
Eight years after the first formal negotiations began, six Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade Voluntary Partnership 
Agreements (FLEGT VPAs) have now been signed (with Ghana, Cameroon, Central African Republic (CAR), Republic of Congo 
(ROC), Liberia and Indonesia). Official negotiations are ongoing in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Gabon, Guyana, 
Honduras, Ivory Coast, Malaysia,  Vietnam, Laos and Thailand.Other countries expressing an interest include Bolivia, 
Cambodia, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Madagascar, Paraguay, Sierra Leone and Myanmar/Burma. 

Sadly, implementation remains painfully slow. The slow pace could nonetheless be seen as evidence that short cuts are not being 
taken, which raises hopes that eventually the resulting legality systems will be thorough, workable and effective. In some countries 
however, notably DRC, ROC and Gabon, there appears to be little interest from the government, the timber sector or civil society 
organisations to actively pursue implementation. This is perhaps because of the limited potential for personal, political or company 
gain through VPA implementation. In other countries, notably Ghana, Liberia and Indonesia there is active involvement of all 
sectors in implementation.

Whatever the perspective, it can be difficult to promote a process which after ten years has not produced a single FLEGT licence, 
particularly in the context of funders demanding evidence of ‘value of money’ and a focus on results-based activities. Nonetheless 
it is clear to FERN and partners that there are results to communicate, particularly in terms of improved governance, improved 
capacity of local civil society organisations, and especially greater transparency in the forest sector. These results are significant 
steps towards the kind of long-lasting change that reaches beyond the timber trade and is more likely to endure even when the 
donor money stops flowing.

The coming year is an important one for FLEGT VPAs, and the EU must focus on effective implementation of existing agreements. 
If deforestation is to be halted, however, the EU must also take lessons from FLEGT and use them to deal with large drivers of 
deforestation such as EU imports of illegal and unsustainably-produced agricultural commodities. The EU must also look at ways 
to change its consumption, trade and finance policies which could control market access for commodities that are illegally and 
unsustainably sourced. Later this year FERN and Chatham House will publish proposals for an action plan on this topic.
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AFRICA

Cameroon

Over recent months, local communities, and national and 
international NGOs have expressed serious concerns about 
forest destruction caused by a palm oil plantation established in 
Cameroon by the US company Herakles Farms. Herakles Farms 
colluded with the Government of Cameroon to enable the export 
of illegally felled timber, logged in order to develop the plantation.1 
The national prosecutor has been asked to investigate their palm 
oil plantation, seize the illegal timber and hold Herakles Farms 
and government officials involved to account. Illegal conversion 
timber seriously undermines the Cameroon VPA, and the Herakles 
Farms case in particular is impacting VPA implementation (see 
previous updates). In April this year, questions were raised in 
the European Parliament about the problem of illegal conversion 
timber,2 and the EU and Cameroon have twice discussed the 
issue, resulting in a working group to explore the problem of 
conversion timber in the light of the VPA. The working group 
includes civil society representatives. 

Some progress has been made in terms of implementing the 
VPA transparency annex (annex VII), as a large number of 
documents are now online (http://www.minfof.cm/apvcameroun/). 
The Independent Auditor is working on a report examining the 
consistency of forest titles and the state of affairs regarding 
seized timber, and a FLEGT facilitator will shortly be recruited 
(with finance from the German Federal Enterprise for International 
Cooperation (GIZ)). On the other hand, there has not been 
much progress regarding revision of the Forest Law and its 
implementing decrees. Although a multi-sectoral working group 
has been set up to guide the process, it does not appear that 
any consultations have been planned. The UN Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination (UNCERD) sent a letter to the 
government of Cameroon3 in March 2013 requesting information 
about the consultation process, but it remains unanswered.  

1  http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/publications/Campaign-
reports/Forests-Reports/Licence-to-Launder/
2  http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//
TEXT+WQ+E-2014-005243+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=en
3  http://loggingoff.info/fr/document/le-cerd-r%C3%A9pond-%C3%A0-la-
plainte-de-la-soci%C3%A9t%C3%A9-civile-okani-ced-fpp

Central African Republic

The VPA process is still stalled due to insecurity and volatile 
political situation in CAR. The FLEGT Technical Secretariat is 
faced with acute operational and financial difficulties. However 
outreach and training activities for local stakeholders have 
taken place, albeit sporadically, with support from the civil 
society platform. Since taking office in January 2014 the interim 
government, led by Catherine Samba-Panza and backed by 
nearly 8,000 African Union, EU and French troops has been 
seeking to stop the cycle of violence. The transitional parliament 
has started work on a new constitution aimed at restoring peace 
and establishing the new political institutions that will govern 
the country after general elections planned for February 2015. 
Despite the ongoing crisis, concession permits are still being 
awarded. Civil society has detected blatant irregularities in 
bidding processes which they are duly documenting. 

Democratic Republic of Congo

According to a recent Chatham House report, nearly 90 per cent 
of logging in DRC is illegal.4 The actual log harvest in the DRC, 
which is estimated to have doubled in only six years due to an 
increase of population and income levels, is now around eight 
times the official harvest, although much of this is likely to be 
due to small-scale chainsaw logging. This situation highlights the 
dual need for legal reform and improved governance. Insufficient 
political will and corruption seem to be major obstacles to 
improved forest governance. The dialogue between the DRC 
and the EU around the VPA should address these challenges, 
but the VPA process seems again to be stuck, at least until a new 
Minister for Environment is appointed. 

While the VPA process is in limbo, the DRC has made serious 
efforts to access funds of the World Bank’s Forest Carbon 
Partnership Facility (FCPF) Carbon Fund. In April the Fund 
approved a controversial Emissions Reduction Programme 
Idea Note (ER-PIN) for the DRC despite major concerns raised 
by national and international organisations about the flawed 
process to develop the ER-PIN and the negative precedent set 
by a proposed “green development” pilot project.5 In reaction to 
expressed concerns, the DRC government promised to maintain 
the current moratorium on industrial logging concessions and 

4  http://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/198642
5  http://www.fern.org/implementinhaste
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push ahead with the Community Forestry Decree that has been 
stalled since 2010. 

Republic of Congo

Implementation is advancing slowly for RoC’s VPA. The 
government has made progress towards the implementation 
requirements of VPA implementation: The Forest Code is currently 
being revised, and the transparency annexe is moving forward 
through the introduction of a new website which is intended to 
hold all required timber-related information.6  Civil society is very 
engaged in the forest reform process because it may allow – for 
the first time – increased participation of communities in a legal 
reform process. Communities and civil society are striving to 
include articles on community forestry, community property and 
usage rights in the new Forest Code. It is hoped that the new 
law and implementing decrees will lead to the development of 
forest management plans, increased civil society involvement in 
the allocation of harvesting rights, and prevent illegal conversion 
of forests to agricultural land. However financial constraints have 
stalled work to develop the national traceability system and 
legality assurance system for several months.

A recent Chatham House report7 stated that all logging exports 
from RoC should be considered at ‘high risk’ of being illegal, 
with the exception of timber independently verified as legal and 
certified as sustainable. Rapidly increasing deforestation as a 
result of large scale industrial (and often illegal) conversion of 
forests for palm oil is a serious concern which RoC and the EU 
should discuss as part of the VPA implementation process. The 
destructive activities of the Malaysian palm oil company ATAMA 
Plantations are of particular concern as the company is operating 
close to the famous Odzala National Park.8

Gabon

VPA negotiations have been stalled since May 2012, but 
seem likely to be resumed. Stakeholders have been invited to 
prepare themselves for getting involved again in the process. 
Meanwhile the revision of the Forest Code continues. Civil 
society organisations complain that this reform process is 

6  http://www.apvflegtcongo.info/index.php?option=com_content&view=a
rticle&id=46&Itemid=53
7  http://www.illegal-logging.info/sites/default/files/Lawson_DRCongo_
PP_2014.pdf
8  Seeds of destruction, RF UK, expansion of industrial oil palm in the 
Congo basin potential impacts on forests and people, February 2013. 

not participatory and thus not in keeping with the spirit of the 
VPA process. It remains to be seen how the issue of effective 
participation in the area of legal reform will be addressed as 
negotiations progress.

In May this year, an agreement was signed between the 
Minister of Forests and Environment and a community to allow 
the community to manage the forest of Laboka. Although this 
pilot project is a step in the right direction towards accepting 
community forestry, civil society organisations warn that this 
experiment should be closely watched, as there is a real risk of 
elite capture by community leaders.

Meanwhile the government has published a national Climate 
Plan, which has not substantively changed from earlier drafts that 
were heavily criticised by Gabonese civil society organisations. 
Eyes are also fixed on the new Sustainable Development 
Framework Law which is currently being discussed at the 
National Assembly and the Senate. This piece of legislation may 
create a biodiversity offsetting market in Gabon. Civil society 
organisations have pointed at the dangers of this new legislation, 
which risks having a negative impact on local communities, their 
livelihoods and tenure rights. Offsetting projects instigated by this 
new law may therefore provoke social tensions and conflict.9 

Ghana

Ghana is making steady progress in the implementation of the 
FLEGT-VPA with the target to issue the first FLEGT license by 
the fourth quarter of this year, but there is still a lot to be done. 
The implementation process is perceived as less inclusive and 
participatory than the negotiation process, with the NGO coalition 
Forest Watch Ghana (FWG) feeling that it has to sometimes 
force its way into some of the implementation processes. This 
is despite initial agreement that they would be participatory. 
For instance the Wood Tracking System (WTS) was tested and 
assessed without civil society input. The resulting report has 
yet to be made available to stakeholders. Civil society was also 
excluded from a trial audit of using newly developed legality 
verification protocols. However civil society organisations were 
actively involved in reviewing and field testing the suitability of the 
verification protocols, and the consultant openly acknowledged 
civil society’s useful contribution.

An independent technical evaluation of the GhLAS (Ghana 
Legality Assurance System) has been initiated to assess the 

9  http://www.brainforest-gabon.org/fiche.article.php?id=56
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system before the licensing scheme becomes fully operational. 
This evaluation is expected to highlight the key obstacles and 
challenges ahead of the issuance of the first FLEGT license. 
FWG has been part of this process and a broadly positive final 
report is anticipated. FWG and other civil society groups are 
actively building the capacities of a wide range of stakeholders in 
preparation for full rollout of the WTS and GhLAS as well as the 
issuance of first FLEGT license. 

The much anticipated Timber Validation Committee (TVC) has 
been constituted and inaugurated. Through the efforts of FWG 
and other civil society groups, civil society organisations were 
given a seat on the committee. This is seen as a major milestone 
that will ensure credibility and stakeholder trust.

Other progress has been made around transparency as the 
government has acknowledged receipt of the transparency, 
matrix submitted by civil society as a substitute for a transparency 
annex that was not originally included in Ghana’s VPA. The 
government has also committed to provide and publish an initial 
shortlist of the transparency matrix that was agreed during a 
meeting with the Minister and Forestry Commission officials.10 
The independent auditor has submitted an inception report to the 
government and a work plan is supposed to be agreed by the 
end of June 2014.

Another success is that the Forestry Commission has reviewed 
the stumpage fees as required by law due to persistent lobbying 
by FWG on the losses incurred by the state as a result of the over 
ten years  non-review.11 

The government is negotiating with industry to resolve the 
impasse over the conversion of expired and extant leases and 
concessions to Timber Utilisation Contracts (TUCs); however 
that process has seen very little progress. It should be noted that 
without these processes completed, FLEGT licenses cannot be 
issued. 

The long term legal reforms required by the VPA were expected 
to be completed by December 2014, however the process has 
not even commenced. In advance of these reforms, civil society 
groups are developing position papers on a wide range of 
themes, with an emphasis on forest governance bottlenecks, the 
new Forest and Wildlife Policy, and issues identified in the VPA.

10  Annex II of 7th JMRM Aide Memoire
11 http://allafrica.com/stories/201405130819.html

Ivory Coast

A VPA Technical Negotiating Committee (TNC) has continued 
to meet since June 2013 to develop the scope of the VPA and 
content of the legality definition. Starting in March 2014, a civil 
society platform formed a legality grid working group, which 
meets regularly to formulate civil society’s contributions to TNC 
meetings. 

A new EU Delegation-funded project was launched on 27 May 
2014 to support civil society’s participation. The civil society 
platform will validate its Platform Charter in June 2014, which 
will govern its own organisation and external representation. This 
should improve the coordination of civil society participation in 
VPA negotiation sessions.  

The platform is currently developing a system for integrating the 
concerns of rural communities into national platform positions, 
and recruiting a legal consultant to advise them on the legality 
grid. The country’s Forest Code, which has been under review 
since 2011, has a finalised text, but has still not been passed; 
for the past month, it has been on the desk of the deputies at 
the National Assembly. This is challenging for the development 
of the legality grid, as it is currently being compiled on the basis 
of the old Forest Code rather than the new one, and thus risks 
becoming outdated if and when the new one is passed. Civil 
society organisations are therefore demanding the process of 
developing a legality grid be halted until the new code has been 
passed. Ivory Coast’s Reduced Emissions from Deforestation 
and Degradation (REDD) Readiness Preparation Proposal (R-
PP) was validated on 9 May, but faced criticisms of being drafted 
too quickly and with insufficient civil society consultation.

Liberia

The VPA entered in to force in December 2013, 33 months after 
negotiations were concluded. Progress is now being made at all 
fronts despite continuing illegalities in the sector, notably with the 
erroneous issuance of five Community Forestry Management 
Areas (CFMAs).12 A loophole in the 2009 Community Rights Law 
has led to commercial logging in CFMAs without due process. 
In the coming months NGOs will specifically focus on; the 
ambiguity and inconsistency between the existing laws, notably 
the Community Rights Law and its regulations; the Forestry Law 
(2006); and the Public Procurement Concession Act (2010). 

12  See www.loggingoff.info/liberia for more information
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NGOs argue that logging under the current CFMAs should be 
suspended and no further CFMAs issued until the Forestry 
Development Authority (FDA), affected communities and the 
logging companies operating in these areas have reached an 
agreement. 

Another key NGO demand was that communities get the logging 
money they are owed – 30 per cent of the land rental fees paid 
by timber concession holders, according to the country’s 2006 
Forestry Law. The long wait now appears to be over. On 26 
March 2014, Liberia’s Finance Minister Amara Konneh met with 
members of the Union of the Community Forestry Development 
Committees (CFDCs). A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
has been finalised which says that a final payment of US$1,470, 
261 will be paid to the communities - representing 30 per cent 
of the $US 4,623,872 in area fees that the Ministry of Finance 
has collected from timber companies between 2008 and 2013. 
The MoU promises that once outstanding payments owed to the 
government by foresters are collected, funds will be distributed 
to the affected communities. CFDC members are now seeking 
community members’ views on the MoU before signing. Liberia’s 
VPA means that unless the communities are paid, the timber 
harvested from their areas will be illegal. Similarly without 
social agreements being in place, the timber is illegal. There 
are therefore strong incentives for the Government to sort these 
issues out. Though the CFDC representatives have signed, it is 
now with the Ministry of Justice for review and final signature.

A VPA Support Unit has now been installed, with financial 
support from the UK. A new community forestry expert is being 
sought. It is therefore hoped that the FDA will be strengthened 
both as a strict regulator and in the areas of community forestry 
and Global Information Systems. These developments are taking 
place against a backdrop of wider discussions on land ownership 
and use, with a new land law – building on the already adopted 
and progressive land policy – expected imminently. The law 
is expected to change public land to community owned land 
but, given that at least 70 per cent of land has already been 
allocated as concessions or is privately owned, there is real 
uncertainty as to what will happen when customary lands are 
formally recognised in law. Roughly 700,000 hectares have been 
allocated to palm oil concessions without any Free Prior and 
Informed Consent – despite all companies being members of the 
Round Table on Sustainable Palmoil – and hence all have led to 
serious conflicts with communities.13 

13  See http://sdiliberia.org/Tell-EPO-NO-Means-NO for more informa-
tion.

SOUTH EAST ASIA

Indonesia

The European Parliament gave its opinion on the EU-Indonesia 
VPA in February this year, and the agreement was ratified by the 
EU shortly after. In giving its consent, the European Parliament 
issued a strongly worded resolution14 highlighting concerns and 
deficiencies within the VPA, including regarding conversion 
timber, financial corruption, and noting that “the current [timber 
legality verification system] SVLK leads to timber operations 
being certified as legal even when land-use rights claims by 
indigenous peoples and local communities have not been settled 
and/or proper compensation has not been paid”. 

The Parliament therefore called on the European Commission 
to ensure the “free, prior and informed consent of indigenous 
peoples and local communities is obtained in all cases, and fair 
compensation paid, where appropriate, for loss of access to forest 
lands critical to their livelihoods, as a non-negotiable condition 
of any FLEGT licence”, and to ensure that the SVLK is revised 
to reflect the Indonesia constitutional court ruling on customary 
ownership of forest land (see previous VPA updates). It is not 
only the European Parliament but also a coalition of Indonesian 
NGOs (including Friends of the Earth Indonesia,  Transparency 
international and WWF Indonesia) have raised concerns about 
the VPA stating that the SVLK might encourage deforestation 
and human rights abuses.15

Indonesia has nonetheless now also ratified the VPA. The 
SVLK will be revised, hopefully while addressing the concerns 
raised by the Indonesian NGOs. The latest version was open for 
comments until May this year, and the next SVLK evaluation is 
expected in September 2014. 

Laos 

A six-person sub-group of ministry and private sector 
representatives has been formed from a 20-member National 
Support and Development Committee to provide guidance on 
FLEGT, and approve a revised Lao VPA action plan. Civil society 
organisations are not yet represented in this group, but they have 
been able to input and there is a recommendation to include 
them in the technical working group. Lao officials have been 
trying to find out more about the VPA process from Vietnam, 

14  http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.
do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2014-0175&language=EN&ring
=B7-2014-0187
15  http://www.eyesontheforest.or.id/index.php?page=news&action=view
&id=707)
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taking the opportunity to hear from a representative from the 
Vietnamese NGO FLEGT network (VNGO-FLEGT). On 15 May, 
the government and EU held a video conference, for which the 
action plan and road map progress report were prepared, but the 
sub-group made no commitment in response to the EU’s request 
for a first face-to-face meeting. Commitment from a higher level 
in government will be necessary to advance negotiations. 

During the video conference, questions were also raised on 
the degree of consultation with Lao Non-Profit Associations 
(NPAs). An interim committee of NPAs working on FLEGT 
has been planning awareness and mobilisation meetings and 
discussing how to decide how NPAs may best be represented in 
the negotiations, and with what mandate. NPAs are considering 
how their contribution can be formalised into the negotiating 
structures, so the pace of the process needs to be adapted to 
enable NPAs to be privy to negotiations from the outset and not 
left behind.  

This comes at a time when the latest draft of the National Land 
Policy has included the government’s right to expropriate land 
for public and private business. If approved, it will undermine 
tenure security and exacerbate rapid land loss and consequent 
food and livelihood insecurity for Lao people nationwide. This 
is the very opposite of a national goal of increasing land titles. 
The Land Issues Working Group has therefore responded with 
its own list of recommendations16 which were also presented to, 
and well received by, a group of donors and government on 15 
May.  

The main recommendation is that land ownership or use rights 
can only be revoked with the consent of the affected land right 
holders; except for purposes that directly and primarily benefit 
the general public, and provided that the affected parties receive 
full, fair, and prior compensation. This applies to individually and 
communally held land, be it land under customary ownership or 
with a formal title. For communally held land, consent is defined 
by a two-thirds majority. 

Malaysia 

Almost six years since large number of civil society organisations 
walked out of the VPA process, a formal negotiation session was 
held in Kuala Lumpur in May this year, with a second session 
scheduled for mid-July in Europe. Civil society organisations 
remain highly sceptical about the validity of the VPA process 
and see little opportunity to be given a meaningful say in 

16  Recommendations available http://loggingoff.info/document/LIWG_
recommendations

the negotiations, but some NGOs and Indigenous Peoples 
Organisations (IPOs) did take part in a stakeholder information 
session following the most recent negotiations. This allowed 
them to monitor the process from afar without adding legitimacy 
to what is sadly still a non-participatory process. Despite some 
Malaysian news reports that negotiations are virtually complete 
and an agreement would be signed in a few months,17 the 
EU insists upon genuine movement from the government of 
Malaysia on some of the key issues which have hindered the 
VPA process from the start, including meaningful participation of 
all stakeholders, and the inclusion of the state of Sarawak in a 
legally binding agreement. While it is too early to assess whether 
the government of Malaysia and the state administrations are 
willing to satisfactorily address these key concerns, the fact that 
the European Commission is continuing to hold the line despite 
the drawn-out process is encouraging, and other elements of the 
EU working on VPA processes elsewhere should take note. 

New draft guidelines issued in April this year to Australian timber 
importers on compliance with the Australian illegal logging 
prohibition act (2012) and associated amendment (2013), were 
developed without the involvement of Malaysian or Australian 
civil society organisations. Initial analysis of the these guidelines 
is worrying, as they appear to give a green light to timber felled 
in Sarawak in accordance with the now outdated 1962 Forest 
Rules and 1958 forest ordinance, which provide only very 
weak recognition of native customary rights (NCR) and do not 
reflect the more recent emerging body of case law in Malaysia 
confirming community rights to customary forest resources. 
These guidelines could spell bad news for the legitimacy of the 
Australian Prohibition Act and more generally undermines the 
growing array of legislation restricting international trade in illegal 
timber.

Thailand

VPA negotiations in Thailand opened in September 2013, but since 
then there has been little formal progress. The recent declaration 
of martial law casts further doubt over when negotiations might 
begin again. It is also no yet clear how the political turbulence 
will affect the Royal Forestry Department (RFD), which will 
play a crucial role in the entire VPA process.  In the meantime, 
technical work on developing the legality definition has continued 
through an ad-hoc working group, which includes some limited 
civil society representation, but this is not yet representative of a 
broad platform of civil society stakeholders. 

17  See for example http://www.lesprom.com/en/news/VPA_could_be_
signed_by_Malaysia_in_2015_62369/ or http://themalaysianreserve.
com/main/news/corporate-malaysia/5889-final-lap-in-malaysia-eu-vpa-
talks-on-forest-trade
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RECOFTC, the center for people and forests, has continued 
to run a VPA stakeholder awareness programme with funding 
from the European Forest Institute, but reaching out has proved 
difficult and many stakeholders do not yet see the potential 
of the VPA process for advancing their interests. A Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) FLEGT grant is expected to fund 
the government to broaden its consultation with civil society this 
year. Under this grant, RFD is planning a series of consultations 
and coordination meetings with stakeholders, as well as making 
FLEGT-related materials more broadly available, including 
through a new website (not yet launched).

Vietnam 

A national consultation workshop was held last month to update 
a wide range of stakeholders on progress since a December 
video conference between the negotiators.  Various annexes of 
the VPA are now being presented by the government as nearing 
completion. The stated goal is to conclude the negotiations 
before the year is out. Yet some elements of the Timber Legality 
Assurance System (TLAS) developed by Vietnam Forest 
Administration (VNFOREST),  and selected experts were 
presented to interested parties in March for their input, and 
important issues still need to be addressed before a consensus 
can be reached. One important question remains how the 
legality of imported timber can be guaranteed. In May, a meeting 
between the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
and its Lao counterpart the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 
was held to discuss their respective experiences with FLEGT, 
including the participation of civil society. It is disappointing that 
the role of Vietnamese civil society in the negotiations has still not 
been formalised. The fact that civil society organisations have to 
be cautious about raising sensitive issues that the government, 
eager to make headway, could interpret as a threatening its 
interest, inhibits an open discussion on key issues of concern to 
them. Instead, civil society organisation engagement in Vietnam 
is on the government’s terms, and their issues can only be 
raised guardedly, in the hope that they are picked up, rather than 
tabled with an expectation of an open and systematic discussion 
around them.  

VNGOs have nevertheless gradually earned recognition for their 
proactive contributions: their VNGO-FLEGT network presented 
its findings to VNFOREST on an assessment in three provinces 
on the implementation of the 2004 Law on Forest Protection and 
Development, as it relates households and communities, as well 
as the results of the Livelihood Impact Assessment (LIA) which it 
was working on for much of 2013. The LIA focused on vulnerable 
Vietnamese stakeholders (farmers without land use certificates, 
ethnic minorities who depend on forests and small-scale wood 

processing households), analysing how their livelihoods could 
be affected and concluding among other things, that without 
adequate provisions, the incomes of small-scale timber growers 
and processers could suffer from the cost of compliance. Civil 
society organisations would also like to see better access to 
information, quicker issuing of land use certificates to deal with 
conflicting claims, a formal role for communities (in assessing 
environmental impact and exploitation plans, and for monitoring 
logging activity), that confiscated timber be used for public works 
not for export. They have also made a variety of suggestions on 
poverty-sensitive policies and regulations.

CENTRAL and SOUTH AMERICA

Guyana

So far in the VPA negotiation process, stakeholders, including 
indigenous communities, are said to be represented on the 
National Technical Working Group (NTWG). No reports or 
minutes from the meetings are, however, available to the 
public,18 and Guyanese IPOs and European NGOs have raised 
questions regarding the lack of inclusiveness of the working 
group and the process in general.19  In response, the EU stated 
proper participatory processes take time as “it is often a new 
way of interacting” between different stakeholder groups and 
that stakeholders themselves and the government need to be 
given time to develop real stakeholder processes. With new EU 
funding, the Amerindian Indigenous Peoples Association (APA) 
will hopefully be strengthened and able to actively participate in 
the VPA process. To be able to do that, the EU should ensure 
space will be created by Guyanese Forestry Commission (GFC) 
for this new way of interacting and ensure there is a genuine 
inclusive and participatory process that allows for meaningful 
and independent inputs from indigenous peoples and civil 
society organisations. In the often poisonous political context of 
Guyana this will require the EU to take a stand for democracy 
and human rights. 

Special EU vigilance is needed to ensure that non-State actors 
in Guyana are able to freely engage in the VPA process without 
undue presssure or censorship by the government. The new 
FLEGT facilitator, Alhassan Atta (former chief negotiator of VPA 
in Ghana) has his work cut out for him in ensuring there will be a 

18 The NTWG argues that indigenous stakeholders can access minutes 
by requesting them from the National Toshaos Council or the Indig-
enous Peoples Commission (who are members of the NTWG)
19 http://loggingoff.info/node/715
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balanced and inclusive consultation process including opposition 
parties, APA and other NGOs. One of the key issues that will 
need to be urgently addressed is the government’s failure to 
recognise the ownership rights of indigenous communities to their 
customary land and territories. APA has also expressed serious 
concerns about the draft VPA Communication and Consultation 
Strategy’s focus on information sharing rather than consultation. 
The next year will tell whether the Guyana VPA process will reap 
results or like the Norway Guyana REDD process will be at best 
a red herring which fails to improve forest management and 
strengthen peoples’ rights. 

Honduras
 
Following the general elections in Honduras in November 2013, 
newly elected President Juan Orlando Hernández has instigated 
broad sweeping changes to the exercise of executive power, 
which has particularly affected the National Institute of Forest 
Conservation and Development, Protected Air and Wildlife 
(ICF) which is now part of the Ministry of Natural Resources, 
Environment and Mining (SERNA). Part of these changes 
included the removal of the official negotiator and focal point for 
VPA negotiations. There has also been a change in personnel 
on the EU side. Civil society, private sector and cooperative 
stakeholders who make up the Honduran VPA Negotiating 
Committee took advantage of the disruption caused by these 
changes to propose a Plan of Action for implementing the 
agreements defined in the VPA roadmap approved in Brussels 
in October 2013, and to implement a joint advocacy strategy 
targeted at the new Honduran government officials. 

There is a sense that during the break from negotiations and in the 
subsequent video conference, some elements of the Honduran 
government have shifted their motivations for engaging with the 
VPA process to more closely coincide with those of civil society, 
namely improving forest governance. 

The third round of formal negotiations is now expected to be held 
at the end of this year.  An EFI mission to Honduras in June 2014 
has helped build consensus among civil society organisations 
to work around legality matrices, and to generate interest in 
developing regional platforms to promote a regional dialogue to 
identify the factors contributing to the illegal timber trade.  Civil 
society is coordinating efforts to develop a VPA Livelihoods 
Impact Assessment including a stakeholder mapping project, 
which it is hoped will contribute to successful development of a 
robust and just Legality Assurance System (LAS). It is anticipated 
that existing legislation including the Forestry Act 207 and the 
National Strategy Against Illegal Logging will provide a strong 
basis from which to develop the LAS.
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