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OPENING SPEECH BY MS B P SONJICA, MP, MINISTER OF WATER AFFAIRS AND FORESTRY AT THE FORESTRY RESEARCH PROGRAMME OF THE DEPARTMENT OF INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT (DfID) "TREES FOR HEALTH FOREVER" WORKSHOP AT THE WILLOW PARK CONFERENCE CENTRE, BENONI ON TUESDAY, 1 NOVEMBER 2005  

Distinguished delegates, guests and visitors to South Africa, I wish to welcome all of you to this very special and significant workshop.  A particular welcome goes to our international delegates from far abroad, donor organisations, the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) and international research institutions, to those of you from other African countries and representatives from various parts of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region.  Welcome to South Africa.

It does not happen every day that we have a group of people like yourselves gathered together.  In particular it is probably quite unique to have a gathering such as this to talk about the subject of traditional medicine and its significance in terms of the forests where the resources come from.

Ten or twenty years ago people might not have thought that an event of this nature could be a possibility.  Traditional medicine was on the backstage.  In fact the primary focus of forestry in South Africa was very much on timber and apart from that the conservation of indigenous forests.  Fortunately there were some researchers even then that realised that this is a matter that require attention.  Fortunately they began to do something when they realised the need.  It is a tribute to the vision and dedication of such people that one gathers like we do today and assemble the wealth of information that was since accumulated on this subject.  It is through these investigations that we can estimate the value of the medicinal plant sector in the national economy at R 270 million.  Of course, much of this trade is informal and one, therefore, needs to do some research to try and estimate the value.  What we can see now is the importance of non-wood forest products and the services forests render to society becomes recognised.  Definitely the management of forests can no longer consider its value for timber alone.

Looking in particular at the subject of this workshop, one realise that there are various perceptions regarding traditional medicine.  Regardless of where one positions oneself in terms of these perceptions, there is one common ground that we all share and that is the fact that unsustainable harvesting and use of the natural environment where these products are gathered, is in nobody’s interest.

If you are a conservationist, you will be very concerned, and rightfully so, about the consequences that harvesting may have for the ecology of the forests.  Individual trees and other plant species are threatened by over-use.  We know already that species such as isiBhaha (that is the Pepper Bark tree for those who do not) is becoming very rare in nature.  However, whole forest ecosystems are also affected as more and more species of plants dwindle in numbers or become locally extinct.

This is only one side of the story. 

If you are a traditional healer you will know that there is a demand for certain plant products and if you have been in the business long enough, you will know that the demand has increased and that it continues to increase.  Where can you get more of the material you need? Well, there are many people around that collect these things and bring them to you. So, unless you know what is happening where the material is collected, you may live with a peaceful mind.  If you do know, however, you will realise that difficulties may await in future, because resources are being depleted.  You may also realise that you have to pay more money to get hold of some of these medicinal products.  I do not have to explain to you that in the end the poor patient will have to pay more as well. 

Now, if you are a trader or a collector of medicinal plants you find yourself very close to the heart of things.  Money talks and you need to get hold of more resources.  There are more people entering the trade and competition sets in, because there are only finite resources. This is where we begin to face a risk known to all of us as “the tragedy of the commons.” Today’s income is often so important to people that they cannot afford to think about tomorrow’s losses in the face of the possibility that the resources they need might be taken by somebody else in the mean time.  When the resources becomes really scarce, that is when you will find yourself in the predicament of how to sustain your income.

Somewhere in this picture are also the many, many ordinary people that are hoping to get a cure for some kind of medical problem.  It is estimated that in South Africa there are about 28 million people that still rely on traditional medicine.  It is part of their culture.  The question is where will the medicinal products be found in future if the forests and other sources are not managed and used in a sustainable way?  The majority of patients may never even think of that problem, because in our cities many people are already removed from the origins of various sources of their livelihoods.

Somewhere also in this picture are those of us, the civil servants and policy makers that have to balance the needs of various people with divergent interests today, while at the same time making sure that the generations to come would not blame us for the damage that we have done to their world and for destroying the forest resources that they may wish to use. Fortunately we have also among us those of you that find answers through your research. 

In particular we are attending this workshop to witness the results and benefits that were achieved from the medicinal bark study that was conducted in South Africa, Zambia and Malawi.  This study originated out of another study that looked into the economic potential of a broader range of forest products.  The study commenced in July 2003, was financed through the DfID Forest Research Programme and involved the three countries mentioned, Malawi, South Africa and Zambia.  The purpose of this study was to develop a sound basis for the sustainable management of bark resources, to contribute to poverty alleviation and to secure options for primary health care. 

It contributed also to:

· Develop sound methods whereby one could conduct inventories and put numbers to this question of resource decline, especially for developing population statistics for rare tree species;

· continue with experimental research that had already started in South Africa on the subject of resource levels and management considerations for tree bark and to extend this research to the other two countries;

· extend pioneering work that was done in Malawi about participatory approaches in forest management; and  

· link with on-going work in Zambia on the subject of sustainable agriculture and woodland use.

The programme for today is to give you the details of the findings of the work that was conducted.  So I will leave it to the very competent researchers to tell you about the outcomes in detail.  What is emerging in short, is that there are certainly causes for concern, but also possibilities to manage the resources in more sustainable ways.  What remains for me is only to give further views on the significance of this matter and how we should consider taking it into the future.

We know that primary health care is emphasised in the Millennium Development Goals. Environmental sustainability is also addressed.  Therefore, we have to do both.  We have to develop the potential of forests to provide in the health care of our nations and we have to ensure that our environment is not degraded in the process.  There are also the imperatives of poverty reduction, so we have to see how the medicinal plant sector can contribute to sustainable income generating opportunities.  One should emphasise sustainable income, because we are really not achieving anything if we create income opportunities that will soon fail because of resource depletion.  I am aware of some very promising work that is being done on the subject of growing some of these plants in farming systems to increase the production.  Work is also being done on processing of the basic bark products in order to improve the shelf life.  All of these are worthwhile pursuits that address the supply side of the problem without compromising the integrity of the wild resources.  In the processing there may also be economic opportunities.

From the studies that were done it also became clear that there are cross-border issues that need to be addressed, as well as questions around the regulation of forest use.  This is because trade is happening at a regional scale, particularly because of the specific distribution of some of the species.  I hope that you will not depart from this workshop without recommending concrete and meaningful actions that can be taken to address the particular problems that exist.  If we cannot regulate effectively, it is clear that the future of our resources will be in jeopardy.  However, we should ensure that the people close to the resource are at all times part of the process, as you are already doing.

Our forests are precious.  That is why we have a range of international agreements, such as the SADC Forest Protocol, which aims to ensure that we develop and use our forests to our best benefit without compromising the benefits of other nations and future generations or the environment itself.  I would urge you to consider the contents of these agreements during your deliberations. 

I wish you success with the workshop and that your participation may be rewarding.  Please remember that all the wealth of information that we generate through research has little benefit if it stays hidden in our reports and publications.  I would, therefore, encourage you to find the practical applications of the research and to make sure that it gets applied. 

Finally a word of thanks to the DfID for their financial support of this very valuable research project.  I am convinced that it was money well spent, both in the interest of the people of Southern Africa and our forests.  I thank you and wish you a successful conference. 

