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BUILDING ON ‘REALISING THE PLEDGE’, A BRIEFING BY THE RAINFOREST
FOUNDATIONS OF THE UNITED KINGDOM, THE UNITED STATES AND
NORWAY ON HOW THE US$1.7 BILLION FOREST TENURE COMMITMENT AT
COP26 CAN REACH CRITICAL FRONTLINE FOREST DEFENDERS, THIS BRIEF
LOOKS AT MAJOR OPPORTUNITIES TO UNLOCK SYSTEM-LEVEL CHANGE IN
KEY TROPICAL FOREST REGIONS SUCH AS THE CONGO BASIN.
Region: Congo Basin
Total Forest Cover (Ha): 314,957,017
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Dense Forest Cover (Ha): 181,400,000 2
Total Forest Loss (2011-2021): 4.61% 3
Forest Dependent People: 90 million, including
about 1 million indigenous people
Opportunities: community mapping; land-use
planning; forest monitoring; community forests;
indigenous peoples’ laws; community enterprises
and untapped market potential

CONTEXT & TRENDS
The Congo Basin is the second largest of the world’s three great rainforest basins
encompassing the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), the Republic of Congo, Gabon,
Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea and the Central African Republic (CAR). Containing vast
tracks of intact forests, it is a biodiversity reserve and carbon sink of highest global
significance with the Cuvette Central peatlands alone storing the equivalent of three
years’ global fossil fuel emissions. These forests are also home to some 90 million forestdependent people, including up to a million indigenous people.
Until recently it has suffered from lower deforestation rates than other tropical forest
regions but pressures are increasing from agribusiness, logging, extractive industries as
well as associated infrastructure projects. Combined with weak governance and endemic
corruption, this also traps communities in poverty and strips the state of much needed
resources. Unfortunately, conventional conservation approaches, such as strictly
protected areas, often wrongly target and penalise IPLCs who mostly still lack formal
rights to lands they have inhabited and protected for generations.
1 Global Forest Watch - Tree Cover 2010, www.globalforestwatch.org
2 Congo in the Crosshairs - Rainforest Foundation UK, Earth InSight, 2022
3 Global Forest Watch - Tree Cover 2010, www.globalforestwatch.org

OPPORTUNITIES & PATHWAYS

For these reasons, now is the time to invest substantial resources in this region, to stop
the trends that have ravaged other rainforest areas. Certain developments and recent
advances offer major opportunities to recognise the rights of IPLCs and unlock systemlevel change here:
A national moratorium on new logging concessions means there are 70 million
hectares of intact rainforest potentially available for rights-based conservation
models in DRC – an area twice the size of Germany.
With one of the most innovative community forest laws in Africa, hundreds of
communities in DRC have secured legal title to their traditional forests in perpetuity.
Community forests now also feature as a key pillar of the government’s climate
strategy.
The country is also on the verge of adopting a new law that would give
unprecedented rights to indigenous peoples. Similar legal provisions already exist in
the Republic of Congo and the Central African Republic, although they are not yet
implemented in practice.
Opportunities to develop community forests and other tenure models exist in the
other Congo Basin countries but a lack of available space requires a different
approach. Land use planning processes in Cameroon and Gabon, or the new Forest
Code in the Republic of Congo open new legal avenues to test these approaches.
A vibrant civil society exists, and has already played a crucial role in advocating for
better forest governance, respect for human rights, and active civic participation more
generally.

NEEDED INVESTMENTS

Realising these opportunities requires a step-change in the level of investment in
indigenous and grassroots organisations to:
Scale-up participatory mapping of community lands as a first step to identifying and
legally securing these areas, harnessing simple geo-spatial technologies that are
breaking down costs barriers. Then, support land titling and other means to secure
these lands, including by supporting grassroots movements which oppose extractive
top-down projects that threaten IPLC territories.
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Expand land-use planning of these territories to balance land rights, conservation and
development needs, and to integrate these plans into existing land allocations such as
protected areas.
Invest in the creation of producer associations, sustainable value chains and fair
access to markets as the basis for a vibrant forest economy that is compatible with
community based conservation. Integrate these initiatives into wider efforts to secure
rights, including community forests and land use planning.
Strengthen community-based monitoring of paradigmatic threats to tropical forests
that could have wider impact in the countries such as the planned expansion of oil,
gas and logging activities in DRC and the Republic of Congo and agribusiness, mining
and infrastructure development in Cameroon and other countries.
Promote adapted approaches for indigenous groups, who require differentiated
strategies to protect their tenure rights, livelihoods and traditional management
practices, as well as harnessing their traditional knowledge.
Increase support for grassroots organisations so that they can demand
accountability in the use of forest resources and push for systemic change, but also
for local and national governments to build their technical capacities and gradually
reduce their dependence on foreign aid.

IMPACT CASE STUDY: FORESTLINK
While remote sensing enables increasingly sophisticated analyses of the patterns of
forest loss, this does not tell the story of what or who is causing this deforestation. At the
same time, the Congo Basin rainforests are still remote and isolated from urban centres,
and services including law enforcement are sparse and clearly insufficient to prevent
illegal behaviour. Forest communities are in a unique position to witness what happens in
these areas, but the lack of connectivity has typically meant that they are unable to
communicate with authorities or civil society allies. This makes both people and forests
vulnerable to destructive and illegal operations.
ForestLink is a real-time forest monitoring system that enables local communities to send
alerts on illegal activities via satellite, even from areas without mobile or internet
networks. ForestLink is based on a user-friendly application that is extremely flexible and
customisable to different cultures and monitoring needs. In the Congo Basin, the system
has mostly been used to denounce illegal logging, while in other areas it has empowered
monitoring of illegal mining, coca production and territorial encroachment. Local civil
society organisations manage the system in country, supporting communities to take
legal action, engaging authorities to enhance law enforcement and driving advocacy to
push for systemic change.
ForestLink has improved the rule of law where it has been deployed, leading to timber
seizures, the dismantling of illegal mining operations, improved benefit sharing from
logging companies as well as high-profile criminal cases. Governments in all eight
implementation countries have acknowledged the value of community alerts and have
integrated the system into their enforcement efforts to varying degrees. Most importantly,
this approach has strengthened community voices and empowered civil society, opening
a door to stronger civic participation in a broader sense. Such strong participation is vital
to transition to more transparent, equitable and sustainable use of forests in the long
term.

The Rainforest Foundations: with more than 30 years of on-the-ground experience, RFUK, RFUS and
RFN are the foremost global organisations that prioritise social justice and indigenous rights as
preconditions for enduring forest protection. With over 100 long-term indigenous and other local
partners throughout the Amazon, Congo Basin, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, and Central America,
this partnership provides technical support and tens of millions of dollars annually, directly to
frontline organisations. Together, we support them to protect more than 84 million hectares of
tropical rainforest, a forest area roughly the size of France and England combined.
This briefing was formed in collaboration with our partners from Cameroon, the Central African
Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Republic of Congo. For more information:
info@rainforestuk.org

