
Chinese demand drives global deforestation

 
 

 
Chinese demand drives global deforestation 
By Tansa Musa 
Reuters 
June 10, 2007  
 
 
NGAMBE-TIKAR, Cameroon (Reuters) - From outside, Cameroon's Ngambe-Tikar 
forest looks like a compact, tangled mass of healthy emerald green foliage.  
 
But tracks between the towering tropical hardwood trees open up into car park-sized 
clearings littered with logs as long as buses.  
 
Forestry officers say the reserve is under attack from unscrupulous commercial 
loggers who work outside authorized zones and do not respect size limits in their 
quest for maximum financial returns.  
 
"I lack words to describe what is going on here," says Richard Greine, head of the 
local forestry post, 350 km (220 miles) north of Cameroon's capital Yaounde.  
 

 

 
Central African rainforest road. Photo by Nadine Laporte from 
Logging roads rapidly expanding in Congo rainforest  
 
 
 
China tropical log imports jump at Jiangsu port. (5/16/2007) 
Logs imports through Zhangjiagang Port in Jiangsu Province, 
China have increased significantly in 2007, reports the 
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) in its bi-
weekly update.  
 
China to push for sustainable logging overseas. (4/25/2007) In a 
surprising move, China has developed guidelines for the 
establishment of sustainable forest plantations abroad by 
Chinese firms, according to the International Tropical Timber 
Organization&apos;s (ITTO) April 1 Tropical Timber Market 
Report. The move comes as China faces increasing criticism 
from environmental groups for pillaging the world's forests to 
feed its rapidly growing economy.  
 
China&apos;s demand for hardwood drives illegal logging says 

"Both illegal and authorized 
exploiters have staged a 
hold-up on the forest."  
 
From central Africa to the 
Amazon basin and 
Indonesia's islands, the 
world's great forests are 
being lost at an annual rate 
of at least 13 million 
hectares (32 million acres) 
-- an area the size of 
Greece or Nicaragua.  
 
The timber business is 
worth billions of dollars 
annually, and experts say 
few industries that size are 
as murky as the black 
market in wood.  
 
Evidence of rampant 
deforestation around the 
globe points in one 
direction: booming demand 
in China, where economic 
growth is fuelling a timber 
feeding frenzy.  
 
In just the past decade, 
China has grown from 
importing wood products for 
domestic use to become the 
world's leading exporter of 
furniture, plywood and 
flooring.  
 
Chinese firms might not be 

 
MONGABAY.COM 
Mongabay.com seeks to raise 
interest in and appreciation of wild 
lands and wildlife, while 
examining the impact of emerging 
trends in climate, technology, 
economics, and finance on 
conservation and development 
(more)  
 
CONTENTS 

Rainforests 
Tropical Fish 
Madagascar 
Pictures 
Kids' Site 

About 
Contact 
Archives 
Newsletter 
Languages 

 
 
SUPPORT 
Help support mongabay.com 
when you buy from Amazon.
com. 
  

 

 

 
POPULAR PAGES 
Rainforests 
Rain forests 
Amazon deforestation 
Deforestation 
Deforestation stats 
Why rainforests matter 
Saving rainforests 
Deforestation stats 
Rainforest canopy 
 
News 
Most popular 
Worth saving? 
Forest conservation 
Earth Day 
Poverty alleviation 
Cell phones in Africa 
Seniors helping Africa 

http://news.mongabay.com/2007/0611-china.html (1 of 5)9/7/2007 12:04:22 PM

http://www.mongabay.com/
http://world.mongabay.com/danish/travel/
http://world.mongabay.com/finnish/travel/
http://ru.mongabay.com/travel/
http://it.mongabay.com/travel/
http://es.mongabay.com/travel/
http://fr.mongabay.com/travel
http://www.mongabay.com/health/medications/all.html
http://travel.mongabay.com/
http://www.wildmadagascar.org/
http://fish.mongabay.com/
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/
http://fish.mongabay.com/
http://www.wildmadagascar.org/
http://travel.mongabay.com/
http://news.mongabay.com/2007/0607-congo.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2007/0516-china.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2007/0425-china.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2007/0417-reuters.html
http://www.mongabay.com/about.htm
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/
http://fish.mongabay.com/
http://www.wildmadagascar.org/
http://travel.mongabay.com/
http://kids.mongabay.com/
http://www.mongabay.com/about.htm
http://www.mongabay.com/contact_mongabay.htm
http://www.mongabay.com/archives.htm
http://news.mongabay.com/newsletters.html
http://world.mongabay.com/
http://www.mongabay.com/contribute.htm
http://www.mongabay.com/contribute.htm
http://www.mongabay.com/contribute.htm
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect-home/mongabay-20
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/
http://www.mongabay.com/brazil.html
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/0801.htm
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/defor_index.htm
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/0801.htm
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/1001.htm
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/deforestation/
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/0401.htm
http://news.mongabay.com/archive/most_popular.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0420-rhett_butler.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0419-rhett_butler.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0422-rhett_butler.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0705-poverty.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0712-rhett_butler.html
http://news.mongabay.com/2005/0704-rhett_butler.html


Chinese demand drives global deforestation

Greenpeace. (4/17/2007) Environmental group Greenpeace said 
on Tuesday China should take responsibility for illegal 
hardwood logging in Southeast Asia which supplied the raw 
materials for Chinese exports to the West.  
 
China needs 5 million cubic meters more of tropical timber by 
2010. (10/16/2006) China needs 5 million cubic meters more of 
tropical timber by 2010 according to the September 15-30 ITTO 
Tropical Timber Market Report, a publication published by the 
International Tropical Timber Organization. China is already 
the world&apos;s largest consumer of tropical wood, importing 
more than twice the volume of tropical logs as India, the second 
largest importer on the list.  
 
Japan depletes Borneo&apos;s rainforests; China remains 
largest log importer. (7/10/2006) Almost three quarters of 
Japan&apos;s tropical timber imports come from the 
endangered rainforests of Borneo according to figures from the 
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO). 
Meanwhile, ITTO says that China remains, by a large margin, 
the largest consumer of tropical logs. Japan is the third largest 
importer of tropical logs after China and India. 74 percent of 
tropical logs brought into Japan come from Sarawak, a 
Malaysian state on the island of Borneo. Sawarak has seen a 
rapid decline in its forest cover since the 1980s, raising the ire 
of environmental groups and causing the Malaysian government 
to recently announce it would phase out logging in some areas. 
About 20 percent of Japan&apos;s tropical logs originate in 
Papua New Guinea.  
 
China&apos;s timber imports surge in 2006. (5/21/2006) 
According to China Customs, China&apos;s timber imports 
surged during the first quarter of 2006. Log imports increased 
18 percent to 8.1 million cubic meters. China customs valued 
these imports at $897.42 million. Most of the log imports (64 
percent) consisted of softwood logs from Russia. Sawnwood 
imports amounted to 1.45 million cubic meters worth some 
$385.72 million. Separately, the ITTO Tropical Timber Market 
Report reported that paper multinationals are aggressively 
investing in China&apos;s paper industry.  
 
China fuels illegal logging in Burma. (10/31/2005) A new 
report, launched today by Global Witness at the Foreign 
Correspondents' Club in Bangkok , "A Choice for China -- 
Ending the destruction of Burma's northern frontier forests" , 
details shocking new evidence of the massive illicit plunder of 
Burma's forests by Chinese logging companies. Much of the 
logging takes place in forests that form part of an area said to be 
"very possibly the most bio-diverse, rich, temperate area on 
earth."  
 
Timber hungry China moves into Africa. (4/20/2005) With its 
projected growth rates, China will soon surpass the United 
States in wood consumption. This voracious appetite for timber 
is threatening tropical forests around the globe but nowhere is 
this more apparent than in Africa where China is increasingly 
focusing its development efforts and adding fuel to a booming 
trade in illegally harvested timber. 

chopping down the trees 
themselves, but their 
insatiable appetite is driving 
up prices, spurring loggers 
to open more tracks like 
those torn through Ngambe-
Tikar and drawing huge 
global investment to the 
companies.  
 
COLONIAL RELICS  
 
In Mande village on the 
fringe of the Cameroon 
jungle, Pierre, a hunter 
dressed in tattered shorts 
and T-shirt, does not know 
that more than half his 
country's original forest 
cover has been cut down in 
his lifetime.  
 
But he knows the local eco-
system has been ravaged.  
 
Once upon a time, wild 
animals would sometimes 
stroll right into his 
compound. "These days you 
don't see any. They don't 
fall into our traps anymore. 
You need to go very far, 
deep in the forest to see or 
catch one," he tells Reuters.  
 
As usual, it is the poorest 
who pay.  
 
In nearby Democratic 
Republic of Congo, the lure 
of timber wealth has seen 
loggers accused of cheating 
villagers with deals activists 
say are a "shameful relic of 
colonial times."  
 
A two-year investigation by 
Greenpeace accused 
companies, mostly from 
Germany, Portugal, 
Belgium, Singapore and the 
United States, of illegally 
acquiring titles to about 15 
million hectares (37 million 
acres) of Congolese 
rainforest after a 2002 
moratorium.  
 
In return for small gifts such 
as farm tools, bags of salt 
and cases of beer, the firms won logging rights worth hundreds of thousands of 
dollars, the probe found.  
 
The biggest target of the loggers is Afromosia, or African teak, which can sell for 
hundreds of dollars a cubic meter.  
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Locals in one village, Lamoko, Greenpeace says, gave away thousands of hectares 
for presents worth only about $20,000.  
 
Depressingly similar accusations mar the logging industry in Brazil, home to most of 
the Amazon basin -- the planet's largest remaining tropical rainforest.  
 
FOREIGN MERCENARIES  
 
About a fifth of Brazil's Amazon has already been destroyed, and Chinese demand 
for commodities such as iron ore, bauxite and especially soy, has been a big factor 
in pushing the country's agricultural frontier further north.  
 
Most illegal logging is done by Brazilians, either poor migrants from the dry 
northeast or cattle ranchers and soy farmers coming in from the south.  
 
The government has long been criticized for deforestation and has a very public 
policy of stopping illegal clearing and slowing clearing rates overall. But the frontier 
area is very remote, and police are underfunded, disorganized and often corrupt.  
 
Spinning the globe further west, the problem is perhaps even more acute in 
Indonesia.  
 
Without drastic action, the United Nations says, 98 percent of its remaining forests 
will be gone by 2022, with dire consequences for local people and wildlife, including 
endangered rhinos, tigers and orangutans.  
 
In parts of Borneo and Sumatra, for instance, scientists are still finding new species 
of animals and plants but fear these could be lost to science before being studied 
fully.  
 
Jakarta says illegal tree felling is ravaging 37 of its 41 national parks, and now 
accounts for about three-quarters of all logging in Indonesia.  
 
Like the United Nations, it blames a well-organized, shadowy network of 
multinational firms it says are increasingly targeting its parks as one of the few 
remaining sources of commercial timber supplies.  
 
The government has deployed soldiers at least three times in recent years to 
confiscate wood and chase out loggers, and is training quick response ranger teams 
to police protected areas.  
 
But experts say the new units are crippled by lack of funds, vehicles, weapons and 
equipment, and face a huge threat from loggers who are often guarded by heavily 
armed militia led by foreign mercenaries.  
 
"At this rate, by 2012 the forests in Sumatra, Borneo and Sulawesi will be gone, 
only the forests in Papua will be left," local environmental campaigner Rully Sumada 
tells Reuters. "And if cutting of trees continues, no forest will be left by 2022."  
 
BARCODES AND PYGMIES  
 
The plight of forests is a focus of a June 3-15 United Nations meeting in The Hague 
that gathers signatories of a global pact to save threatened species.  
 
The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES) already includes Latin America's bigleaf mahogany and Southeast 
Asia's ramin and agarwood trees in Appendix II, which requires strict trade controls 
to protect them.  
 
Ramin, for instance, is sought after to make picture frames, pool cues, parquet 
flooring and decorative mouldings.  
 
But Brazilwood, used to produce violin bows, was the only tree species to win tighter 
protection at the U.N. meeting in the Hague. Bids to curb logging of South and 
Central American cedar and rosewood trees, the source of some of the world's most 
valuable timber, failed after objections by several countries.  
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Many poor nations want the rich world to extend the Kyoto Protocol, the main U.N. 
plan for fighting global warming, to give farmers credits for letting forests stand 
rather than sell trees to loggers or clear land for crops.  
 
Trees soak up carbon dioxide as they grow and release it when they rot or are burnt.  
 
The United States and the European Union -- the second and third biggest markets 
for Indonesian timber after China -- have both agreed in principle to ensure 
Indonesian forest product imports are verified as legal.  
 
But experts say the amount of investment in the logging companies from the 
industrialized world vastly outstrips donor efforts to help Jakarta.  
 
Trying to cut into the loggers' vast illicit profits, activists are fighting back with 
campaigns to persuade Western consumers to ask questions about where their wood 
comes from.  
 
The Geneva-based Tropical Forest Trust (TFT), a charity set up in 1999, has 
launched a programme in Indonesia under which a tree destined for felling is given a 
unique barcode.  
 
The idea is to let buyers identify verified legal wood from sustainable sources, TFT 
executive director Scott Poynton says.  
 
"The international wood business is so full of traders and middlemen operating in a 
world of bribes, corruption and illegal practices that, unfortunately, we encourage 
buyers to assume everyone is guilty until proven otherwise," Poynton says.  
 
He sees China as a major problem, sucking up illegal timber from all over the world 
and re-exporting it.  
 
TFT also works in central Africa, where it has issued the latest computer technology 
to illiterate pygmy communities desperate to save their forest homes in the Republic 
of Congo, across the jungle border from Cameroon's Ngambe-Tikar.  
 
Using touch screens on specially designed handheld global positioning system (GPS) 
units, the villagers mark the location of everything from sacred trees to crucial water 
sources and ancestral graveyards. The data is compiled and the timber companies 
are supposed to work around the important areas.  
 
ANYTHING "AT A PRICE"  
 
And TFT is working in China helping factories eliminate illegal supplies by identifying 
where their wood comes from.  
 
While much of the world's illegal logging is driven by China's hunger for wood, few of 
the teak floorboards and ebony tables rolling out of its sawmills and factories end up 
in its own booming, smog-shrouded cities.  
 
Despite rising incomes, few people can afford them. Instead, most of the valuable 
logs are exported as solid wood furniture, boards, or just veneer on cheaper 
products.  
 
Centuries of domestic demand have slashed China's own forests, and demand for 
foreign supplies soared after Beijing tried to halt logging in remaining pockets in the 
1990s after massive runoff from denuded slopes contributed to deadly floods along 
the Yangtze River.  
 
But China's leaders appear to have little concern about exporting those problems to 
immediate neighbors or countries further away.  
 
Under the glare of the international spotlight, they say they have clamped down on 
illegal imports from poor neighbor Myanmar.  
 
But in the Nu river valley which runs along much of that frontier, piles of trunks over 
a meter thick are stacked by the valley mouth of most cross-border roads and 
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loaded trunks trundle south.  
 
In the regional hub of Mangshi, a trader surrounded by stacks of cheaper Chinese 
wood says he has no teak to hand but can order anything from across the border "at 
a price."  
 
"If you know what you want, I have contacts in Myanmar who can get it within a 
couple of days," he tells a customer.  
 
(Additional reporting by Daniel Wallis in Nairobi, Emma Graham-Harrison in Beijing, 
Mita Valina Liem in Jakarta and Andrea Welsh in Sau Paulo)  
 
 

Comments? 
If you'd like to contact mongabay.com or submit a comment to post on this article 
(pending editorial approval), please use this link: Contact  
 
News options 

 
News index | RSS | Add to MyYahoo!  
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