against logging companies
recommended in the official investigation into PUPs.
Instead, companies are once again poised to dramatically
expand their operations.
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CFMAS WITH EVIDENCE OF OVERLAP WITH PUPS144
CFMA

CFMA
company
links**

CFMA Area
(ha)

Links to a PUP

PUP company

PUP
Area (ha)

Some geospatial data for community forest is available, so links are indicated by map overlays
Beyan-Poye

Akewa

33,338§

Entire Community Forest
encompasses Gibi PUP.

Akewa

22,163

About 50% overlaps with
Gbeapo-Thiepo PUP.

Tropical Timber Inc

63,287

About 50% overlaps with
Chedepo & Potupo PUP.

DC Wilson Inc. and
Mandra††

51,262

Chedepo

No evidence
available

42,840*

District 3C

ATEE

40,691*

About 80% overlaps District 3
PUP.

Nature Orient
Timber Corporation

66,977

Garwin
(approved on
22 February 2017)

Xylopia

36,637§

About 60% overlaps Doedian
PUP.

Tropical Timber Inc

49,394

Gbarsaw & Dorbor
(approved 18
January 2018)

Yeeyea

21,320§

About 60% overlaps Jo River
PUP (and therefore Nyorwein &
Jo-River CFMA).

Nyorwein &
Jo-River

Forest Venture

30,765

Forest Venture

31,037‡

About 50% overlaps Jo
River PUP, and map in CFMA
application was identical to PUP.

Karluway #1

Unitimber

27,729*

About 40% overlaps with
Karluway # 1 & 2 PUP.

Atlantic

28,847

Combined map of both CFMAs
is almost identical to that of
Korninga PUP.

Gbarpolu
Development
Association

90,527

About 45% overlaps with Kulu,
Shaw-Boe PUP.

Forest Venture

44,133

About 15% overlaps with Seekon
PUP.

Atlantic

49,434

At least 60% overlaps Tarsue
PUP.

Forest Venture

63,002

About 80% overlaps Dugbeh
River PUP.

Atlantic

52,858

About 20% overlaps TartwehDrapoh PUP.

Atlantic

33,162

Koninga A
(approved 18
January 2018)
Koninga B

Kulu, Shaw & Boe

Tarsue (approved
18 January 2018)
Tartweh-Drapoh
(approved 23
November 2017)

Tetra

48,296§
Gbarpolu
Development
Association
26,061*

No evidence
available

37,402*

Mandra

9,714§

No evidence
available

10,369§
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CFMAS WITH EVIDENCE OF OVERLAP WITH PUPS
CFMA

CFMA
company
links**

CFMA Area
(ha)

Links to a PUP

PUP company

PUP
Area (ha)

Atlantic

24,031

Geospatial data is not available, but community forestry application texts indicate
some identifiable towns or boundaries
Bokon Jaedae

No evidence
available

55,000‡

All identifiable towns are inside
Jaedae or Bodae PUPs.

Dweoh Jaedae

No evidence
available

50,000‡

Most identifiable towns are in or
around Jaedae PUP.

Bolloh

No evidence
available

n/a

All identifiable towns, Districts
and rivers are in or around
Bolloh, Dorbor & Fenetoe PUP.

Atlantic

15,604

Central River
Dugbe

No evidence
available

42,102‡

All identifiable boundaries
match those of Dugbeh River
PUP.

Atlantic

52,858

Gbeapo Potupo &
Sarbo

No evidence
available

n/a

All geo-referenced towns are
in or around Gbeapo Potupo &
Sarbo PUP or

DC Wilson Inc. and
Mandra††

45,873

DC Wilson Inc. and
Mandra††

51,262

Chedepo & Potupo PUP.
Kongba

No evidence
available

48,561†

In Kongba District, where all land
outside a Proposed/Protected
Area was a PUP.

Zuie-Mbarma
(18 January 2018)

No evidence
available

n/a

Zuie Clan is all in Kongba District,
where all land outside a Proposed/
Protected Area was a PUP.

Niplaihkpo &
Lower Jloh

Atlantic

59,000†

All identifiable towns and
boundaries are in or around Lower
& Upper Jloh PUP.

34,600

Southeast

122,972

Atlantic

65,073

Geospatial data is not available, but community forestry application texts indicate
some identifiable towns or boundaries
Cavalla

Cavalla Forestry
Company and
Atlantic

n/a

Community working with Cavalla
Forestry Company requests
conversion from PUP.

Cavalla Forestry
Company and
Atlantic

38,956

Seekon145

Atlantic

n/a

Application letter begins with
“having been informed of the
cancellation of PUP”, which was
operated by Atlantic.

Atlantic

49,434

** Company links to a CFMA, unless otherwise referenced, are based on the analysis in the table on page 22.
* Estimated area obtained from WRI online mapping; www.fda.gov.lr/information/liberia-forest-atlas/, last accessed on 16 August 2018.
†	Estimated area obtained from community forestry applications documents; www.fda.gov.lr/community-forestry-managementagreements, last accessed on 20 August 2018.
‡	Area reported in a Community Forest Spreadsheet distributed by the FDA and obtained by Global Witness in June 2018.
§	Area reported in Annex 4 to Aide Memoire from the Sixth Meeting of the Joint Implementation Committee between the Government of
Liberia and the European Union, Monrovia June 13-14, 2018; www.euflegt.efi.int/documents/10180/438736/Aide-m%C3%A9moire+from+
the+6th+Joint+Implementation+Committee+meeting+%28June+2018%29/5c340a33-5ffa-243e-5473-5266771d658c.
††	Mandra has stated that it did not operate any PUP in Liberia.

33

34

At least 16 community forests overlap with previous
Samling-linked PUPs (see table on page 32). These PUPs
totalled nearly 635,000 hectares and the matching
community forests are estimated to cover at least 430,000
hectares. This raises alarm bells that this notorious
company is seeking once again to extend its domination
over Liberia’s forests (see box on right). Although the
company may have endeavoured to hide any association
with community forestry, evidence suggests otherwise, as
shown in these four examples:
In Niplaihkpo and Lower Jloh community forestry
application, all identifiable towns and boundaries are
in or around a PUP previously held by Atlantic, the
application letter states that the community is “under the
supervision of Atlantic Resource Limited,” and that “with
technical, moral and financial support from FDA, Ministry
of Internal Affairs and [Atlantic] the FDA have partly
demarcated and assessed our community forest”.146
The Cavalla CFMA application includes a document
titled “Resolution, Change of Private Use Permit to
Community Forestry Status”, which refers to a PUP that
was previously operated by Atlantic Resources.147
In the Seekon community forest application, previously
an Atlantic Resources PUP, the letter begins with “having
been informed of the cancellation of PUPs…”148
The Nyorwien and Jo River community forest
application included an identical map to that for Jo River
PUP, which was operated by Forest Venture, and contains
a letter from the community which combines ending
the PUP with applying for a CFMA.149 The online map of
Nyorwien and Jo River community forest indicates an 50
percent overlap with Jo River PUP.150

HOW ARE COMMUNITIES BEING
DISEMPOWERED?
The predominant view, promoted by logging companies
and the FDA, is that to obtain a community forestry permit
a community needs money and a technical knowledge of
logging. For its part, the FDA is required to “provide and
assist communities to seek and access technical assistance
and support for management of forest resources”,151 and
US$10 million has been provided by Norway through the
Liberia Forest Sector Project to support this.152
As demonstrated in the preceding sections, rather
than empowering communities as intended, the way
community forestry is rolling out in Liberia is having
the opposite effect, disempowering them and pushing
them into debt. This section looks in detail at how
logging companies are co-opting some of the community
forestry permit processes for their own interests,
including boundary demarcation, technical assistance,
the role of local elites, and CFMPs.

SAMLING LINKED COMPANIES
IN LIBERIA
The official investigation into the PUPs listed
Atlantic, Forest Venture, Nature Orient Timber
Corporation and Southeast Resources as associated
companies, all of which had committed “illegal
actions”,153and Global Witness has shown how
these companies are all linked to the Malaysian
logging giant Samling Global.154Through its web of
subsidiaries, Samling was the mastermind behind
the PUP scandal, obtaining 36 of the 63 illegal
logging permits issued, covering 17.5 percent of
Liberia’s land mass.155 In 2009 Samling also used a
network of companies to guarantee their success
in obtaining FMCs, when Atlantic and Southeast
Resources colluded during the bidding process.156
Despite this background, these companies have so
far escaped the punishments recommended by an
official report into the PUP scandal.157
Samling continues to dominate Liberia’s forest
sector. Its companies hold or operate three of the
seven major logging concessions in the country, FMC
A, FMC K and FMC P, which together cover over half of
Liberia’s current commercial logging area.158 Samling
Global is one of the ‘Big Six’ logging companies; a
group of companies that between them control a
vast area of Malaysia’s last remaining rainforests, and
has been blamed for deforestation there.159 Samling
and its subsidiaries have also been found guilty of
illegal logging in Cambodia and Papua New Guinea,
and of defrauding the Government of Guyana.160
Samling-linked companies have a reputation
for flouting the law, and in 2015 were caught
manipulating Liberia’s chain of custody system.161
They continued to export from their PUPs during the
moratorium,162 and currently owe US$5.8 million in
taxes to the Liberian government.163
One reason for Samling’s prominence in Liberia may
be its political connections to the Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf government. Ambassador John Gbedze
facilitated Atlantic and Forest Venture to log in
Liberia after meeting their Chief Executive Officers
in Malaysia.164 Atlantic and Forest Venture were both
incorporated by Gbedze, who has served as the Chief
Executive Officer of Atlantic and had shares in Forest
Venture.165 Medina Wesseh – another close confidant
of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf – is also a former shareholder
of Forest Venture.166 She reportedly co-chaired
Johnson Sirleaf’s re-election campaign in 2011, the
year that the large majority of PUPs were issued.167
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Forest boundary demarcation
Demarcating the boundaries of a community forest is one
of the most important of the Nine Steps, as Authorised
Forest Community status cannot be awarded unless
accurate boundaries are documented. It’s also the most
expensive step, making it the Achilles heel in process.
Although the FDA has mentioned “that it might cost the
FDA an average US$4,500 to complete one community’s
application”,168 it does not provide official information on
how much it costs to complete the Nine Steps, providing
an opportunity for logging companies and brokers to

artificially inflate costs in order to make themselves
indispensable and ultimately to increase profits.
Communities need an official per-kilometre estimate
of the cost of boundary demarcation so they know how
much obtaining a community forestry permit costs, but
this information is not readily available. The Nine Steps
Handbook provides an estimated time of “one day to
demarcate every 1.5km of a boundary within pristine
forest, and not more than one day to demarcate 2.5km
of a boundary during verification”,169 but stops short of
providing any estimate of the cost of this.
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“The economic survey requires money, the
FDA didn’t tell us how much. They said if ready
come to the office. We must register and they
[the FDA] would do the rest. Then after some
months [the FDA] told us they don’t have any
funds, we got stuck. If we can get funding then
they can do that”.
Community member170
Some community members interviewed by Global Witness
had no idea how much it will cost or who is responsible
for completing the demarcation.171 Estimates given to
Global Witness in field interviews ranged from US$1,400
to as much as US$124,355.172 From a total of 14 estimates
provided by informants, the median cost of demarcating
a community forest is US$28,750. When compared to the
size of the respective community forests, this equates
to about US$1 per hectare (but the range is again huge,
between US$0.03 and US$2.50 per hectare).
One reason for the diverse estimates may be because
the way in which boundary demarcation is carried out at
this stage has changed. The previous approach involved
cutting lines through the forest, as explained by a broker:

“To cut the boundary line is very cash intensive
because maybe more than a 100,000 USD.
FDA gives a cost estimate for boundary
line cleaning – for example one kilometre
squared 200-300 USD. If you have 200 or
300 kilometre squared you have to multiply
it… Before boundary line is cleaned and an
investor puts in the 200/300,000 USD there
needs to be some agreement and guarantee.
The managing team will guarantee the
payment that you (the company) will take
from the royalties. Because cutting the
boundary is our responsibility”.

community member told Global Witness “Quite frankly
there is no community around me that can raise [that kind
of money]”.175 In the absence of FDA support, communities
feel they must cover these costs themselves.176

“No joke about it, there are certain
[steps] that when you don’t have
[money] you can’t go. Thank god
when we call for them, when we pay,
they come then we do that step from
Step One up to present, so whenever
you do your payment they have to
come. Even dispatching the two [FDA
officials] from Monrovia to come,
they are not going to leave the town
with nothing. FDA will charge you and
the whole process costs this amount
so you have to pay”.
Community member177

Broker173
Not only was this approach costly, it also increased
access to the forest for bush-meat hunters and other
encroachment. More recently, a faster, light-touch
approach has been adopted that does not cut such a clear
line but does trace the boundary using GPS technology
and planting marker trees at key points.174 Nonetheless,
the demarcation process still requires that all adjacent
communities feel involved, and the resolution of any
competing claims, and so remains costly. Communities
do not have this amount of money available, as one

The deal with Norway should protect forests while improving the
livelihoods of those near them. Credit: Global Witness, 2014
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If a community wishes to move ahead with demarcation,
but the FDA either deprioritises that location, or states
that it lacks the funds, communities must find an
alternative, creating an opportunity for companies and
brokers to step into the void. Furthermore, for as long
as they are allowed to get away with it, brokers may
continue to cite the previous demarcation method in
order to inflate prices and profits.

MCCARTHY SEHWHY
The official investigation into the PUP scandal in
2012 found that McCarthy Sehwhy, an FDA surveyor
at that time, received over US$28,100 in unofficial
payments to demarcate the boundary of a PUP
operated by Atlantic.181

“We have already demonstrated our
commitment to work and co-operate with FDA
and Atlantic Resources through: Demarcation
of community forest [and] assessment of
our community forest… with technical, moral
and financial support from FDA, Ministry
of Internal Affairs and Atlantic Resources
the FDA have demarcated and assessed our
community forest”.

In 2017, community members report that McCarthy
Sehwhy continues to feature prominently in at least
eight community forest applications:

Niplaihkpo community application letter178

“Those interviewed alleged that Mandra had
paid the US$250 application fees on their behalf.
They reported that a Mr. McCarthy Sehwhy paid
the money to the community on behalf of Mandra
in 2014 in Juarzon. Mr. Sehwhy’s name has also
been associated with CFMA processes in Garwin,
Ziadue & Tekpeh, and Blouquia in Rivercess and
Grand Gedeh Counties, respectively”.183 Mandra has
stated that it did not give McCarthy Sehwhy US$250
to register the CFMA.

Technical support to communities
Provision of technical assistance falls into a similar trap.
The FDA has a legal obligation to “assist in securing
financial and technical assistance for forest communities
in support of their community forestry management
programmes”.179 Where the FDA is not able to fulfil
these obligations, communities are required to navigate
the Nine Step process and understand their roles on
community governance committees unsupported. Due
to their unfamiliarity with the process, communities turn
to people that present themselves as having a more indepth understanding of logging, and those able to travel
to Monrovia to liaise with the FDA.180 Again, this provides
business opportunities for logging companies and
brokers to become involved, perhaps using pre-existing
networks from the PUP era. There does not appear to be
any screening of brokers to ensure that they are in fact
qualified to perform this role, and have a clean record of
law-abiding integrity (see box above right for example).

Community elites
Community elites such as local government officials and
businesspeople are also using the Nine Steps process
to further their power and influence in the elections
and appointment of community forest governance
structures. There is a lack of meaningful checks and
balances to ensure that the application for a community
forestry permit really is backed by the whole community
in a participatory and inclusive way.

“Then the Association of Logging Engineers
Limited did the assessment. They assisted with the
registration. We signed an MOU in 2012… After the
registration they gave us an affidavit in 2015 but
that’s it. I think they registered the forest in 2015.
FDA has not gone to do an assessment, only the
company has. The head of the Logging Engineers is
McCarthy Sehwhy”.182

Documents published by the FDA suggest that
ALEL have also signed agreements with Blinlon
and Zehnla forest communities. In Zehla, three
community leaders referred to “forged signatures”,
and reported payments – “cash violence” – by ALEL’s
agent to get signatures on documents.184
Global Witness key informants in Guehzueh and
Garwin communities.185

“We don’t have money but they have contacts
and can move up and down and know where
to go”.
Member of Ziadue & Teekpeh community186
Local elites dominate community forestry applications
during the early stages in most of the applications
Global Witness investigated,187 typically by positioning
themselves in powerful positions on the self-appointed
Community Forest Organising Committees. Interviewees
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described how elites are often not even resident in the
communities they claim to represent,188 they use their
power and influence to ensure the community forest
serves their own interests,189 and they are equipped
with a better education to understand the application
process, and better connections and contacts that they
can use to facilitate it.190

“In getting to the community forest, we
were not aware, only [a broker and logging
company owner]. He is supposed to have the
community informed but he just brought the
people in their pick up and they just started
to do their [forest] assessment. So we had a
meeting and blamed him. It’s not supposed to
be that way. Everyone needs to be aware. Not
even the chairman knew”.
Community member191

and in doing so have acquired a knowledge that makes
them strong candidates in elections to the Community
Assembly and Executive Committee. They have also
heavily invested their own time into the community
forestry application, making them unwilling to relinquish
their power, despite the appearance of a democratic
process, and the role of the FDA and civil society
representatives to “validate that [elections] have been
conducted in a free, fair and transparent manner”.194
For example:

“We decided not to place [a local leader heavily
involved in driving the CFMA application] on
the election. Any investor that will come with a
company, [he] must work with that company.
As citizens we have citizen slots [on the
unelected, appointed CFMB] so some positions
that belongs to the community, we will put
[him] there. So we want him to remain on the
community position. Maybe they have five or
six positions, we will take one important one
and give it to [him]”.
Community leader195

Community Forest Management Plans

Roads connecting Liberian communities to cities are often impassable,
cutting the people off and allowing elites to dictate community forest
applications. Credit: Global Witness, 2017

As illustrated in the Garwin case study (page 15), elites
from many different backgrounds are driving the
applications. Community interviewees listed county
superintendents, district commissioners, senators and
representatives, clergy, former town chiefs, business
people, teachers, and nurses are involved.192
Elites act as gatekeepers, wielding the power to prevent
the wider community from participating in decisions
that affect them. Individuals and groups who voice
their concerns or disagreement with the way elites are
managing the application are often entirely side-lined.193
Once Step Eight is reached and elections for the
community governance structures take place, elites that
have run the Community Forest Organising Committee are
easily transposed into the official committees. They have
acted on behalf of the community through the process,

The Community Rights Law with Respect to Forest
Lands makes it clear that community forestry should
contribute to sustaining forests. The preamble states
both that the country’s “forests [are…] an endowment
from nature… belonging not just to this generation but
future generations”, and that the “purpose of the forest
policy of Liberia is to conserve and sustainably manage
all forest areas so that forests will continue to produce
a complete range of goods and services”.196
This law stipulates that responsibility for the sustainable
management of a community forest ultimately lies
with the community. To achieve this “communities
have the responsibility of preparing Community Forest
Management Plans”197 and thus its development should
not be left to others. However, there are alarming
examples of logging companies pre-empting this by
inserting into their community agreements that the
forest will be converted to agricultural plantations:
In the case of Yeablo forest, the community has
“agreed to do massive agriculture plantation in which a
large forest will be harvested, during the process, we will
harvest all commercial logs”.198
In the case of Blinlon community forest, the agreement
with LTTC states “[the community] shall make available
ten thousand (10,000) hectares or more forest land for
plantation purposes”.199
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Such intentions clearly reveal the true intention of
some companies, to liquidate forests and use the land
for industrial agriculture plantations. This would of
course be devastating for Liberia’s forests and those
who depend on them, but it would also fly in the face
of Norway’s hopes for saving tropical forests in order to
mitigate climate change.
More immediately, these agreements contravene the
law as forest management decisions are properly
made only after finalisation of the Nine Steps and when
the Community Forestry Management Plan is written
and approved. Regulations specify that this can only
happen “after the approval of the Community Forest
Management Agreement”200 and “with the involvement
of community members and approval of the Executive
Committee”.201 Thus, preparation of this management
plan has come to be described as ‘Step Ten’ of the Nine
Steps process (see diagram of The Nine Steps, page 8). It
is critically important that adequate time and technical
support is given to the preparation of these management
plans, as they dictate all the operations in the community
forest for the 15 year duration of the forest permit (with
opportunities to revise it every five years).202 Notably, as
the CFMB and other community governance structures
are only in place from Step Eight, the preparation of the
management plan provides the first real opportunity for
community members to full understand their roles and
responsibilities regarding management of their forest.
Thus the actual time it takes to prepare a CFMP will
depend on the size of the forest and the logistics involved
in gathering community members together for key
discussions and decisions. Prior to this, basic information
about the nature of the forest, its accessibility, terrain,
ecology, and its potential to provide a range of nontimber products and services needs to be collected and
community members given a chance to review this. In
large, complex forests, with many communities involved
and multiple potential competing interests this process
could reasonably be expected to take a few months,
especially if the FDA, with its limited resources, needs to
be involved at key moments.
However, the CFMP process so far has been abused
to promote logging rather than capturing the full
value and diverse uses of the forest, many of which
may not have a commercial value but are nonetheless
critically important for local livelihoods, which would
be devastated if the forest were destroyed by logging.
The speed with which commercial CFMPs have been
presented suggests a gross simplification and a strong
bias towards short-term liquidation of the forest.203
In three communities – Sewacajua, Garwin, and Beyan
Poye – there is evidence that CFMPs were approved a
scant few weeks after the communities received their

forestry permits. In the case of Sewacajua community
forest, the CFMP was approved by the FDA just three
weeks after the community was granted Authorised
Forest Community status, suggesting that it was being
prepared in advance of the Nine Steps being completed.
The Chairperson of the Executive Committee reported
that the Community Assembly is unaware of how the
CFMP was developed and that the Executive Committee
did not approve the plan. Furthermore, a little over
three weeks after that, a logging contract was signed
with Mandra.204 Despite the 15-year duration of the
CFMP and the logging contract, the company has
reportedly planned to log a full one third of the forest
in just one year, 2017-18.205 Mandra has stated that it
did not interfere with the application of the Sewacajua
Community Forest. Furthermore, the company denied
any illegal activity in connection to CFMAs.
Once again, where the FDA is unable or willing to pay
sufficient attention to protect communities, the process
of making these management plans is dominated by
logging companies. As a result, currently communities
are not presented with viable alternatives to logging,
and “without a standard CFMP template that has been
designed specifically for community forestry, most of
the communities will not be fully aware of the values
they have in their community forest”.206 In mid-2018
the FDA, under the Liberia Forest Sector Project,
commissioned development of a CFMP template and
accompanying guidelines, but for these to be useful –
and used – it will be important that they are
accompanied with supporting toolkits, and trained
facilitators, and that following them is made obligatory
for all existing and new community forests.207

Divided loyalties – dividing royalties?
According to one informant, community members
have been told that their forests can be no smaller than
40,000 hectares to be successful in a community forest
application,208 and the law is clear that 49,999 hectares is
maximum for medium-scale logging operations (see poster
on page 40). So communities report that, in order to attract
investors and the attention of the FDA, they are combining
their forests in order in order to get as close as possible to
the 49,999 hectare limit.209 Community elites also speak
of the need to join forests together in order to attract
investors.210 In other cases there are multiple applications
submitted to the FDA for the same areas of forest.211
This raises concerns of future disagreements over
boundaries, rights, and revenues, for example by lumping
together communities that have a history of disputes.
As reported in Garwin (see page 15) one clan wanted a
particular logging company and another clan didn’t.
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to find ways to avoid paying the communities the agreed
area fees and share of production revenues (see The
usurpers, page 17), and an inter-community dispute could
provide just such an excuse. Whilst some local elites might
receive their kick-backs the wider community will only lose
forest, and risks not receive anything in return.

IS THE FDA COMPLICIT?
“There are people in the FDA that are involved
in taking away people’s forests. I am not saying
that this is an institutional policy… but people
in the FDA are interested in gaining from
community forests”.
Community member217

EMPHASIS IS ON MEDIUM-SCALE
COMMUNITY FORESTS212
Flipchart from Gheegbarn #2 community forest
application showing presentation during a
community meeting.

“We have a little problem once the process is
over, in sharing money; we will not share equal.
There won’t be much problem, they know and
we know. We joined the forest because this
was one chiefdom and since their forest and
our forest was not much we decided to merge”.
Community member213
Combining forests to attract investors forces
communities to unite along unnatural boundaries,
and raises questions over how much forest belongs
to each community. As divisions between and within
communities begin to appear, including disputes over
boundaries214 and revenue-sharing, these seem unlikely
to be resolved as people told Global Witness they
didn’t want to involve the FDA due to the possibility it
could delay their community forest application.215 The
CRL does not provide guidance for dealing with these
eventualities, but the potential for disputes is high.
As in Ziadue & Teekpeh community forest, disputes can
also arise from the use of logging company finance to
progress the application through the Nine Steps.216 How
repayments are divided between different communities
and clans could be extremely problematic in the future. At
the same time, it’s in the interest of the logging companies

Evidence from interviews with community members –
for example the combining of forests described in the
previous section – suggest that the FDA is complicit in the
corruption of the community forestry system, continuing
to view community forests as a route to logging rather
than to community empowerment. There is concern
that the FDA continues to work closely with logging
companies interested in community forests, in much the
same way as happened with PUPs.
In the Garwin community people spoke of FDA involvement
when the logging company first came (see page 15), and
the community forestry application from Niplaihkpo and
Lower Jloh boasts that Atlantic, “in collaboration with” the
FDA and Ministry of Internal Affairs, are working with them
already.218 Elsewhere there is evidence that the FDA is using
its technical knowledge of the timber resource to advise
investors how long they will be able to operate, advising
communities which company they should go with in order
that logging can begin as soon as possible, or pressing them
to combine so that the loggers stay longer.219 Indeed, in one
community the FDA reportedly helped a company to assess
the quality of timber within the forest.220 Whilst its senior
staff tell communities that any company involvement will
result in that application being disqualified,221 it is aware of
the logging companies that are interested in the forest, and
that they are driving the process from behind the scenes.222

“The FDA is no problem. If you have a problem
ensure you inform the FDA, the authorities will
help you. You don’t keep it away from them.
Even the tax issue, we raised that so many
times with the FDA. The FDA, you know are in
line with the top executives in the interest of
the concessionaires, sometimes those things
go, you know, unattended”.
Former logging company representative223

POWER TO THE PEOPLE? HOW COMPANIES ARE EXPLOITING COMMUNITY FORESTRY IN LIBERIA

CONCLUSION
SETTING THE SCENE
FOR CONFLICT
Logging companies are enlisting local elites and coercing
communities into signing secret agreements that grant
them logging rights, in return for them financing the
process communities are required to follow in order
to obtain Authorised Forest Community status. In
this way logging companies are able to prise control
over Liberia’s rich and diverse forest ecosystems away
from communities, undermining the very purpose of
community rights for forest lands in the first place.
If community governance structures aren’t set up
carefully then benefits, and costs, that do accrue to
communities will not be shared fairly between different
groups. Communities are becoming indebted to
logging companies, and short-cuts in community selfidentification will lead to resentment about one group of
local citizens benefitting more than the other, precipitating
a serious risk of future conflict. The failures documented in
this report surrounding community forestry applications
and implementation sets the scene for the kind of land
disputes that were a cause of Liberia’s collapse into civil
conflict in the 1980s.
More broadly, decisions on how the forest should be used
– through the CFMP process – are instead being imposed
by a logging company, not developed in a participatory
way with the whole community making informed,
collective decisions.
At the same time, the agreements between logging
companies and communities are likely to be illegal and
unenforceable, adding to the potential for intractable
disputes.

“For local informal forest entrepreneurs
the forest is their department stores,
supermarkets, pharmacies, banks, their wall
streets and world trade centres, universities,
research centres”.
Presenter at Rethinking Liberia’s Forests conference,
2015 224

As a result, rather than being a genuine attempt by
communities to formalise recognition of their forests, the
resources that rural Liberians depend upon – from water
quality and rainfall, to agriculture, medicines, building
materials, bush-meat, incomes and sacred sites – are
being taken away from them. If the true vision of the
progressive community forestry law is to be realised,
safeguards that promote inclusivity, democratic decision
making and prevent logging companies and local elites
from hijacking community forests for their own benefit
must be in place.
In conclusion, expectations have been artificially raised
that securing a community forest is not ordinary peoples’
concern. Methods are being used that are not suited to
the community-empowerment objectives envisaged in
the CRL, and communities don’t feel ownership and so
don’t invest their time. There is a real danger of a passive
attitude, a sense of helplessness and dependency that
has built up amongst post-conflict and forest-dependent
communities that undermines the basic premise of
community forestry.
Furthermore, given Liberia’s commitment to mitigate
climate change through REDD+, and its desire to achieve
this through its deal with Norway, allocating new, huge
areas of Liberia’s forests to export-orientated commercial
logging is clearly not in the country’s long term interests.
The failure by Norway and other donors to hold Liberia
to account regarding its commitments to clean up the
sector following the PUP disaster – as spelled out in
both the 2012 official investigation into PUPs and the
2014 agreement between Liberia and Norway – will have
two major consequences. First, logging companies that
should have been closed down and punished five years
ago will continue to operate with impunity. Second, as a
consequence, Liberia’s forests will disappear, and with
them the chance that the country could be a role model
for both giving forest management powers to the people
and mitigating climate change.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The FDA should suspend the approval of any more
community forests until a full and effective regulatory
framework is in place, along with associated guidance,
templates, technical assistance, transparency and
accountability mechanisms. This must include that:
The FDA must keep its website with all community
forestry documents – and the supplementary map
website – fully up to date. Evidence that each of the
previous eight steps has been completed, and a
digitised map, should be published prior to Approved
Forest Community Status being awarded (Step Nine),
and time given for community members and third
parties to review this before final approval. All
regulations, guidance, templates and data (such as
revenues generated) should also be online and
available to all.
The FDA must initiate reforms to ensure that
communities are able to define themselves –
irrespective of forest size – in order to reduce the risk
of future conflicts over land and resources.
Safeguards are needed to make sure that the
application process is inclusive and democratic and
that elites cannot dominate and exclude the people
who should be at the heart of decisions relating to the
community forest. Guidelines to this effect should
specify the roles of different stakeholders in the
application process. They should also include clear,
substantiated estimates of the cost of each of the
Nine Steps, relative to the size of a community forest.
The FDA should also provide guidance and be
transparent in its decisions about how communities
can access support from the FDA or others.
The FDA must ensure the full independence of the
Community Forestry Working Group – or an
independent ombudsman – and mandate it to
investigate and review suspicious community forestry
applications (including all those it has already

superficially ‘screened’). This should include the
power to verify that each of the Nine Steps have been
followed correctly, and safeguards that any financial
or technical assistance provided to a community does
not obligate that community to choose a particular
use of their forest.
The FDA has a responsibility, enshrined in Liberia’s
forest policy, to preserve forests. It must therefore
revise regulations (notably Chapter 10 of the CRL
Regulation, 2017) so they guide communities towards
multiple economic uses of their forests. The
anticipated guidelines and template for CFMPs are
expected to emphasise viable non-timber forest
products, and timber for local markets, for example,
but this needs to be reinforced by regulation and be
considered much earlier in the process than the
management plan (Step Ten).
Where a community does make the decision to
sub-contract a logging operation in some of its forest,
the FDA must insist that the Commercial Use Contract
template currently being developed on behalf of the
Legality Working Group is used in all current and
future agreements between a community and a
logging company. The existing MOUs, Third Party
Agreements or Social Agreements are unacceptable
substitutes for legally binding contracts with full
terms and conditions. The template and supporting
guidelines must aid fair and informed negotiations
with logging companies or other sub-contractors,
the opportunity for independent legal support, and
safeguards to ensure any decision to enter into a
contract is inclusive and participatory. The FDA must
also ensure Commercial Use Contracts include
harvesting and area limits and prevent companies
from obtaining logging rights in two or more
contiguous forests.

POWER TO THE PEOPLE? HOW COMPANIES ARE EXPLOITING COMMUNITY FORESTRY IN LIBERIA

The Government of Liberia must ensure the FDA
meets its obligations as above, to be transparent,
enforce the law, conserve forests, and protect
communities. It should cancel all agreements
between communities and logging companies that
pre-date the approval of a community forestry
permit, and see that all valid agreements (made after
Approved Forest Community status is awarded, and
a CFMP has been written and approved) are moved
to a new Commercial Use Contract template.
The government should enforce, and penalise
breaches of the CRL and the Nine Steps, including
holding its own officials to account where necessary.

Norway, the European Union and the UK should
insist on an independent investigation into the
legality of all current permits (logging and other
land-use contracts) and applications, as agreed with
Norway four years ago and as a critical part of
building confidence in the Forest Law Enforcement,
Governance and Trade initiative and the VPA. This
review must inspect each permit and application
individually and investigate any suspicion of
company involvement and elite capture. Consistent
with the European Union Timber Regulation, this
investigation should not simply rely on documents
provided by government agencies or private
companies, and it must include examining the
process of obtaining the permit.225

Norway should also review the Liberia Forest Sector
Project to ensure that this flagship initiative to
mitigate climate change will deliver the REDD+
expectations of the Letter of Intent between Norway
and Liberia, and not lead to deforestation in Liberia.
As explicitly promised to Norway, and by implication
through the Forest Law Enforcement, Governance
and Trade process, to the European Union and UK,
Liberia’s anti-corruption and law enforcement
agencies must suspend government officials and
private sector representatives suspected of breaking
the law, and then prosecute them.

Liberia’s National Union of CFMBs, supported
by NGO partners should work to set and enforce
standards in the Nine Steps process, CFMPs,
Commercial Use Contracts and the subsequent
management of forests by communities. In particular,
support by these non-state actors should help to
ensure the communities’ Executive Committees
understand and perform their oversight role,
discourage inclusion of legislators in the committees,
and encourage the full Community Assembly to
approve any decision to enter into a Commercial
Use Contract.
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Without changes to how
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Liberia could repeat past mistakes
that threatened the country’s
forests and its people’s livelihoods.
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