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Mr. Laurent Stefanini, Ambassador delegate for the environment, facilitator of the 
Congo Basin Forest Partnership, representative of the French government, at the 
opening of the International Conference on Sustainable Forest Management in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. 
 
 

Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

I would like to begin by warmly thanking Minister de Decker and Belgium for taking the 
initiative to draw the attention of the international community to the challenges involved in 
sustainable forest management in the DRC. 

Mrs Girardin would have wanted to be here today, but as she had prior commitments, she 
asked me to represent her. 

We are meeting to find a path towards sustainably managing a resource that is invaluable 
both for the planet and for the DR Congo: forests!  

Global ecological governance was the key theme of the Citizens of the Earth conference 
held in Paris early this month. More recently, at the Africa-France summit in Cannes, the 
French President reiterated the challenge man faces in protecting primary forests and 
sustainably managing global ecological resources. 

Everyone knows the irreplaceable role played by the tropical forests. Their role in 
regulating the water cycle and protecting soil from erosion. Their importance for the 
Earth's climate via their capacity to capture and store the carbon that we are discharging 
into the atmosphere in ever increasing quantities. And of course, their unique role as a 
reservoir of plant and animal biodiversity. The big apes, whose survival is an integral part 
of the tropical forests, symbolise this link perfectly. 

The forests of the Congo basin represent one of the main potentials for economic 
development in central Africa, provided they are developed in accordance with the rules on 
sustainable development - by exploiting timber in the forest concessions and by developing 
protected areas, including ecotourism. In the Congo basin, more than 100,000 people are 
directly employed by the organised forestry sector. Forests are set to become increasingly 
important in the economies of the region as peace and stability encourage investment and 
development. 

In the Congo basin, however, there is room for hope. First of all, this massive structure is 
better preserved than elsewhere, as we saw in the excellent document on the state of the 
forests in 2006 that was presented yesterday. Secondly, awareness has been raised in the 
area and there have been affirmations of a desire to take action. As evidence of this, I give 
you the summits of heads of state of central Africa in Yaoundé in 1999 and especially 
Brazzaville in February 2005, the latter of which was attended by the French President. The 
resolution adopted on that occasion, the signature of the treaty on the preservation and 
sustainable management of forest ecosystems, the adoption of the Convergence Plan and 
the principle of implementing an autonomous subregional financing mechanism were all 
encouraging steps. 
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The Gabonese presidency, and now the Equatorial Guinea presidency of the Ministerial 
Commission on Conservation and Sustainable Management of Central African Forests 
(COMIFAC) - along with the executive secretariat - have also made real efforts since then 
to implement these decisions.  

This regional action does not exempt each state from implementing a national policy 
consistent with the guidelines defined in the subregional convergence plan. The number 
one priority is sustainable management. The protected areas, which today account for 15% 
of the basin, are essential for safeguarding those areas that are most notable in terms of 
biodiversity. This conservation effort must be bolstered. But the creation of protected areas 
will not be enough to safeguard the future of the basin. The challenges of conservation 
must also be incorporated into the operating rules. Thanks to the efforts made by the 
states, combined with the efforts of companies, donors, research centres and NGOs, 
sustainable management has been making progress since the late 1990s. We must 
encourage those companies that respect forestry rules; we must sketch out clear legal 
frameworks for them, forecast the economic situation and protect them from unscrupulous 
operators. To be sustainable, development must benefit from exemplary governance. The 
more manifest such governance is, the more you will find partners who are attentive to the 
development needs of the basin, the large multilateral institutions, private companies and 
associations. 

The international community is involved in tricky debates between national sovereignty and 
the interests of the planet, immediate needs and long-term considerations. Forest 
protection cannot wait. It must be based on concrete achievements that reconcile the 
conservation of these remarkable spaces and the sustainable management of forest 
products. 

The real challenge of this twofold mission lies in the effectiveness and efficiency of these 
tools. To this end, one first needs to have precise knowledge of the damage done to the 
forest and its internal dynamics. Regular monitoring of the Congo basin forests in 
connection with the observatory soon to be set up in Kinshasa will be very useful here.  

Next, forest regulations must be improved and they must be transparently enforced 
everywhere. Initiatives to improve governance, such as AFLEG1 and FLEGT2, as well as 
the implementation of forest certifications, work towards this objective. As Minister de 
Decker said yesterday on behalf of Belgium, France will spare no effort to promote, 
alongside the European Commission, FLEGT partnership agreements. I would add that 
rising concerns about joining in the decisions made by communities living in the forest, as 
well as respect for biodiversity in exploited forests, can and must be taken into account 
when developing sustainable management plans. 

Of course, financial resources are needed for all these actions. You will recall that President 
Chirac said in Brazzaville that "we must be prepared to pool part of the cost of preserving" 
forests. For the common good, it is legitimate for the entire international community to 

                                                
1 African Forest Law Enforcement and Governance, a regional component of the FLEG global process, 
led by the World Bank and derived from G8 commitments 
2 Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade, European action plan 
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mobilise.  A key part of your work will therefore focus on exploring all of the possible 
sources of funding. Funding must, of course, come first from the countries in the region, 
which must show hard-and-fast evidence of their commitment. Funding also comes from 
direct aid from donor countries, via trust funds, via the allocation of proceeds from debt 
cancellation and through private investment and the remuneration of environmental or 
global services rendered by the forests. Here, I find particularly encouraging the decisions 
taken at the latest conferences of Parties to the Climate Convention in Montreal in 
December 2005 and Nairobi in November 2006, to study the methods for actually taking 
account of the role of forests in carbon storage. 

For its part, France supports the governments of central Africa in their efforts to preserve 
the forests. Protection of the environment and biodiversity will be proposed as one of the 
three sectors for us to concentrate our aid in the "Partnership Framework Documents", 
which set out the guidelines for French cooperation for a period of five years.  

In Cameroon, part of the resources under the Contrat de Désendettement Développement (C2D) 
(Development Debt-Reduction Contract) was allocated to the forest/ environmental 
sector. Shortly, we will see a detailed presentation on this. By the same token, once the 
Democratic Republic of Congo and the Republic of Congo have met the conditions 
required to restructure their debt within the framework of the initiative for heavily 
indebted poor countries (HIPCs), France will offer to allocate part of their future C2Ds 
to the forestry sector. 

France has played a pioneering role vis-à-vis the states and industry to get industry to 
make a commitment to sustainable forestry management. In fact, the French 
Development Agency (AFD) is one of the leading donors to have funded forestry 
management plans having economic, social and environmental components. It will pursue 
this action while supporting the private sector in its ecocertification process. 

French cooperation is playing a growing role in forest conservation by funding projects 
such as the Sangha Tri-National Park (in the Central African Republic, Cameroon and 
Congo) and the Lomako protected area in the Democratic Republic of Congo. More 
generally, the government has made bolstering the efficiency of protected areas in French-
speaking Africa one of the key themes of the framework cooperation agreement that it 
signed in 2005 with the World Conservation Union (IUCN). 

I hope you will allow me to speak on behalf of all the partners in the basin, which France 
represents within the Congo Basin Forest Partnership. 

These partners have been present for years.  

First of all, the NGOs. For years, they have been doing outstanding work in the field and 
have been raising the awareness of public opinion and governments. I salute their ongoing 
and very necessary efforts.  

Forestry companies are also committed to sustainable management. They understand that 
it is very much in their interest to develop such activities. 
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The basin partner states, including the United States in the front line, have expressed a 
sustained interest, as has Germany, which will take over partnership facilitation duties this 
autumn. 

The multilateral organisations have a rising presence: the European Commission, the 
World Bank and the FAO. The donor clubs that are doing such remarkable coordination 
work in some of the countries in the basin, such as the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
very much deserve to be encouraged.  

 

Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Democratic Republic of Congo is committed to a process of reforming the forestry 
sector so as to ensure transparency, good governance, respect for the rights of local 
residents and protection of biodiversity. Pending the successful conclusion of this 
process, it has established a moratorium on new allocations of forest titles. It knows that 
it can count on the enthusiasm and determination of its partners to serve the cause of 
conservation and sustainable management of forests in the Congo basin. It was in this 
spirit that France joined the implementation of the common fund to bolster forestry 
sector governance in DRC. It was also for this reason that it plans to support, at the end 
of the conversion process, those companies committed to sustainable management as it 
has already done in the neighbouring countries in the COMIFAC area. 

 

Thank you. 


