Kenya

The Good Woods Project

Encouraging the use of sustainably produced goods requires an understanding of the markets in which they will be sold.

The East African coastal forests have been acknowledged as among the most important areas for biodiversity globally, and contain around 1,750 endemic species. The forests also support significant livelihoods, including providing material for Kenya’s wood-carving industry which contributes US$20 million per year to Kenya’s foreign exchange earnings and directly employs up to 60,000 wood carvers, supporting 350,000 dependants. Historically, this industry relied heavily on indigenous hardwoods, particularly two species, Mpingo or African black wood (Dalbergia melanoxylon) and Muhuhu or ‘Mahogany’ (Brachylaena huillensis).

However, the exploitation of these species for wood-carving and other timber uses has significantly depleted the populations of hardwood species, leading to forest degradation and a significant threat to the livelihoods of the members of the carving industry due to unavailable wood supply. With demand for wood higher than could be satisfied by Kenya’s forests, wood was sourced from hardwoods smuggled from Tanzania.

To reduce pressure on endangered hardwood species and secure future wood supplies for the carving industry, WWF and partners in the region are leading a shift towards the use of fast-growing relatively soft woods including Mango (Mangifera indica L.), Jacaranda (Jacaranda mimosifolia) and – particularly – Neem (Azadirachta indica) wood.

In order to encourage this shift, ways have been sought to make carvings from ‘Good Woods’ economically attractive in the increasingly competitive global carving market. Forest certification through FSC was considered the best option, as it was hoped that FSC certification would command a price premium. There has also been an increasing emphasis on the use of certification as a means of securing the supply of ‘Good Woods’, thereby avoiding a shortage of supply similar to that which occurred with indigenous woods. FSC certification was granted in early 2005, and although certification has not lead to an increased price for the carvings it has enabled ‘Good Woods’ carvings to increase market share.

In order to affect the switch to Good Woods, it is necessary to make the FSC approach economically attractive not only to the carvers but also to the farmers from whose land the trees are sourced. The Good Woods project has given support for collective production and marketing of timber from farms with Good Woods to the carving trade. However, this income alone was not sufficient to encourage farmers to cultivate neem in a sustainable fashion, and the project identified other neem by-products that could be generated. More incentives are now provided to local farmers through the training work undertaken by the project to promote these non-traditional uses based on neem oil and seeds.

For the carvers to enjoy the greater market share that FSC certification makes possible, significant improvements in both product quality and marketing were required. The project has worked extensively with the carving co-operatives to develop treating and drying methods to ensure that the new woods do not crack and are of good quality. A marketing company, the Coastal Tree Products Company, has been formed as an ethical joint venture between farmers, carver co-operatives and the project sponsors, with local business and marketing support. The Company will not only help to streamline the certification process, but will be responsible for marketing and promoting the products, ensuring the best returns for the carving co-operatives from the switch to FSC wood.

The project has played a significant role in raising the profile of the alternative Good Woods in the Kenyan carving community, as well as promoting the cultivation of neem wood by coastal farmers. The training work conducted with farmers has enhanced the income available from the cultivation of neem, and as a consequence the tree is now seen as a money-maker which every household wants to have in their compound. Every Good Woods tree utilised means lower demand for illegally harvested Kenyan hardwoods or smuggled Tanzanian hardwoods.

· Conservation as a project goal is meaningless to the local communities until the project outputs are expressed in terms that are meaningful and relevant to their livelihoods. Conservation can be a cost to the farmers and carvers but when economic benefits are incorporated into a project, the ideas are quickly adopted.

· Understanding the interests of all of the groups involved is vital. For example, the importance of developing neem by-products in order to secure a substantial early return for farmers was perhaps not realised soon enough.

· Working with partners experienced in different areas is important to achieve all the project goals, including conservation and livelihood development. For example, the use of business development and quality assurance specialists has proved vital. Each player is then left to do what they are good at, whether that be carving, marketing or tree management.

· It is important to include in the project local people who understand the culture and approaches of the groups who will be involved.

· Making markets work for small producers required changing the FSC certification process.
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