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Bark taken from selected tree species in forest and woodland in southern Africa is commonly used in traditional medicine. Urbanization created a huge demand for traditional medicines and an extensive informal commercial trade in bark for medicinal use to supplement income for daily livelihood needs. Illegal and resource-degrading commercial bark harvesting practices associated with these developments have brought traditional practices into disrepute.  How do we turn this around into sustainable resource use?  Sustainability has four components that need to be integrated. (1) Ecologically, the biophysical components and processes of the resource need to be maintained to ensure the functioning of the ecosystem. (2) Socially, it is essential to satisfy the cultural and livelihood needs of the people depending directly and indirectly on those resources and their products. (3) Economically, it is necessary to sustain viable businesses and industries to ensure economic activities. (4) Finally, it is important that rural development initiatives be carried out within a legal framework and an effective institutional structure.  

Several international, national and provincial legal instruments exist to protect the forests and woodlands and species against uncontrolled use and degradation in the southern African countries. The woody systems tree species are protected by different conventions, acts and ordinances, but often they do not adequately address the use of non-timber forest products. Law enforcement and current control mechanisms are ineffective. Illegal commercial bark harvesting continues, and this causes much waste of bark, death of several protected tree species and degradation of the forest composition and structure.  In practice the needs of different stakeholders, including resource users and resource managers need to be integrated.  The development of sustainable bark use from the Umzimkulu forests in South Africa is used as example of how such a conflict of interest could be addressed.  The study considered that i) diversified and integrated development is necessary to satisfy the interdependent and diverse needs and interests of the rural community, and buffer failures in any one type of development; ii) introduction of technology for development at a level above the skills and affordability of the rural entrepreneur ensures failure, despite good intentions; iii) a business concept has to be developed, step by step, to assist rural people to develop to the next higher levels of business organization and associated technology, with higher returns on investment; iv) components and processes within both the biophysical and human environments provide the basis for development of integrated, sustainable rural resource management policies, strategies and practices; and v) the changed life styles of urbanized people from rural communities increase pressure on the forests through uncontrolled commercialized activities of bark harvesters to satisfy the demands.  

Studies of the forest resource and the impacts of bark harvesting practices provided the basis for understanding the biophysical environment. The needs within the human environment had to be matched with the constraints observed in the biophysical environment.  The first step was to address the needs of the bark harvesters and resource managers.  Two levels of institutional structures were addressed: resource managers and resource users. The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF), as main custodian of the natural forests (through the National Forests Act of 1998), was contacted from the start to seek and facilitate collaboration in terms of policy, regulations, management practices, at the national, provincial and local level, through discussions, training sessions, and interaction with the bark harvesters. The provincial nature conservation authorities in and around the study area were involved in training sessions and discussions. Two options were considered for negotiations with the bark harvesters. The first option was to follow the Participatory Forest Management (PFM) approach of DWAF through forums with local communities around the forest to assess the general needs for forest products and values and to develop joint forest management.  This process was considered too slow and costly. A second option was instead followed after completion of the resource survey, i.e. to work with the specific bark user group. This group had common and vested interests in the bark study, came from several communities around the Umzimkulu forests, were directly involved in the uncontrolled and degrading bark harvesting, and sold their bark products at the Durban Herbal Market.  
Bark harvesters from the Umzimkulu District at the Durban Herbal Market were approached at the market through a facilitator to help to solve the problem of uncontrolled and degrading bark harvesting. Representatives of DWAF were present in all meetings to provide for open discussions on mutual problems, to shorten administrative procedures and to empower both groups to develop solutions. A first meeting held with 12 harvesters at the Market clarified the intentions and objectives. A second meeting was held at Nzimankulu forest to identify and discuss problems in the forest, to discuss alternatives and better harvesting techniques, and to assist the harvesters to form an association through which an agreement could be negotiated with DWAF. Additional follow-up meetings were held, both at the market and in the forest, to maintain regular communication.  A medicinal plant harvesters association, the Sizamimpilo Association, was formed with the assistance of an external facilitator, and a constitution developed. A draft legal agreement between the Association and DWAF was compiled by external lawyers, on behalf of the Association, for negotiation with DWAF. The Association agreed that a) Sustainable resource harvesting practices to be implemented in the forests should contribute to recovery and conservation of the forests; b) Bark harvesters should be able to continue with harvesting the bark resources with improved operating conditions, reduced effort and costs, minimized resource harvesting impacts, and better opportunities for the development of viable, productive small business; c) Rules for controlling resource harvesting must be simple, practical, and easy to manage, and cause minimal interference with effective harvesting; d) A constructive, collaborative relationship between DWAF (resource managers) and the Association (legal commercial bark harvesters) should facilitate effective and sustainable bark harvesting, and the elimination of undesirable, destructive, and illegal commercial bark harvesting from the forests. 

After extensive discussions, DWAF agreed to issue a harvesting permit under section 24 of the National Forests Act (1998) within certain conditions, namely a) That the DWAF Forester in Charge would ensure adequate consultation with communities surrounding the forests, representation of licensed forest users on the PFM Committee, and establishment of the scientific basis for the sustainable harvesting of bark, including a program of monitoring this off-take; and b) That the Association would ensure that they have an acceptable constitution and is represented on the Committee to be established around the forests in question.  On 30 May 2002 DWAF issued the General Licence under sections 7, 15 and 23 of National Forests Act (1998) to the Sizamimpilo Association, for harvesting of bark under guidance of the management plan for natural forests in the Umzimkulu Area.  The Plan provided for resource harvesting guidelines and monitoring of resource use impacts as a means to adapt management where and when necessary. Unfortunately, development of the plan, and its implementation, proceeded very slowly. The bark harvesters of the Association rapidly responded to the new arrangements for sustainable management of bark harvesting. They convinced their members to refrain from bark harvesting in the Umzimkulu and other forests in neighbouring areas. There was a drastic reduction in bark harvesting, and they adapted to harvesting in vertical strips that would not kill the trees.  
Separate studies were implemented of the value chain from the forest to the market, and of processing and packaging bark products for business development. The value chain study highlighted the problems of costs and difficulty to get large bags filled with bark to the market. Bark is now processed and packaged as ground bark in small parcels, and as ointments, tinctures and syrups in small containers, and sold by the Association at a shop at the Durban Herbal Market. Users are willing to buy the medicines that appear more attractive and hygienic, and shelf life of the products is increased. Current efforts aim to promote initial processing (grinding of the bark) at or near the forest collection site to reduce the mass of bark to be transported to the market at high costs, and to reduce the possibility of mixing bark of different species (with serious health implications).  

Trade opportunities developed.  An important component for sustainable development is to develop productive systems, and this can be pursued through the cultivation of alternative resources – an important component of PFM.  Cost-effective growing of alternative resources of the target tree species (in high demand) in different systems in the Umzimkulu area were discussed with different stakeholders: DWAF staff, managers of adjacent plantations, bark harvesters of the Association, and traditional healers from the local communities. The options include i) Planting seedlings in gaps inside the forest and on the forest margin, to facilitate consolidation of forest or recovery of degraded forest; ii) Planting seedlings in production systems such as coppice systems from which the leaves (rather than the bark) could be harvested as in tea plantations, in the nearby villages, along unplanted riparian zones inside the plantation forestry estate to control establishment of invader plants, and in partially thinned plantation stands on the forest margin or through facilitation of the development of existing regeneration of the selected species inside the plantation stands.







