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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although still relatively low compared to the Amazon and Southeast Asia, deforestation rates in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) are rising. Most studies have pointed to population growth and 
‘slash and burn’ agriculture as being the main drivers of forest loss. Meanwhile, ‘sustainable forest 
management’ (or selective logging) has long been promoted as the saviour of Central African forests and 
accounts for by far the largest official land use in the region. 

However, much of this received wisdom around deforestation in DRC appears to be based on ‘snapshots’ 
of forest loss with little attention paid to historical factors and land use trends. In order to explore this 
further, our study calculated forest loss in 60 logging concessions and eight ‘control’ areas of equivalent 
size to compare the level of deforestation inside logging concessions to a diverse set of other land 
uses. These included abandoned logging concessions, former logging concessions now serving as a 
REDD project, inside a strictly protected area, and areas with no known former or current designation 
representing different conditions and history. 

These initial findings point to the need for more detailed and nuanced assessments of deforestation 
within former and current concessions that take into account local and specific contexts such as 
population density, the rural complex, and proximity to local markets. 

Already, however, the results have wide-reaching implications for policy-making efforts to reduce 
emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD+) in DRC, particularly the well-established narrative 
of selective logging as a means of protecting forests. It reinforces the need for a new National REDD+ 
Investment Plan and associated CAFI Letter of Intent to be based on more sophisticated deforestation 
analyses that also factor in emerging drivers of deforestation including infrastructure development, 
extractive industries and agribusiness. At the same time, initial analysis by RFUK of community forest 
concessions in the country appear to show lower rates of deforestation in these areas, and should be 
further explored as a policy option.

KEY FINDINGS

• There is a clear link between the establishment of commercial logging operations, and a 
‘cascade of deforestation’ which can occur as much as 10-15 years after logging roads open 
up new forest areas to settlements and other uses. In such cases, this suggests that small-
scale farming may not be an underlying ‘driver’ of deforestation but a proximate cause of it.

• The total loss across all logging concessions studied was around 12% greater than the 
national average, while the total loss for active concessions across the period was 22% 
higher than the national average. 

• Much of what has been described as deforestation is actually a system of forest loss and 
regrowth from rotational agricultural practices that form part of the ‘rural complex’. 

• In areas now designated as community forest concessions, the rate of deforestation was 
23% lower than the national average and 46% lower than in logging concessions.

•  There is an unexplained phenomena which leads to a spike in forest loss in DRC’s forests 
every 5 years or so. A tentative explanation offered is that the periodicity coincides with 
regional climate effects of the El Nino cycle.  
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BACKGROUND TO THIS BRIEFING

This briefing came about as a result of 
concerns about how the analysis of ‘drivers of 
deforestation’ in the DRC - and the Congo Basin 
more widely - being carried out particularly in 
the context of large-scale REDD+ interventions 
appeared to be methodologically flawed, 
potentially leading to unsound policy and 
programme interventions. In particular, the crude 
use of remote-sensing data and limited (often 
highly subjective) ground-truthing had led to 
the over-simplified conclusion that small-scale 
farming was the primary and by far the largest 
driver of deforestation in DRC, whilst overlooking 
other key factors. Such flawed analyses date back 
to a report prepared by the Woods Hole Research 
Centre (WHRC) for the Congolese government 
and published at the 2007 UNFCCC Climate 
Summit in Bali at which the concept of REDD+ 
was launched.1 (The meeting also saw the launch 
of the World Bank’s REDD funding programme, 
the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, FCPF). 

This was followed by a highly flawed 2012 
‘drivers of deforestation’ study commissioned by 
the UN-REDD programme, which became very 

influential in the discourse around deforestation 
in DRC as well as various large-scale REDD 
programmes.2 Typically, this found that “The 
results very clearly show the importance of 
activities undertaken by rural people as a cause 
for deforestation and degradation”. Conversely, 
the study “did not establish the link between 
deforestation and commercial forest logging 
concessions” – though did acknowledge that 
“studies provided evidence for industrial forest 
exploitation being a relatively important cause 
of deforestation in four Provinces (Equateur, 
Bandundu, Orientale and Bas-Congo)”.3 Amongst 
other flaws in the study were that it described 
small-scale farmers as being an underlying 
‘driver’ of deforestation, rather than a proximate 
cause of it. As with previous studies it gave 
‘population growth’ as the cause of increasing 
deforestation but failed to consider why farmers 
are where they are and doing what they are 
doing. Moreover, whilst these studies have drawn 
the easy association of farming with tree loss, 
none have actually pointed to any empirical 
evidence of the carbon balance of farming 
practices. 

Whose hand on the chainsaw? Most analyses have blamed local farmers as being responsible for ‘driving’ deforestation 
in the Congo, ignoring a critical role played by commercial loggers in removing large trees and rendering the forest more 
prone to fire and complete destruction. Source: https://pfbc-cbfp.org/news_en/items/own-moratorium.html
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The same simplistic view of the main ‘driver’ 
of deforestation - as well as denial of any role 
for commercial logging - carried through into 
the DRC REDD+ Investment Plan for 2015-2020.4 
This then served as the basis for the $250 million 
initiative for DRC’s forests launched in 2016 by 
the Central African Forests Initiative (CAFI). The 
agreement between CAFI and the government of 
DRC setting out the objectives and purposes of 
this funding also makes it clear that commercial 
logging is not considered a ‘problem’, even if 
some measures are intended to tackle illegal 
logging (few of which have actually been 
completed at the time of writing).5

The programme document for the largest REDD 
programme in DRC, the FCPF’s ‘Mai-Ndombe 
Emission Reduction Program’ (‘PIREDD Mai 
Ndombe’)6, does recognise industrial logging as 
one of the “main direct drivers of deforestation 
and forest degradation”, even if it is tacked on 
the end of a long list of other drivers, including 
slash and burn farming, fuelwood production, 
uncontrolled bush fires and artisanal logging. 
However, the programme’s intended remedy 
for this driver is primarily ‘reduced-impact 
logging’, which somewhat fails to address the key 
relationship between logging, road building and 
access, and subsequent deforestation.

A more sophisticated type of analysis started to 
happen in 2017, with a study by the University of 
Maryland on tree loss and the ‘rural complex’7 – a 
term used to describe a complex and temporally-
changing pattern of land uses including farmland, 
long fallow land (often tree-covered) and semi-
permanent woodland and/or agroforestry 
practices. This showed that a considerable portion 
of what is typically described as ‘deforestation’ 
actually consists of removal (or ‘re-removal’) 
of trees in what is essentially an agricultural 
landscape (in which roughly 5% comprises 
clearings at any given time, and 10% active 
fields, corresponding roughly to a 20-year 
agricultural rotation cycle).8 The study found that, 
in DRC, 63 percent of tree cover loss detected 
between 2000 and 2015 occurred within the rural 
complex, meaning it was caused by shifting 
cultivation rather than expansion into forests.9 

The latter (more accurately representing actual 
deforestation) accounted for only 13% of tree 
cover loss. 

Whilst there are reasons to question the long-
standing assumption that local farmers are the 
primary driver of deforestation in DRC and the 
wider Congo Basin, there are also reasons to 
probe more deeply into the role of commercial 
logging. Although logging in natural tropical 
rainforests is normally carried out on a selective 
basis (i.e. removing on average only a limited and 
sometimes small number of trees per hectare of 
forest), the secondary consequences are known 
to be substantial. Selectively logged forests are 
known to be much more prone to fire, whilst the 
extensive tracks and roads necessary for access 
to and evacuation of timber also allow access 
to farmers and settlers who can complete the 
process of deforestation. This is sometimes called 
the ‘cascade of deforestation’. 

Whilst these processes have been relatively well 
documented in the Amazon10, there has been less 
analysis in the Congo Basin. What research there 
is points to the provision of access to forests 
caused by the extensive road networks required 
by selective logging as being a key driver of 
deforestation. The increasing extent of logging 
roads in the region started to become of serious 
concern in the early 2000s. An assessment by 
WHRC in 2007 found that between 1976 and 
2003 nearly 52,000 km of logging roads had 
been constructed in the region’s forests11. A 2019 
study found that the road network increased by 
around 53,000 kilometres from 2013-2018, the 
length doubling inside logging concessions and 
increasing by 40 percent elsewhere.12 Another 
2019 study in the northern Republic of Congo 
found that accelerated logging road construction 
over the last two decades had led to a dramatic 
decline of intact forest landscapes, as roads 
are followed by increased human immigration 
and degradation of natural resources.13,14  Even 
the World Bank has acknowledged how “roads 
built as part of forestry operations contribute to 
deforestation and forest degradation”.15
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One of the few actual practitioners of REDD in 
the region, Wildlife Works Carbon, which has 
a private REDD concession in Mai Ndombe 
Province consisting of two former logging 
concessions, relies on the concept of the ‘cascade 
of deforestation’ to justify its programme. It 
explains that “While logging activities do not 
usually directly result in total stand destruction, 
the removal of large trees and forest openings 
facilitate clearing for cassava and corn cultivation 
by locals...This creates important openings that 
favor extension of slash and burn agriculture, 
forest degradation and eventually complete 
deforestation”.25

INDUSTRIAL LOGGING IN THE CONGO BASIN: ‘SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT’ OR SUSTAINED FOREST 
MIS-MANAGEMENT?

The tropical timber industry and certain international institutions such the World Bank, UNDP, FAO 
and the French Development agency, AFD, have long clung to the notion that the selective logging 
of timber from tropical rainforests in the Congo Basin (and elsewhere) is a form of sustainable 
forest management, and an environmentally preferable alternative to the total loss of forest through 
clearance for agriculture.16 This briefing explores this ‘use it or lose’ approach, and finds that the 
reality is more likely ‘use it AND lose it’. As well as the long-term consequences, logging has rarely 
proved to be sustainable, even in terms of simple timber yields; most logging operations in the 
region have relied almost entirely on ‘mining’ of old growth forests for a limited range of tree 
species, which do not and could not regenerate within the short (20-30 year) logging cycles typical 
of the region.17 Once these species are exhausted, the forest often has little commercial value. No 
forestry concessions in the region have been shown to be viable over two or more logging cycles, 
and the industry is thus reliant on continually opening up new areas of previously unlogged forest.18 
The tendency has been for once-exploited concessions either to be converted as commercial 
plantations (as is being seen in Cameroon19), abandoned (to agriculture20) or taken over by Asian 
operators21 which require simple wood fibre rather than timber, which can lead to very high and 
unsustainable intensity of logging of the residual forest.22

In addition, whilst the industry is claimed to provide jobs, income, infrastructure and development 
in remote rural areas, the truth is that logging work is often poorly paid, very dangerous and 
temporary. The logging industry in the region is known to be rife with illegalities and deeply 
corrupting of political institutions, whilst the national benefits from it, in the form of taxes, are often 
meagre given the land area they cover, or in the case of DRC virtually non-existent.23 Along with the 
curse of corruption, logging can also bring diseases such as malaria and HIV-AIDs into the forest, 
and fuels greater poaching and bush meat hunting. All of these issues are explored in detail in the 
RFUK publication ‘Concessions to Poverty; The Environmental, Social and Economic Impacts of 
Industrial Logging Concessions in Africa’s Rainforests’.24

Our assessment aimed to consider evidence for 
these ‘cascade’ processes in the DRC. The country 
contains half of the largest contiguous tropical 
rainforest outside the Amazon. Commercial 
logging has been undertaken in some parts of the 
country since colonial times, though the interior 
of the country remained largely unexploited 
until the 1980s. The lack of infrastructure has 
constrained logging, which has mostly taken 
place adjacent to rivers that can be used for 
shipping logs to market. There was a rapid 
expansion of the area allocated to logging 
during the 1980s and 1990s, as logging titles 
were handed out indiscriminately (see figure 1 
for example). In 2002, many of these titles were 
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then cancelled following the adoption of a new 
Forest Code and a moratorium imposed on the 
allocation of new ones, followed in 2006-7 by a 
World Bank-led process to close down illegally 
allocated areas. Around 13 million hectares of 
forest, or 60 titles, have been re-designated as 
new-style forestry concessions, though many of 
these have remained inactive or exploited only on 
a minimal basis. 

Unlike the rest of the Congo Basin, much of DRC’s 
forest remains outside both logging concessions 

Commercial logging roads can be critical in creating access to forests for later agents of deforestation. They also represent 
a barrier to wildlife and cause fragmentation and ‘edge’ effects that can reach deep into the remaining forest.

and strictly protected areas. Thus, whilst the 
official records (especially maps) of logging 
operations have in the past been very poor 
quality and patchy, it is nevertheless possible to 
compare deforestation rates in terms of different 
land use histories. This includes, for example, 
those where commercial logging was previously 
undertaken but then ceased, those where 
logging is currently underway, those under strict 
protection, and those with no history of formal 
designation but still subject to customary forest 
use, including rotational forest farming.
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METHODOLOGY

Figure 1: Example of old logging concession map used in 
the analysis - Copies of old official concession maps such 
as this were used to piece together the land use history 
of the relevant areas, including areas no longer under 
concession and those with a longer history of exploitation.

The analysis in this report draws on the data 
provided by the University of Maryland Hansen 
et al. (2013) and the Global Forest Change 
data (2000-2019), which is based on 30-metre 
resolution Landsat images.26 We used Google 
Earth Engine to analyse this data for defined 
geographical areas. The area of tree loss per year 
was calculated for the 60 logging concessions in 
DRC and eight ‘control’ areas by summing pixels 
showing tree loss by year, with the pixel number 
converted into area by multiplying pixels by pixel 
size. Tree re-growth data was not included in the 
study, hence the figures show gross tree loss. 
Other than in the low deforestation areas, tree 
re-growth was marginal, accounting generally for 
less than 5% of the level of tree loss in the areas 
assessed.  

The eight ‘control’ areas of 50 kilometres x 50 
kilometres each described in Table 1, were chosen 
manually to represent different conditions, 
land uses and history, for comparing the level 
of deforestation inside logging concessions to 
a diverse set of other land uses. These include 
former but now abandoned logging concessions, 
former logging concessions now serving as a 
REDD project, inside a strictly protected area, 
and areas with no known former or current 
designation. All of the areas outside protected 
areas show signs of some use, mostly for shifting 
agriculture, of varying intensities. The size of 
these areas was chosen to be roughly equivalent 
to the average size of a logging concession. 
The location of all of the areas for which data 
was analysed is shown below in Figure 2. 
Whether or not current concessions are actively 
being logged was based on maps produced by 
Oréade-Brèche for the French-funded project to 
support ‘sustainable forest management’ in DRC, 
AGEDUFOR. Fifteen concessions were deemed to 
be active until at least 2018.

It should be noted that the dataset used to define 
the logging concessions may not represent 
the current extent of the respective logging 
concessions with 100% accuracy. There has 
always been some inaccuracy in the maps of the 
concessions, and numerous concessions have 
been geographically redefined over recent years, 
which is not necessarily reflected in the dataset 
used. However, the inaccuracies are likely to be 
slight, and do not have a material bearing on the 

results found. Images of old official concession 
maps provided information on the locations of 
former logging concessions, including those 
dating back to the 1980s – see Figure 1. The date of 
original concession allocation has been traced as 
far back as possible, recognising that some have 
been reallocated and renumbered (and in some 
cases had boundaries changed); and the dates for 
each of them is shown in Table 2 in Annex 1.

26    Hansen et al, 2013
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TABLE 1: CONTROL AREAS USED IN THE STUDY 

Grid area 
code

Location - Province Description

G24 Mongala/Bas Uele Former logging concession

H27 Bas Uele Not in logging concession or protected area. Not a known former logging 
concession.

J20 Equateur/Mongala Former logging concession, close to protected area (Lomako-Yokokala Natural 
Reserve) and current  logging concession.

K22 Tshuapa/Mongala Not in known former logging concession, close to protected area (Lomako-
Yokokala Natural Reserve)

Q13 Mai Ndombe REDD+ private concession (Wildlife Works Carbon). Former logging concession

S19 Mai Ndombe Between an inactive logging concession and strictly protected area (Salonga 
National Park)

Q22 Tshuapa Inside strictly protected area (Salonga National Park)

Q25 Tshuapa/Tshopo Not in logging concession or protected area or former known logging concession

Figure 2: Map showing areas for which tree loss data was analysed. Source: RFUK MappingForRights and World Resources 
Institute. The analysis included all the areas shown in yellow as logging concessions plus, as ‘controls’, the eight square 
‘grid test’ areas shown in turquoise.
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The main results of the data analysis are shown 
below in Figures 3, 4 and 5. Figure 3 shows the 
cumulative tree loss in all 60 of the areas officially 
allocated for commercial logging. The official 

concession allocation number is shown at the top 
of each graph. Figure 4 and 5 shows the tree loss 
data for each of the eight ‘control areas’.

FINDINGS

Figure 3: Cumulative deforestation 2001-2019 in all DRC logging concessions (percent, by year)
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Figure 4: Cumulative deforestation, 2001-2019, in eight ‘control areas’ (percent, by year)   
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Figure 5: Forest loss, 2001-2019 in eight ‘control areas’
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ANALYSIS

Figure 6: Forest remaining in selected logging concessions against time since concession allocation (percent)

It is worth noting, as a ‘benchmark’, that the 
cumulative national average tree cover loss in 
DRC over the 2000-2018 period was 6.7%.27 Whilst 
there is an overall upward trend in deforestation 
in concessions (and an apparent periodicity – 
see Box below), the graphs shown in Figure 3 
show a wide variety of deforestation patterns 
inside them over that period. Within this, from 
subjective visual assessment of satellite imagery 
it is not always possible to determine the precise 
proximate agent of tree loss. Clearance of logging 
roads and tracks can be significant in some active 
concessions. Overall, however, it appears that 
the predominant proximate cause of tree loss 
is clearance for farmland, especially in older 
concessions.

There are three broad types of trajectories of tree 
loss within concessions:

1. Those where there has been high and broadly 
constant or accelerating deforestation 
throughout the period. The cumulative 
deforestation over the period for these is 
between 25% and 40%, or between four and 
six times the national deforestation average;

2. Those where there has been essentially no or 
very little deforestation throughout the period, 
some with a slight upward trend from a low 
starting level; 

3. A large intermediate group, where there was 
relatively low deforestation at the start of the 
period, though picking up roughly around 
2010 and then accelerating. The cumulative 
deforestation over the period for these is 
between 5% and 15%, with an average of 10%.

Twenty-nine of the logging concessions showed 
a tree loss above the national average for the 
period. The total loss across all the concessions 
was 7.5% for the period, or around 12% greater 
than the national average. The total loss for all 
currently active concessions across the period 
was 8.2%, or 22% higher than the national 
average.

Figure 6 shows, for active concessions and known 
areas of former concessions, the total tree loss 
since concession allocation (where known). 
This suggests a downward trend in the forest 
remaining in concessions, possibly with a delay/
lag period until deforestation begins in earnest 
of around 10-15 years after concessions have 
been opened. This would be consistent with 
concessions where settlement and farming is 
initially relatively limited, but increases as forest 
is exploited and abandoned, and population 
within the concession grows, both due to 
employment-stimulated immigration and natural 
increases.

27    GFW, undated
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IS THERE A PERIODICITY TO TREE LOSS IN THE CONGO?

Whilst it is not so clear from the graphs showing the cumulative tree loss, similar graphs showing 
annual tree loss show a marked periodicity (or around five years), consistently across many 
logging concessions (see Figure 7 below). This phenomenon has not been noted before. A tentative 
explanation offered is that the periodicity coincides with regional climate effects of the El Nino cycle, 
creating longer, dryer, dry seasons during which clearing of trees for agriculture is accelerated. 
Similar effects have been noted in the Amazon28, but data on El Nino cycles in the Congo Basin 
appear to be minimal and hence analysis is not possible.

For the eight ‘control areas’:

• There is a relatively high level of deforestation 
in the three areas formerly occupied by 
logging concessions (G24, I20 and Q13). The 
lowest of these is in the area which became a 
REDD project (Q13), though it is notable that 
the rate deforestation in this area increased 
when the concessions became a REDD 
project in 2012. The rate in the former Danzer 
‘sustainable forest management’ concession 
to the north of the town of Bumba (G24) was 
more than twice the national deforestation 
rate. 

• Two areas (K22 and Q25) which are not known 
to have been issued as logging titles also 
show  cumulative tree loss of around 6% in 
total over the 18-year period (slightly lower 
than the national average). In these areas, 
greater scrutiny is required, but they both 

28    See for example, Marengo, J., 2018

Figure 7: Annual tree loss (hectares) in all concessions, by year, 2001-2020

appear to include relative dense inhabitation 
and road networks, with deforestation around 
multiple towns and along roadsides.

• Three areas, including one inside Salonga 
National Park, but also two outside protected 
areas, show very low or essentially no 
deforestation.

Fo
re

st
 lo

ss
 (

%
)

Year



12          Use it and lose it - Industrial logging and its role in deforestation in the Democratic Republic of Congo

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this analysis appear to confirm a 
relationship between the existence of logging 
concessions and subsequent deforestation. 
The overall higher-than-average deforestation 
occurring within concessions – in some cases by a 
factor of three or more – and the often extremely 
low rate outside (but still near) concessions 
suggests that the deforestation occurring within 
concessions and, more importantly, former 
concessions, is driving the national average rate 
of deforestation upwards. This warrants much 
further analysis, but the clear upwards trend 
in concessions should be of concern to policy 
makers and funding bodies, particularly those 
that have previously viewed ‘sustainable forest 
management’ as a strategy for protecting the 
Congo’s forests. The evidence indicates that rather 
than the unjustifiably optimistic ‘use it or lose it’ 
maxim being applied to commercial logging in 
forests such as those in the Congo, the term ‘use 
it and lose it’ should be applied.

Whilst it seems clear that logging concessions 
do not in themselves prevent deforestation (as 
has often been claimed in the past)29, some 
qualifications to the main conclusion should also  
be noted. First, whilst the access to the forest 
provided by logging roads is a key determinant, it 
is not the only one. Proximity to local markets for 
agricultural products is likely to be another, as is 
local population density, the length of operation 
of the logging concession, the number of former 
logging workers located in it, possibly the specific 
terms of the concession contract, and the nature 
of the logging undertaken in it. It is not known 
whether the very high rates of deforestation seen 
in, for example, the former Danzer concession 
is due to increases in the local population, 
immigration to the area, individual farm sizes, or 
other direct causes. 

Second, the trendline for the amount of forest 
left within concessions (i.e. the amount of 
deforestation) since the time of concession 
allocation needs to be subject to more detailed 
analysis than was possible within the scope of 
the present study. More areas, such as those 
which have undergone much longer historical 
logging (including, for example, those in the 
province of Bas Congo) need to be included, as 
do more recent concessions. Further analysis also 
needs to be done of areas known to be subject 
to high levels of illegal logging, and also where 

illegal logging is associated with concessions 
(such as excessive logging inside concessions 
and breaches of their boundaries). The analysis 
should, if possible, be undertaken for the time 
since commencement of actual logging rather 
than concession allocation since, for various 
reasons, there can be a long gap between the 
two.

Third, the existence of areas not formerly within 
logging concessions and not particularly close 
to large urban centres which are nevertheless 
experiencing relatively high rates of tree 
loss suggests that logging can be a sufficient 
condition for rapid deforestation to occur 
but is not a necessary one. The study has not 
disaggregated what is loss of trees within 
concessions from what is loss within the rural 
complex, which might form a significant part of 
some concessions. 

Fourth, it would be useful for similar analysis 
to be undertaken elsewhere in the region, with 
perhaps Cameroon being the best reference point 
for what could happen in DRC in 20 years’ time 
to due it’s population density and long history of 
industrial logging. 

Taken together, these qualifications point to the 
need for more detailed and nuanced assessments 
of deforestation within former and current 
concessions to take into account much more local 
and specific conditions and contexts rather than 
the blanket, one-size-fits-all analyses that have 
underpinned REDD+ to date.

Nevertheless, assuming that the precautionary 
approach should apply when considering 
policy options with such potential long term 
consequences, these findings warrant a serious 
pause by decision-makers in any attempts to 
expand (or even maintain existing levels of) 
commercial logging in the Congo. Experience 
elsewhere (such as the formerly forested coastal 
belt of West Africa) suggests that, once the forest 
has been opened by logging, degraded and 
invaded by farmers, the cascade of deforestation 
is near impossible to stop. Given that, according 
to RFUK’s estimates, up to around seventy million 
hectares of high forest in DRC are potentially 
available for allocation to logging companies, 
the consequences of this would be of global 
significance in terms of carbon emissions, to say 

29  See for example, FFEM, 2015
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nothing of the loss of biodiversity, environmental 
services and forest peoples’ rights.

The policy options for preventing such a 
catastrophic trajectory in the DRC – whilst 
maintaining or expanding the current forest 
concession model - are extremely limited. While it 
is possible to envisage some ‘technical’ measures 
to reduce the longer term consequences of 
logging – such as closing logging roads and 
tracks after use, destroying bridges and removing 
logging camps etc. – are conceivable, these 
do not sit comfortably with the reality in most 
logging areas. Most, if not all, concessions have 
been allocated over the customary lands of 
communities, as RFUK’s community mapping 
work has shown.30 There are clear expectations 
both at the national and the concession level 
(codified in concession agreements) that certain 
infrastructure is developed and then maintained 
by logging companies for the benefit of local 
communities – indeed this is often one of the 
main justifications for using logging operations 
as a kick-starter for rural development in remote 
forested locations. 

The obligatory development by loggers of 
services such as schools and health clinics, where 
it is actually undertaken, inevitably draws in a 
populace from the surrounding enclaved areas. 
Equally, because the reality of ‘sustainable forest 
management’ remains that it is only sustainable 
until such time as the commercially valuable 
stands of old growth trees are exhausted (usually 
within one concession cycle or permit period, 
20-30 years), burgeoning populations in, around, 
and dependent on logging camps, and those 
on the fringes of concessions, are doomed to 
be abandoned in the forest when the operation 
becomes economically inviable. Todays’ logging 
worker (or dependent) is tomorrow’s slash-and-
burn farmer. 

Unless the customary claims of forest inhabitants 
are to be totally extinguished (as they are in 
strictly protected areas for conservation) possibly 
the only solution to this conundrum is not to 
allocate logging concessions in the first place, but 
to allocate the land instead to the communities 
already occupying it, and working with them to 
regulate community forestry as a productive and 
sustainable land use.

30   RFUK, 2020

While more research is needed, early evidence 
from community forests in the DRC holds 
promising signs. Analysis undertaken by RFUK 
comparing forest loss data (relative to area) 
from 2001-2019 in areas now designated as 
57 community forest concessions found the 
rate of deforestation was 23% lower than the 
national average and 46% lower than in logging 
concessions. 

Figure 8: Forest loss (relative to area) from 2001-2019 in 
community forest concession areas, logging concessions and 
DRC as a whole.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

These recommendations are made to both 
the DRC government and the international 
community, especially agencies such as the 
World Bank, the Norwegian, French and German 
governments, CAFI, EC, and UNDP, all of which 
will potentially play a significant role in the future 
of DRC’s forests.

1. The moratorium on new logging concessions 
in place since 2002 should be upheld for 
the foreseeable future. Whilst it would be 
arguably relatively easy to technically comply 
with the remaining requirements set out in 
the 2005 Presidential decree regarding its 
lifting, a precautionary approach should be 
pursued, which takes account of the possible 
highly damaging long-term consequences as 
indicated in this briefing.

2. Programmes and policy initiatives that 
support or create impetus towards lifting the 
moratorium should be halted. Instead, much 
more detailed and multi-faceted drivers of 
deforestation studies should be undertaken by 
credible independent parties, probably at the 
local/provincial level and then combined for 
comparative purposes. Community mapping 
and participatory and multi-sectoral land use 
planning of forest landscapes should form 
part of geographical programming that is a 
precondition to the lifting of the moratorium.

3. Any logging concessions that have still 
not obtained a government-approved 
management plan more than four (plus one 
on appeal) years after their establishment 
should be returned to the state as per the DRC 
2002 Forest Code.

4. Methods to reduce the long-term impacts of 
existing legal logging concessions need to 
be explored in a way that respects the needs 
of customary land owners while recognising 
the constraints set by logging concession 
contracts. Reducing the area of concession 
should be an option – though accompanied 
by measures to support local people already 
dependent on logging incomes. Another 
option is to explore co-management 
approaches such as proposed by Alain 
Karsenty which recognise and promote 
customary ownership of forest resources 
within existing concessions – an approach 
which has started to be explored in the Central 
African Republic, through RFUK’s efforts.

5. ‘No loss’ policy alternatives to any expansion 
of commercial logging should be explored. 
There has already been a substantial body of 
knowledge and views on this built up through 
a ‘Roundtable on Alternatives’ process 
initiated by DFID (now FCDO) in 2006-07, 
the outcomes of which should be revisited. 
Community forestry, relatively young and 
fragile in DRC, is likely to form a central 
part of this, though with much investment 
needed in the capacity of institutions, local 
communities, the private sector and NGOs to 
make this successful at scale.

6. REDD+ programmes need to consider the 
likely medium-long term impact, especially 
irreversible forest degradation and eventual 
complete deforestation arising from logging 
concessions beyond so-called ‘reduced 
impact logging’. Dealing with these will need 
to be costed in and/or accounted for as likely 
‘reversals’ of emissions reductions.

7. DRC’s national REDD+ investment plan and 
nationally determined contribution (NDC) to 
the Paris Climate Accord should be revised 
based on extensive studies into the long 
term deforestation impacts of industrial 
logging, building on this and other studies, 
as well as other drivers such as infrastructure 
development, extractive industries and 
agribusiness. 

8. Conduct further research into the long-term 
impacts of industrial logging in other parts of 
the region such as in Cameroon.
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Note that the second number in each concession refers to the date of allocation. Hence 047/11, now held 
by CFT, was originally allocated in 2003. The current or recent holders are not necessarily those to whom 
the concession was originally allocated. Concession holders information was correct as of March 2018.

Current 
or recent 
concession 
number

Previous 
or earliest 
known 
concession 
number

Recent holder

056/14 046/04 RIBA CONGO

002/11 003/92 LA FORESTIERE

019/11 006/92 ENRA

059/14 015/03 SODEFOR

001/16 CFE

057/14 007/03

001/15 033/03

061/14 019/03 SODEFOR

027/11 026/04

051/14 033/04 SICOBOIS

033/11 032/04 SICOBOIS

042/11 011/03

046/11 036/04 CFT

060/14 013/03 FORABOLA

054/14 003/98

004/11 045/04 BAKRI BOIS 
CORPORATION

003/15 003/03

065/14 026/03 SODEFOR

040/11 018/00 SIFORCO

064/14 010/03

053/14 001/98 BOOMING GREEN DRC

052b/14 002/98 BOOMING GREEN DRC

038/11 064/00 SODEFOR

055/14 004/91

035/11 021/03 SODEFOR

049/14 041/05 MAISON NBK SERVICE

020/11 093/03 SCIBOIS

043/11 008/03 FORABOLA

047/11 018/03 CFT

034/11 031/03 SODEFOR

Current 
or recent 
concession 
number

Previous 
or earliest 
known 
concession 
number

Recent holder

063/14 029/03 SODEFOR

039/11 028/03 SODEFOR

036/11 023/03

037/11 020/03 SODEFOR

048/12 024/05 LA FORESTIERE DU LAC

005/11 002/01 ITB

006/11 002/04 ITB

021/11 018/95 COMPAGNIE DES BOIS

026/11 007/95 BOOMING GREEN DRC

022/11 021/05 BEGO CONGO

025/11 037/03 MOTEMA

009/11 034/05

010/11 001/95 SAFO

024/11 036/03 MOTEMA

017/11 088/03 MEGA BOIS

012/11 030/05 ITB

013/11 001/04 ITB

016/11 028/98 SEFOCO

023/11 008/93 SEFOCO

050/14 003/04 TALA TINA

015/11 005/03 FORABOLA

045/11 032/03 SODEFOR

052/14 034/97 SOMICONGO

058/14 012/03

062/14 024/03 SODEFOR

018/11 033/05

003/11 002/93 LA FORESTIERE

002/15 027/03

001/11 002/92 LA FORESTIERE

ANNEX I - DATES AND HOLDER OF CONCESSIONS

TABLE 2
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