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Objectives of the mission

Within the framework of Decision 2(XXIX) of the International Tropical Timber Council (ITTC) entitled “ITTO Objective 2000”, the Government of the United States of Mexico, through the National Forestry Commission (CONAFOR), submitted an official request to the ITTC on 19 October 2004 for the visit of a technical mission to Mexico in order to carry out a diagnosis of the forest management status of tropical forests in the country.  The objective of the mission was to assist the Government of Mexico in identifying those factors that prevent or limit the country’s progress towards achieving Objective 2000 and sustainable forest management, and to recommend appropriate measures to overcome these constraints.

Development of the mission

The mission team included four specialists – Dr. Markku Simula as the mission leader, Dr. Timothy Synnott, Mr. Gilberto Siqueira and Ing. Víctor Sosa (national forest consultant).  The mission took place on 8‑21 May 2005 and adopted the following methodology: (i) implementation of a background study, (ii) review of existing information, (iii) prior contacts with representatives of stakeholder groups, (iv) initial meetings with the counterpart organization, CONAFOR, (v) field visits in four states, (vi) additional consultations with representatives of stakeholder groups; (vii) presentation of preliminary findings to the National Consultative Forestry Council (Consejo Consultivo Nacional Forestal - CONAF) for discussion, (viii) analysis of the information collected and preparation of draft report, and (ix) preparation of final report on the basis of the comments received from the Mexican Government and ITTO.  During the implementation of the assignment, the mission consulted 200 representatives of different stakeholder groups.

CURRENT STATUS

The national context

In 2003 Mexico had a population of 104.9 million, almost three quarters of which were living in urban areas.  The annual growth rate is estimated at 1.43%.  The population density is 51.0 inhabitants per km2 (in line with the world average).
Mexico is a free market economy with a mixture of industry and modern and traditional agriculture that is being increasingly dominated by the private sector.  Mexico is now a middle-income country with a per capita income of US$ 5,070 (2000), one of the highest in Latin America.  However, there are still major and increasing differences between the rich and the poor, the north and the south, and the urban and rural areas of the country.  It is estimated that there are about 45 million Mexicans affected by poverty (living with less than US$ 2 per day).

Policy, legal and institutional frameworks

The National Development Plan (Plan Nacional de Desarrollo – PND) 2001-2006 establishes the priorities, objectives and strategies of the federal government.  In relation to the forest sector, the Plan incorporated and is currently implementing the Strategic Forestry Program (Programa Estratégico Forestal – PEF) 2025, whose main objective is to promote and strengthen the sustainable development of forest ecosystems.  This is the first time that the country has a government-endorsed long-term forest policy aimed at guiding the activities of the various stakeholders.  The National Forestry Program (PNF) 2001-2006 specifies the actions to be implemented in accordance with the PND and the PEF 2025.  The individual States of the Republic of Mexico have their own state development and forest-related programs.

The main laws regulating forest activities in the country are: the General Law for Sustainable Forest Development (Ley General del Desarrollo Forestal Sustentable - LGDFS) (2002) and its Decree (2005), the General Law for Ecological Balance and Environmental Protection (Ley General del Equilibrio Ecológico y la Protección al Ambiente - LGEEPA) (1996) and its Decree in relation to Protected Areas, the General Wildlife Law (2000), the Sustainable Rural Development Law (2001) and the Agrarian Law (1992).

The institutional structure of the forest sector has undergone frequent changes over the past 30 years.  CONAFOR is currently the focal entity, with wide-ranging responsibilities for the promotion of sustainable forest management. SEMARNAT (Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources) is responsible for sectoral regulation and the Federal Office for Environmental Protection (Procuraduría Federal de Protección al Ambiente - PROFEPA) is in charge of auditing and monitoring production areas and natural protected areas (NPAs).

Tropical forests and rainforests

Mexico has a forested area of approximately 57 million hectares.  Tropical-subtropical forests account for 32% of this total.  In addition, the country has 58 million hectares of scrublands in arid and semi-arid areas and almost 4 million hectares of hydrophilic and halophytic vegetation formations.  The country is divided into three climatic regions of approximately similar size: tropical, subtropical/temperate and arid/semi-arid.  The forests of the tropical region (26.4 million hectares) are mainly low to medium natural forests as there are currently only a few areas covered by high forests.  Tropical forests are found along the coastal regions of the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific coast, the Tehuantepec Isthmus, the Yucatán Peninsula and the Guatemalan border region.  The States that have the majority of these resources are Campeche, Chiapas, Oaxaca, Quintana Roo, Veracruz and Yucatán, which together with Tabasco are the main focus of this diagnostic study. 

Total timber stocks in the high and medium forests of Mexico amount to 972 million m3, with an average of 168 m3/ha, which in the low forests is only 24 m3/ha.  In general terms, there is the possibility of implementing forest management activities mainly based on timber production in the high and medium forests, but other types of vegetation formations only meet the pre-requisites for the implementation of extensive management activities combining timber and non-timber resources and environmental services.

Land use and change of forest resources

The loss of primary and secondary vegetation is currently estimated by CONAFOR to be 400,000 ha per year, although deforestation rates are reported to be falling.  Vegetation disturbance is estimated to affect about 550,000 ha/year, which indicates a rapid degradation process.  There is also a rehabilitation process going on because a total area of 278,000 ha per year (70% of the deforestation) is subject to some form of rehabilitation.  The change of forest resources is highly focused on the tropical and subtropical regions, where land-use change dynamics has been greater than in other parts of the country.
Forest land tenure

About 80% of forests and rainforests in the country are under social ownership regimes (ejidos and communities), comprising about 8,500 agricultural centers with a population of about 12 million.  When compared at the international level, only Papua New Guinea has a tenure system with a higher rate of communal property.  The Mexican community forestry model is being used as an important reference framework for other countries.  The effectiveness of monitoring and control is higher than in public forests and the level of over-exploitation of timber resources and forest degradation and deforestation are much lower than those found in timber concessions in other countries.

Tropical forest management

Multiple use of forests and timber harvesting in the country date back to 3,000 years ago.  Formal forest management activities for the production of timber in the tropical forests of the southeast of Mexico began in the 1950’s, when a large-scale forest management plan was developed for a para-statal company in Quintana Roo.  In the 1960’s and 1970’s, concessions were granted to private companies and the process of transferring responsibilities for forest management activities to ejidos and communities began in the 1980’s.  Currently the law stipulates that all harvesting permits should be granted to forest owners , which in the case of tropical forests are almost exclusively ejidos and communities.  In the ejidos with the largest forest areas and with commercial timber stocks, forest activities now represent an important contribution to the generation of both income and employment.

The elaboration of Forest Management Plans (FMP) requires the prior implementation of forest inventories.  The FMPs must specify the methodology to be used for the identification of trees to be logged.  The logging technologies used are still rudimentary.  Well-organized ejidos use more advanced methods in terms of operational planning and equipment.  In general terms, environmental impacts of logging activities are limited due to the small number of trees felled, the flat terrain and the technology used.  Current selective harvesting practices typically open up less than 5% of the forest canopy.

Commercial plantations

The area of existing commercial forest plantations (CFP) is still limited, possibly about 100,000 hectares, but there are no reliable figures about the real extent of this area.  The establishment of plantations has been subsidized since 1997.  About 90% of subsidized plantations are using tropical species, mainly in the hot-humid regions of the country.

Forest Protection
Forest fires represent a serious problem.  Their main cause is the use of fire in agricultural and grazing activities, and therefore it is very important to promote programs that discourage the use of fire, such as conservation farming practices or the planting of fodder plants.  The country has made enormous efforts to fight against these disasters.  There are no important health problems in the tropical forest areas, except for borer attacks on Meliaceae species, which mainly affect plantations of these species.

Forest production

The official national timber production has dropped from 9.4 million m3 of roundwood in 2000 to 7.8 million m3 in 2004, which is equivalent to the level of production reached around the mid-1990’s.  National timber production is made up of 82% conifers (mainly pine species), 12% oaks and other broadleaved species, and only 4% of valuable and tropical timber species.  In 2002, the production of tropical roundwood was 278,000 m3.  Out of this total, 8.6% were high-value timber species such as mahogany and cedar, and the rest were secondary species.  Most of the valuable species are used for sawnwood with less than 10% being used for posts, piles and round rafters.  Secondary species are used for sawnwood (44%), firewood and charcoal (30%), posts and piles (7%), sleepers (8%), and veneer and plywood (2%).

Non-timber production
In 2002, the national non-timber production was 143,000 tons, of which only 4% was sourced from the states of the southeastern region of the country.  Major tropical products include: gum (chicozapote gum), camedor palm leaves (Chamaedorea elegans), other palms (e.g. royal palm (Scheelea liemannu)), copal, mushrooms, seeds, fruits (e.g. nanche, Byrsonima crassifolia), allspice (Pimenta dioica), moss, palm grass for roofing, etc.

Biological diversity
Mexico is one of the 12 countries of the world that are considered to be mega-diverse, as together they account for 60 – 70% of the world’s total biodiversity.  This mega-diversity is the result of a complex topography, a variety of climates and the interconnection of two bio-geographic regions in the Mexican territory, which together form a varied mosaic of environmental conditions.  This mega-diversity represents a challenge in terms of conservation and maintenance as there is a high incidence of endemic species and many of these species have already been classified in one or another risk category.

In Mexico there are currently 17.9 million hectares of Natural Protected Areas (NPA), which account for 9% of the national territory.  Over the past 10 years, the total area of NPAs has increased by almost 70%, reflecting the priority of this activity in sectoral policies.  NPAs in tropical and sub-tropical regions cover a total area of 5.6 million hectares.

The management and utilization of wildlife is focused on specific areas – Management Units (MU).  These MUs cover a total area of approximately 6 million hectares, with only a minimum proportion of these areas found in tropical and sub-tropical regions.  Land tenure in the MUs is mainly ejidal/communal and private ownership.

Main socio-economic indicators

In 2003, the GDP contribution of forestry, including both forest-related activities and the timber sector, was MEP 17 billion, which accounts for 1% of the national total.  Over the past 25 years this sectoral contribution has ranged from 0.5% to 1.3%.  The low share does not reflect its potential to contribute to the sustainable development of rural areas in Mexico.

The total value of the production of tropical species in the seven states of the southeast of Mexico was MEP 262 million in 2002 and the value of non-timber products was MEP 73 million.  Women are involved in the production of non-timber products and various environmental services.  The direct contribution of the timber sector to the generation of employment in the tropical region could be as high as 60,000, but there are no reliable data available to confirm this.  Most employment opportunities continue being informal and temporary in nature.  A substantial number of ejidos mainly depend on forest activities for their livelihood.

DIAGNOSIS

Sustainable tropical forest management

Over the past 10 years Mexico has significantly strengthened its implementation system of sustainable forest management, and many of the necessary elements are already operational, although they need to be improved and perfected, a process that requires an ongoing effort.  However, the process to improve production has been slow due to the limited capacity and willingness of the private sector to change forest management and industrial processing systems.  The forest communities find themselves in a vicious circle: the income levels derived from forest activities are not sufficient to justify the investments required to add value to their products or improve the efficiency of their operations.  The mission has identified the following limiting factors in the order in which they appear during the transition period towards sustainable forest management:

A. Inadequate or perverse incentives: prevent forest owners from taking the first steps towards sustainable forest management because they promote other land uses in forest lands.  Incentives are mainly based on state and national policies aimed at providing support for rural development, without duly taking into consideration the potential of forest activities.

B. Internal limitations: are mainly related to the community’s limited human and financial resources.

C. Institutional and market barriers: reduce the competitiveness of community forestry vis-à-vis other options available for the utilization of their natural resources.

All of the community forest industries are affected by most of these barriers in varying degrees.  Out of the nearly 8,500 ejidos and communities with timber forest resources in Mexico, only 2,417 implemented commercial harvesting activities during 2002.  This means that only 28% of the communities had managed to take the administrative, technical and financial steps to develop and implement their Management Plans, while the others had not managed to do so.  The production potential of high and medium forests in the tropical region has been estimated at 1.4 million m3 per year, i.e. seven times the current production levels.  However, such an increase in production could only be achieved through the implementation of management plans, well-trained technical services, appropriate zoning, the absence of conflicts on the use of forests, investments in infrastructure and the economic viability of production.

Timber production in natural forests is not competitive in terms of cost when compared to commercial forest plantations with species used for solid wood products.  Forest management activities in tropical forests must be implemented with the multiple objective of combining timber production with non-timber products and environmental services, so as to generate sufficient income for the forest communities.  On the other hand, the quality of the timber in natural forests will provide a competitive edge in the medium term if it can be capitalized on in the industrial process.

Given the social and environmental importance of tropical forests and the economic role they play in the conservation of environmental services, the promotion of the sustainable management of these natural resources is of high national priority.  In the tropical region, there are perhaps up to 200 ejidos and communities that can base their development strategy mainly on industrial timber production.  Out of these, about 50% meet the necessary pre-requisites with regard to their internal organization and economic accessibility in the short and medium terms.  The remaining ejidos and communities (mainly in Chiapas and Oaxaca) do not really meet the necessary pre-requisites for an effective organization of professional timber production systems.  In these cases, support should rather be geared to the training of human resources in basic administrative and technical skills as well as the development of non-timber products and other forms of natural resource utilization.  The limited number of producers and market niches that are still accessible requires support programs to be highly specialized with a high level of professionalism.

Plantations
In approximately five years, timber from Commercial Forest Plantations (CFP) could account for 10% of the total national production, without taking into consideration rubberwood that is being produced from old plantations (with an estimated production of 5,000 to 10,000 m3 per year).  In the long term, the CFPs will be the main source of tropical timber in Mexico.  There are several limiting factors: (a) the current land tenure system which makes it difficult to develop large-scale industrial projects, (b) the lack of complementary financing to incentives, (c) the species to be planted and the products to be obtained have not been clearly defined, and (d) limited interest from the private sector to invest in CFPs.  The declining trend in timber production from natural forests and rainforests in Mexico will make it imperative to have more precise strategic guidelines for the development of CFPs in the country (specifying species, products, markets, etc.).

The problem to be addressed is how to link small, fragmented plantations with a timber market.  There is currently no industry that can absorb the plantation timber production in the tropical region.  In order to justify an investment in industry and infrastructure, sufficient supply areas must be developed to support industrial plants, but this does not seem to be the case.  More reliable data should be made available on the demand for new species that are being promoted (e.g. walnut, primavera, etc.).

Biodiversity

The strategy for the sustainable management of Mexico’s forests and rainforests in relation to the conservation of biological diversity is following two pathways: through the conservation of biodiversity in production areas and through an efficient network of NPAs.  The great majority of these areas are either privately owned or belong to ejidos or communities.  The status of the NPAs prohibits or restricts uses such as forest harvesting, although there are cases where harvesting activities would be compatible with protection.  Given the extent of the NPAs, high levels of income or compensation would be required to ensure the interest of owners in the conservation of these areas.  It is important to consolidate the existing NPA network before moving on to extending it.  Furthermore, the operational regulations of the NPAs need to be revised frequently enough so as to keep them realistic.

Tropical timber markets

National timber production is not enough to supply the domestic market.  About ten years ago, Mexico was almost self-sufficient in all timber products, but today the country’s domestic production can only satisfy 30% of the national demand.  The situation changed drastically after the year 2000 with the rapid rise in demand.  There are possibilities for increasing production from forests and rainforests, but it has not yet been possible to develop a growth dynamics in production.

Timber product imports (US$ 1.1 billion) have increased by 63% over the past five years, including both primary products (2/3 of total imports) and secondary processed products.  The main trading partner for these imports has been the USA, which has benefited from the easy access to the Mexican market brought about by the Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

Tropical timber only represents a marginal element in timber consumption.  Tropical species are losing their share in several market segments to imported oak and coniferous timber species.  This downward tendency is caused by an insufficient supply, poor quality and the limited marketing capacity of traditional producers.  New markets can be developed as shown by products such as “palizada” (building poles) which is used for construction in the tourism sector.  However, the dependency on imported tropical timber will increase until the production from local plantations can satisfy the national demand.

The tropical timber industry

Most of the industrial plants are small and have obsolete machinery.  The average size of sawmills is only 5,100 m3 (annual log consumption).  Existing sawmills that work with high-value and secondary species generally have rudimentary technology and obsolete machinery.  Production costs are high because low wages do not compensate for the high level of labour input required.  The recovery rate is low due to the technology used, although there is an efficient recovery of waste derived from high-value timber.  The quality of the sawnwood is affected by the following factors: (a) non optimised bucking, (b) variations of thickness, and (c) inadequate quality of saw doctoring.

The capacity for the value-added processing of sawnwood is limited due to: (a) the lack of drying kilns in sawmills, (b) inadequate quality control of end-products, and (c) inappropriate product designs (oversizing of furniture in the consumption of timber, non-commercial models, etc.).  Without appropriate seasoning it is impossible to produce quality end-products that will be acceptable to the national or export markets.

The future of timber production in natural tropical forests will depend on to what extent the trade of secondary species can be developed.  High-density species may have more potential to provide additional income than other secondary species.  However, no information is available on the availability of these species.  It would be necessary to improve the knowledge about the availability of each species to justify any promotional efforts undertaken by the industry, traders and the producers themselves.

The situation of the industry will change in a few years when plantation timber gradually penetrates the market.  This will create a new dynamics because it will require a different type of technology to what is currently used for native tropical timber species due to small log diameters.  The industrial needs of the sector have not yet been adequately considered in the plantation programs and there is a risk that this will result in a fragmentation of the production of raw materials with high transport costs for the industry.  A long-term integrated plan at the regional level would be required to address this concern.

Industrial development will follow two strategic pathways: (i) small and medium scale production based on timber sourced from natural tropical forests for specific market niches (domestic and export), with an emphasis on value-added products, and (ii) medium and large scale production with competitive costs mainly based on plantation timber supplies directed at markets where they will compete with oak and other broadleaved species, both tropical and non tropical, either domestically sourced or imported.  Furthermore, industries will be developed to satisfy the local needs for pallets and packaging, building poles, etc.

Marketing

The existing distribution channels in the domestic market do not encourage: (i) increased value-added processing of sawnwood by producers, (ii) use of secondary species available in the market, (iii) the adoption of improved timber product grading and measurement systems.  The introduction of plantation tropical timber into the market underscores the need to address these problems because the quality of this timber will be different from the quality of the timber produced in natural tropical forests.

On the other hand, many secondary species that do not have a national market do have an international market and therefore provide important niches for Mexican producers.  It is possible to find these niches in the domestic markets as well, but this would require the development of new distribution channels.  The volume of timber required by these niches (both national and international markets) is limited, but the potential prices are high. Market potential coincides with the capacity of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) if the required quality can be produced and producers comply with the other requirements of these demanding markets (delivery times, certification, etc.).  The development of drying techniques in the ejido sawmills would be an essential pre-requisite for almost any value-added product line.

A significant bottleneck is the lack of direct contact between markets and ejido sawmills in the tropical region.  The sector has not been able to establish partnerships between buyers and producers (despite the forest certification process) so as to create an adequate basis for the renewal of the production system.  The lack of management capacity and realistic business plans represents a basic limitation for the development of the sawmilling sector.

The information system on tropical timber markets in Mexico needs to be improved.  The current lack of transparency results in an economic loss for producers and a disincentive for the implementation of sustainable forest management.  Perhaps a more serious problem than the lack of information is the lack of a system to convert available data into a more usable and accessible format for users (producers, industry, timber merchants, exporters, importers, etc.).  This gap is a priority for the promotion of SFM in the tropical forests of Mexico.

Public policies for SFM

Tropical forests have been in crisis for many years as a result of public policies that have promoted their clearing for other uses.  Pressure for change in land use has decreased due to the new macroeconomic situation and because there are now fewer economic incentives for the conversion of forest lands.  Policy adjustments (e.g. the establishment of new NPAs, the increase in wildlife Management Units and the specific programs of CONAFOR) have been important factors in this process.  However, inappropriate deforestation (even at a lower rate than previously recorded) continues to deplete forest resources.  It is therefore vital to maintain the clarity and stability of existing policies, otherwise there is a risk that new economic options could change the situation.

The role of tropical forests

It will be necessary to carry out an in-depth revision of the role played by tropical forests as generators of multiple goods and services, where, in many cases, timber production will perhaps not be viable as the main activity to be implemented by forest owners.  The mission considers that it is necessary to redesign public policies in order to ensure the implementation of multiple-use SFM.  The evaluation of the different options should include the socio-economic and financial viability of production systems, both for timber and non-timber products, as well as environmental services (eco-tourism, biodiversity, CO2 sequestration, water conservation).  Although all of these options have clear potential, their viability in the wide range of circumstances that arise in the tropical region must be confirmed on a case-by-case basis.

Policy framework
There is an explicit national land-use policy, but in practice there are many conflicts prevailing between sectoral policies.  There is also a national policy for the sustainable management of permanent forest estates, but its effectiveness is restricted by environmental regulations in the tropical forest regions.  The new regulations of the forest law (LGDFS) place high tropical forests in the conservation and restricted or prohibited utilization category, which represents a barrier and a source of uncertainty for forest owners and producers.  There are initiatives and pressures to withdraw tropical forests in particular from timber production activities and to preserve them as areas generating protection, conservation and environmental services.  On the other hand, the pressure exerted by official government programs to convert tropical forests to agricultural and pastoral uses has decreased.

The forest planning system is rather complex and still needs to be consolidated and promoted.  In particular, there is a need to support the States in the formulation of their own strategic and regional programs, as they do not have a critical mass of planners and stakeholders who are adequately trained in planning.

Legal framework

The Decree of the LGDFS law has only recently been published and its implementation requires the formulation of more specific instructions, guidelines or standards.  There is a lack of resources for the implementation of land management policies and for training. There is also a need for the formulation of methodological guidelines, as well as for their verification and follow-up by the relevant organizations.  The mission has made a series of observations and suggestions on the different thematic areas of the forest law so as to improve SFM practices in tropical forests (forest zoning, natural forest and rainforest management, forest management units, forest management programs, harvesting permits, valuable species and CFPs).

Institutional framework

The reform of sectoral institutions has resulted in the establishment of a large number of agencies and regulations.  Only in the last five years has there been a certain modernization of administrative structures and the promotion of productive organizations in the private sector.  However, this is a formidable task and the lack of definition of responsibilities or overlapping and conflicting responsibilities of individual organizations can sometimes lead to a total absence of coordination.  A greater number of trained and specialized personnel at the different levels of municipal, state and federal forest administration is also required.

Community forestry

Organizational capacity and entrepreneurial efficiency continue to be limiting factors for the development of community forestry.  The situation has improved over the last 10 years with the support of specific government programs. However, structural problems have not been tackled and the effectiveness of these programs has been limited due to the fragmentation of the support provided and a short-term horizon for the production of benefits.  Furthermore, this has created a reliance on subsidies among forest owners.  What the sector requires is the establishment of appropriate conditions for the forestry business through investments in high quality and efficient support services and physical infrastructure. The solution for the problems related to the quality of technical services might not lie on increased regulation but rather on transparency and market promotion of these services, raising awareness among owners on the cost-benefits and outputs and the training of service providers, among other factors.

Combating illegal logging
There are no reliable data available on the volume of illegal timber logged.  PROFEPA estimates that consumption  of illegally harvested timber in the country is about 5–7 million m3 of roundwood per year, which represents approximately 80% of legally harvested timber.  Illegal logging is a serious problem in certain areas of the country, with implications in terms of public security, corruption, the loss of economic value of the resources for both the owners and the government, loss of biodiversity, etc.  There is a strong economic incentive for all stakeholders in the production chain (producers, timber merchants, industrialists and authorities) which fuels the illicit trade.  There is no effective control of forest operations due to a lack of human and financial resources and training.  Current monitoring systems are not efficient.  There are provisions aimed at following up and revising existing regulations, but in general terms, these are incomplete and fragmented and require revision.

The monitoring system is cumbersome and represents additional costs for both producers and the government due to the need to prepare and process applications on the one hand, and in particular, the cost of time wasted in the logistics chain due to the bureaucratic processes involved.  In the medium term, the objective should be to achieve a situation where timber producers and sawmill operators have their own adequate information and monitoring systems, which allow an external auditor or inspector to verify, at any given time, the legality of the source of raw materials in accordance with the products produced or sold.  Under this scenario, it would no longer be necessary to obtain an authorization for each transport delivery.  In order for the system to function efficiently, it must be accompanied by sufficient penalties and incentives to guarantee compliance with existing rules.

The Mexican government has taken all sorts of actions in the fight against illegal logging.  What is still missing is involving public and private buyers through clear purchasing policies that will prevent the access of illegal products to the national market.  It is also necessary to improve the information available on the volume of illegal logging and its causes by group of stakeholders, so as to design additional and specific responses as required.

Specific programs
The main instruments used for the promotion of the forest policy are CONAFOR’s specific programs.  Their main strategic problem is the dissipation of their impacts and the dissociation between local projects.  Regional studies and regional forest owners’ associations can contribute to improve the efficiency of the government’s support programs.  The other problem associated with these programs is their subsidy nature.  Many supported activities could be implemented with soft loans that would change the perception of owners and make them more responsible for the implementation of activities.

Financing 

Forest activities should be of high priority in development financing policies so as to capitalize on the opportunities of the sector.  However, there is no general financing plan linked to all sectors attracting subsidies, loans from commercial banks and self-financing, because almost all of the available resources are from the public budget.  Programs financed through non-refundable public resources (subsidies) need complementary financing to ensure the maintenance of plantations after the third year of establishment, as otherwise the efforts made could be jeopardized.  Furthermore, there is a lack of a well-structured market in terms of adequate raw materials and productivity throughout the forest-market chain; both elements are vital to create the conditions required to develop appropriate financing systems.  Mexico now has a variety of innovative financing mechanisms under development or recently operational, but in many cases they have not yet been validated as strategic options and have not been adequately promoted.

Certification
In Mexico, forest certification is at an incipient stage of implementation and requires more promotion.  Incentives to facilitate access to markets demanding certification are essential and should be developed in the national market so as to impact timber supply.  There is a risk, however, that this type of incentives could penalize national producers, particularly those of the SMEs, if their certification continues to progress slowly.  The government should consider the possibility of reducing the bureaucratic requirements and controls of certified forests as an incentive to promote certification.  Mexico also needs its own national certification standard.

Research

CONAFOR’s support to research would have more of an impact if it were channeled through a national forest research plan, with specific sections for each type of forest ecosystem, defining the lines of research and projects required to support SFM.  Priorities must be defined on the basis of a consultation process with the local, regional and national organizations of forest owners, their consultants and technical service providers, and other beneficiaries and stakeholders.  CONAFOR and CONACYT must resolve the problem of conflicting research objectives: the usefulness of results to address practical problems versus an academic qualification of excellence.  A serious weakness in the system is that many research results are not disseminated in any form to the users who need technological packages.  The mission has identified priority areas for forest research.

Education and training

Inadequate training of forest owners is one of the major limitations for the implementation of SFM.  Existing needs (technical aspects of management, business management and organization, business planning, marketing, etc.) have not been sufficiently met, especially at the technical and vocational levels.  There are indications that existing professional educational programs have not placed enough emphasis on the management of tropical forests and that there are not enough professionals with the required training.

Opportunities and comparative advantages

The Mexican moist-tropical region offers a series of opportunities for sustainable development that are still under-utilized: (i) the possibility of producing up to 1.4 million m3 of timber from natural tropical forests, (ii) the potential to establish about 4 – 5 million hectares of commercial plantations, (iii) the conservation of water resources (the tropical region produces 60% of the national hydroelectric energy), (iv) the development of eco-tourism, (v) the potential to produce non-timber products, (vi) the conservation of biodiversity with 5.6 million hectares of NPAs, (vii)  high carbon sequestration potential of tropical forests (8 million tons per year) and forest plantations, and (viii) management and utilization of wild flora and fauna.

The comparative advantages for the production of tropical timber are: (a) geographic location, (b) physical conditions for tree growing  , (c) availability of marginal lands for the establishment of commercial forest plantations, (d) well developed basic infrastructure, (e) a rapidly growing domestic market, (f) successful experiences (community forestry, tropical forest management, agroforestry, plantations, non-timber products and other sustainable development activities), (g) a positive long-term policy framework, (f) the availability of manpower at competitive costs, and (h) high potential for the generation of environmental services.

Major constraints
The mission has identified five major constraints for the achievement of ITTO Objective 2000, in relation to timber production in sustainably managed tropical forests: (a) limited capacity of forest owners to implement forest management practices and value-added processing of their products, (b) insufficient knowledge on the technical basis of natural forest management and wood resources and productivity of forest plantations, as well as on markets and industrial development, (c) limited knowledge about diversification of production aimed at improving the economic viability of natural forest management and the income levels of producers, in particular for the promotion of lesser-known and lesser-used secondary species, (d) a lack of transparency and efficiency in the timber market for the promotion of SFM, including a lack of information systems on SFM and of improved timber measuring and grading systems, and (e) a lack of appropriate SFM financing mechanisms.

RECOMENDATIONS

Recommendations to the government and other stakeholders

The mission has classified its recommendations to Mexican stakeholders by thematic area and priority for required action (short, medium and long terms).

Policy and regulatory framework

(i) Formulate guidelines for the implementation of the forest legislation and ensure their dissemination to relevant stakeholders, including the personnel of the forest and environmental administration (Short term).

(ii) Clarify the role of natural tropical forests in the national forest policy, within the context of the PEF 2025, and formulation of state-level strategic forestry programs or other similar efforts, through a participatory process, taking into consideration the whole range of economic, social and environmental values of these resources and disseminating the results to all participants and other interested parties so as to guide their future actions (Short and medium terms).

(iii) Consider the problems identified in the policies and regulations and take appropriate actions to complete or adjust the regulatory framework, with a view to facilitating the achievement of SFM; in particular, eliminate the inconsistencies related to the management of natural tropical forests (Medium term).

(iv) Expedite the formulation of forest management plans and regional programs so as to promote competitiveness by taking advantage of economies of scale, maintaining biodiversity at the landscape level, strengthening the organizational structures of forest owners, and improving the effectiveness of the support and incentives programs of CONAFOR, the Ministry of Agriculture and financing organizations (Short term).

(v) Promote agreements between ejidos and companies for the establishment of commercial plantations and joint investments in forest industries based on natural forest or plantation timber (Medium and long terms).

(vi) Strengthen PROFEPAS’s programs and resources for the control of illegal logging and other illegal activities.  Establish and implement public purchasing policies for the purchase of legally sourced timber and prioritization of certified products.  Implement preventative audits and link them with voluntary certification as soon as possible.  Improve the transparency and knowledge on illegal logging through specific studies and public communication (Short term).

(vii) Coordinate actions between SEMARNAT, CONAFOR and PROFEPA for the development of a series of incentives for certified forests, capitalizing on the fact that these forests are subject to an independent annual evaluation by a certifier.  Incentives could include easing up some of the administrative formalities and requirements (Medium term).

(viii) Increase the number of training programs for two priority groups: (i) forest owners and forest communities, and (ii) consultants and technical service providers, including the preparation of training and outreach materials, to be widely distributed and designed for different groups of potential beneficiaries (Short and medium terms).

(ix) Expedite the process of decentralization and federalization and promote the formulation of long-term strategic state-level programs, as additional instruments to state-level forestry laws, so as to mobilize financial and human resources for all interest groups (Medium term).

(x) As a general principle, it is recommended to harmonize administrative procedures and requirements with the human resources available for their implementation.  Thus, it will be possible to: (a) assign sufficient officers to streamline the processing of applications and other procedures, or (b) simplify procedures in accordance with the available staff (Medium and long terms).

(xi) Decentralize administrative procedures for the export of mahogany in accordance with CITES requirements (Short term).

Specific programs

(xii) At the state level, establish a single committee to manage CONAFOR’s programs, so as to reduce administration costs and save working time for decision-makers related to the forest sector (Short and medium terms).

(xiii) Adjust the evaluation system for specific programs (PRODEFOR, PRODEPLAN, PROCOREF, PROCYMAF, Production Chains, Environmental Services), with a focus on obtaining economic and financial results so as to improve their effectiveness (Medium and Long terms).

(xiv) Integrate program support systems at the local level within the framework of regional studies, so as to improve economic, social and environmental impacts (Short term).
(xv) Revise the structure of the specific programs, so as to better respond to strategic objectives and the needs of target beneficiaries, with the aim of simplifying operational and complementarity rules with other financing sources.  Financing mechanisms should be re-directed within the framework of regional management programs (Medium and long terms).

(xvi) Strengthen emerging support and incentives programs based on environmental services (carbon sequestration, water catchment and water quality improvement, biodiversity conservation) with a view to mobilizing payment for these services by the beneficiaries through different mechanisms (Short and medium terms).

Financing

(xvii) Complete the general financing scheme for SFM outlined in the Strategic Forestry Program (PEF) 2025, in order to improve its viability, effectiveness and impacts.  To this end, it would be necessary to prepare an agenda of institutional meetings and workshops coordinated by the National Banking Commission, with the participation of all stakeholders involved, so as to validate and update the responsibilities of each of the instruments of the scheme.  The scheme should cover subsidies, credit facilities (cash advance and loans) and self-financing (Short term).

(xviii) Develop a mechanism for financing the maintenance and extension of CFP projects, possibly through a securitization or directed credit scheme (Short and medium terms).

(xix) Provide education and training for the technical personnel of banking institutions and other financing agencies, so as to provide them with specific skills for forestry financing operations through an improved awareness of the possibilities of forestry businesses, including information on national and international markets (Medium term).

(xx) Condition private banks operating as the financial agents of public resources (subsidies for CONAFOR’s specific programs) to establish specific lines of credit suitable to forest activities (management and utilization of natural tropical forests, reforestation and plantation activities, agroforestry systems, industrialization, market promotion and marketing), with amounts, repayment schedules, interest rates, returns and guarantees compatible with forest activities (Medium term).

(xxi) Allocate part of the resources of the specific programs (PRODEFOR, PRODEPLAN, PROCYMAF and PROCOREF) for the establishment of a guarantee fund in the Mexican Forestry Fund, so as to cover at least 80% of the guarantees required by private banks.  In order to provide leverage to the fund, the government could develop mechanisms that take into account the value of the biomass or “equivalence – product”, or contract and sale of production (Medium term).

(xxii) Develop state trust funds that will provide for the channeling of additional financial resources for the protection and annual maintenance of natural forests and forest plantations.  The financing for these funds should be provided by the forest producers and industries themselves, through a sales value fee on the production derived from natural resources.  The producers and industrialists participating in the trust fund should benefit from tax incentives (Medium term).

(xxiii) Establish specific lines of credit for the provision of loans and the marketing of forest production in private banks and other financing sources, including the Mexican Forestry Fund, thus eliminating unnecessary intermediaries and improving the financial flow to the sector (Short term).

Industrial and marketing development 

(xxiv) Generate and disseminate technical and promotional information so as to promote the use of an increased number of timber species from natural forests and plantations, including data on the availability of species with potential to justify research and promotional efforts (Short term).

(xxv) Intensify training activities in logging techniques and industrial timber processing so as to cover the following topics: (a) low impact logging systems resulting in improved log quality, productivity and waste minimization, (b) tropical timber sawing and drying techniques, (c) log and sawnwood grading and quality control, (d) management, marketing and business planning systems.  The training should include thematic courses, preparation of guidelines and complementary advisory services.  The target groups for these training activities are consultants and management and technical personnel of community-based forest enterprises (Short, medium and long terms).

(xxvi) Promote the utilization and marketing of non-timber forest products within the ejidos and coordinating organizations (chicle, honey, bamboo, etc.) as key elements for income diversification, especially in forests of low timber producing potential (low forests, bushlands, , etc.).  This support should include specific projects integrating all aspects of production, regeneration, processing, product quality, marketing and training (Medium and long terms).

(xxvii) Prioritize the support provided to ejidos that meet the internal prerequisites for economic and industrial development (basic leadership structures, efficient internal organization, lack of despotism and internal conflicts, and proven commitment and willingness to implement SFM and community development) (Short term).

(xxviii) Establish a computerized information system with updated data on product markets accessible to producers and buyers of forest products.  The government could take the initial step of designing and establishing the system that could then be transferred, for example, to the national federation of regional forest owners associations (when it becomes operational).  Furthermore, there are successful experiences of forestry businesses that should be disseminated so as to raise awareness and improve the perspectives of new industrialists (Short and medium terms). 

Research

(xxix) Develop a national forest research program with all the required elements to guide research institutes and other stakeholders and to serve as a reference framework for the CONACYT-CONAFOR Sectoral Fund (Medium term).

(xxx) Recover the information accumulated in permanent sample plots and experimental fields (Medium term).

(xxxi) Revise the evaluation system of research and researchers so as to promote activities that provide solutions to current problems and/or effective dissemination of research results (Medium term).

(xxxii) Give priority to the tropical region in the provision of financing for research on the identified thematic areas (Short term).

Elements for ITTO support program for Mexico

In view of the needs identified in the diagnosis and the comparative advantages of the Organization, the mission recommends the following activities (in no particular order of priority) as elements of the ITTO support program for Mexico:

(i) Development of C&I, guidelines and manuals to be used as the technical and scientific bases for sustainable forest management in the high, medium and low tropical forests and mangrove forests of Mexico, based on ITTO C&I and Guidelines.  This activity can also result in new Mexican Official Standards for low impact logging in tropical forests, zoning and demarcation of permanent forest estates, pre- and post-harvesting silvicultural treatments for improvement and protection (tree marking, directional felling, skid trails, etc.), forest roads, and criteria and indicators for SFM monitoring.

(ii) Development and implementation of a training program on priority issues such as low impact logging systems, forest road planning, business management of community-based forest enterprises (CFEs), drying techniques, secondary processing, quality control, operational planning, marketing, business planning, etc., geared to instructors, technical services providers, and a pilot group of producers.

(iii) Implementation of an integrated project for the development of commercial forest plantations (CFPs) in the tropical region, including: (a) a study of CFP area and stocks and productivity based on remote sensing and field measurement data, (b) a market survey for plantation timber, and (c) a master plan to guide new investments in CFPs (specifying species, products, markets, etc.); these guidelines should particularly consider market and industrial development aspects at the regional level.

(iv) Strengthening of germ-plasm management, production and regulation in the southeast region.

(v) Development of an integrated pest management system for cedar and mahogany plantations.

(vi) Research and training on the management of degraded or rehabilitation lands, including CFPs, based on the ITTO guidelines for secondary forests and degraded areas.

(vii) Development of improved systems for timber measuring, grading of roundwood and timber products, formulation of respective standards, and dissemination and promotion of results among target beneficiaries, who should be involved in the process from the onset.

(viii) Implementation of a demonstration project for the development of community-based forest enterprises (CFEs) in the Mayan Region, which should include the following elements: diagnosis of the limitations of community-based enterprises and initial auditing of certification, technical studies, training, and development of appropriate systems and technical management practices.  The results of this project should help to strengthen the competitiveness of the participating CFEs and facilitate their certification.  The project should include three regional thematic workshops to disseminate the knowledge and lessons learned to other CFEs in the tropical region, including field visits as required.

(ix) Implementation of studies on: (a) the characteristics of lesser known/used species, (b) their markets, and (c) their production potential based on site specific forest inventories, as well as the processing and dissemination of information in a suitable format for the promotion of these species.

(x) Development of a market information system to improve transparency, data collection organization and establishment of sufficient communication channels to guarantee the accessibility of updated information to individual producers, their associations and technical service providers.

(xi) Strengthening of control systems: implement a study on the volume and causes of illegal logging, assessment of experiences in other countries ascertaining their applicability in Mexico; development of advanced monitoring systems for timber and timber product flows; development of initiatives aimed at improving the role of markets in the control of illegal logging.

(xii) Development of systems and capabilities for the certification of the quality of Mexican timber products.

Other ITTO support activities

The following ITTO support activities could benefit both Mexico and other producer member countries:

(i) Implement a tropical timber market survey in major importing countries as a priority activity (as included in the ITTO Biennial Work Programme), with a focus on market niches for the identified tropical species.  Previous studies (with very few exceptions) have been too generic in nature to be useful to their users.  This type of information would be very valuable for individual producers, both in Mexico and in several other member countries of the Organization that are facing the problem of market transparency.

(ii) Organize an international workshop on sustainable forest management financing in the tropics so as to exchange experiences among member countries in this area, with the additional aim of establishing a network of contacts among responsible agencies.  For example, Mexico would benefit from the experiences gained in financing schemes of other Latin American and Asian countries.  It would be useful to obtain information on new mechanisms and international experiences on this issue, as well as to analyze different lines of credit and their operational conditions, as established by existing private banks in countries with the same level of development as Mexico.

*     *     *
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