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INFORMATION NOTE ON THE ASIA-PACIFIC FORESTRY SECTOR OUTLOOK 

STUDY 

 

The Asia-Pacific Forestry Sector Outlook Study (APFSOS) is a wide-ranging initiative to gather 

information on, and examine, the evolution of key forestry issues as well as to review important 

trends in forests and forestry. The main purpose of the study is to provide a better understanding of 

the changing relationships between society and forests and thus to facilitate timely policy reviews 

and reforms in national forest sectors. The specific objectives are to: 

 

1. Identify emerging socio-economic changes impacting on forest and forestry 

2. Analyze probable scenarios for forestry developments to 2020 

3. Identify priorities and strategies to address emerging opportunities and challenges 

 

The first APFSOS was completed in 1998, with an outlook horizon to 2010. During its twenty-

first session, held in Dehradun, India, in April 2006, the Asia-Pacific Forestry Commission 

(APFC) resolved to update the outlook extending the horizon to 2020. The study commenced in 

October 2006 and is expected to be completed by September 2009. 

 

The study has been coordinated by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO), through its regional office in Bangkok and its headquarters in Rome, and implemented in 

close partnership with APFC member countries with support from a number of international and 

regional agencies. The Asian Development Bank (ADB), the International Tropical Timber 

Organization (ITTO), and the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development 

(DFID) provided substantial financial support to implement the study. Partnerships with the Asia-

Pacific Association of Forest Research Institutes (APAFRI) and the Secretariat of the Pacific 

Community (SPC) supported the organizing and implementing of national focal points’ workshops 

and other activities, which have been crucial to the success of this initiative. The contributions of 

many other individuals and institutions are gratefully acknowledged in the  main APFSOS report.   

 

Working papers have been contributed or commissioned on a wide range of topics. These fall 

under the following categories: country profiles, sub-regional studies and thematic studies. 

Working papers have been prepared by individual authors or groups of authors and represent their 

personal views and perspectives; therefore, opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the views 

of their employers, the governments of the APFC member countries or of FAO. Material from 

these working papers has been extracted and combined with information from a wide range of 

additional sources to produce the main regional outlook report.  

 

In general, working papers are moderately edited for style and clarity and are formatted to provide 

a measure of uniformity, but otherwise remain the work of the authors. However in this case the 

contents have been heavily edited; while all care has been taken, some errors may have been 

introduced as a result of editing and interpretation. Copies of these working papers, as well as 

more information on the Asia-Pacific Forestry Sector Study, can be obtained from: 

 

Mr. Patrick Durst 

Senior Forestry Officer 

FAO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific 

39 Phra Atit Road 

Bangkok 10200 

THAILAND 

Ph. (66-2) 697 4000 

Fax: (66-2) 697 4445 

Email: patrick.durst@fao.org  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Forests and forest products have played a significant role in providing and supporting basic 

livelihood needs for Ni-Vanuatu for many generations. Forests provide food, clean water, 

fuel, medicine and income-generating initiatives for inhabitants. The dependency on forests 

has inseparably linked forests with their inhabitants. 

 

The dependency on forests for its products for daily livelihood support and the surge in 

monetary value of forest products, coupled with increases in population have placed immense 

pressure on the forests. However, due to the important close relationship between forests and 

inhabitants, and important socio-economic, cultural and environmental values, it is imperative 

that forests are managed in a manner that continues to provide their services without being 

degraded. 

 

Forests and forest products have also contributed immensely to the growth of the national 

economy. Income and revenue generated from the development and sale of forest products 

have resulted in the establishment of forestry-based industry, revenue and income generation 

to the government and landowners, and income generation for forest and forest-based industry 

workers. 

 

Several factors have contributed to the reduction, and to some extent, the degradation of 

forests and their value in Vanuatu. The primary contribution to forest reduction is the 

expansion of population. Increase in population could have a direct impact on forest products 

due to high demand for them, as well as clearing of forests for agricultural needs. Sustainable 

timber harvesting does not effectively contribute to forest degradation, but access created by 

logging activities can lead to forest settlement and encroachment. 

 

Management of forests in Vanuatu has several challenges. Foremost, similar to neighbouring 

Melanesian countries, all natural forests in Vanuatu are owned by traditional landowners, 

meaning that any forest development plans have to be made in consultation with traditional 

owners. Secondly, most resource owners are only partly literate and find it difficult to 

understand forest management and planned activities. And thirdly, but not least, the spread 

and separation of the archipelago has made it difficult for the Government to effectively 

implement its priority forest management activities. 

 

Future challenges are huge and require the Government’s total commitment. The 

Government’s policies and legal frameworks need to be reviewed and where possible, 

redirected to meet the upcoming changes. The foremost challenge will be the increased need 

for wood and wood-based products as well as non-wood forest products. The need for clean 

water and other forest ecosystem services will continue to increase and be in high demand. To 

continue to deliver these products and services, the Government needs to immediately take 

stock of the current supply and uses, and forecast how these products and services will appear 

in the future, and thereby take appropriate actions to tackle these issues. 

 

The natural forests have several functions and services, and house several products. It is 

anticipated that the demand for wood will continue to increase, an increase which the natural 

forests may not be able to meet. Well-managed forest plantations could therefore be an 

answer to meeting the growing timber demands. Vanuatu has a great opportunity to develop 

forest plantations to meet future wood demands. Once forest plantations are developed, the 

pressure on natural forest for wood may reduce, and the natural forests may recover, and 

continue to supply ecosystem services. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 

The aim of this report is to update the 1998 APFSOS study on Vanuatu and to highlight the 

possible changes in forest cover, wood and non-wood production in the next two decades. The 

status of forests in Vanuatu in 2020 was based on examination of the past and current forest 

management practices and what the future of the forests will be like if current practices 

continue. 

 

Scope of the report 

 

The report covers the following areas: 

 

a) The current state and status of forests and forestry in Vanuatu, 

b) Identifying and highlighting factors that are most likely to influence forestry and 

forests in Vanuatu, 

c) Forests in 2020, focusing mainly on forest products and services, and 

d) The responses that are required by the government to create better conditions for 

forests in the future. 

 

Data collection 

 

The data contained in this report were developed through desk top consultation of reports 

from the Department of Forests and other government institutions. A planned stakeholder 

workshop was not possible due to unavailable funding. A forestry stakeholder workshop and a 

one-on-one consultation with key stakeholders would have greatly assisted in the 

development of this report.   

 

 

2. CURRENT STATE OF FORESTS AND FORESTRY IN VANUATU 

 

Trends in forest resources 

 

Extent of forests 

 

The forests of Vanuatu occupy around 71 percent of the country’s total land area (1,226,905 

hectares) (FRA 2005). These data were based on interpretation of 1988 aerial photography.   

 

Forests and other wooded lands are classified according to the following categories: mid 

height forests (20-30 m) which cover 205,307 hectares, low forests (10-20 m) covering 

234,089 hectares, woodland (<10 m) covering 386 hectares and thickets (3-8 m) over 433,941 

hectares (Figure 1). These figures have not been verified or updated for the last two decades. 

 

Table 1. Classifications and descriptions as defined in the Vanuatu Resource 
Information System (VANRIS) 

Vegetation Type Definition 

Forests  Land with forest having tree canopy greater 
than 10m in height. This includes mid height 
forests of 20-30 m and low forests of 10-20 m. 
The main type of forests containing most of the 
commercial timber species for timber 
productions. 

Woodland (<10 m) Forest areas with separated crowns, generally 
<10 m tall. A clearly visible ground layer of 
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herbs and /or small grasses. 

Thickets (3-8 m) Forests with dense canopy of poorly formed 
trees and/or other arborescent life forms 3 to 8 
m tall and no ground layer being visible. 

Scrub (<3 m) Forests that have dense to open layers of 
shrubs and <3 m tall. 

Grassland or herbaceous 
communities 

Land covers consisting of grasses, sedges, 
herbs and low woody shrubs. A few scattered 
trees may be present 

Freshwater swamp 
communities 

Land with thicket, scrub and herbaceous 
vegetation. It is subject to permanent or near 
permanent inundation. 

Mangrove communities Forest areas also having a complex comprising 
low trees, shrubs and herbs subject to tidal 
inundation. 

Bare ground Land areas with ongoing human activity. This 
could be agricultural subsistence farming or any 
other activities or development made by 
inhabitants within the area 

Total land area  

 

M angroces

0%

Swamp 

communities

0%

Grassland

4%

Woodland

0%
Thickets

35%

Scrub

4%

Bare ground/ man 

made

21% M idheight forests

17%

Low forests

19%

 
Figure 1. Land use classification in Vanuatu including forest cover 
 

Production forests comprise mid-height forests and low forests, which constitute 36 percent of 

the land mass (Figure 1). Up until the 1990s, log harvesting activities were undertaken by 

medium scale logging companies, acquiring licenses for harvesting of up to 100,000 cubic 

meters of logs per year. Currently, medium logging activities have scaled down and the main 

logging activities are conducted via portable or mobile sawmills. 

 

Forest ownership 

 

All forests in Vanuatu are traditionally owned. This traditional ownership of forests is based 

on the ownership of land, which is determined by custom and enshrined in Articles 73 and 74 

of the national Constitution. 
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The traditional ownership could have both a positive as well as a negative effect on forest 

management. On the positive side, the nature of forest ownership favours land and forest 

owners to participate in forestry activities. In Vanuatu, the majority of portable mills are 

owned either by landowners or community groups who own forests. Landowners have also 

participated enormously and have taken the lead in reforestation activities. The draw back 

with traditional ownership is that all government management plans have to be approved by 

land and resource owners before they can be implemented. The lengthy process involved 

could also have an impact on potential forestry investors. 

 

The National Forest Policy has recognized the need for landowner participation in forest 

plantation investment and thereby calls for joint venture investments between investors and 

landowners. The aim of this policy requirement is to ensure maximum land and resource 

owner participation in forestry development. 

 

All forestry development initiatives are to be negotiated with respective landowners. A few of 

the successful conservation and protected areas in Vanuatu are community based, and 

management has been successful due to community ownership. 

 

The laws of Vanuatu allow for land to be leased for development. Land leases can be up to 75 

years and renewable upon expiry. The 75 years timeframe would be sufficient for two to three 

rotations of managed hardwood plantations. Currently less than 10,000 hectares of land are 

under lease for forestry development.  

 

Production forests 

 

Production forests for timber production are concentrated in the mid-height and low forests. 

However, with the current operations of mobile sawmills, merchantable logs could also be 

salvaged from the woodland and thicket forests. For the purpose of this report, timber 

production areas are classified as forests (Table 1) and cover 36 percent of the total land mass. 

Timber is also extracted from the woodland and thicket forests but forms a very small 

percentage of all timber produced annually. 

 

Non-wood forest products (NWFPs) and minor forest products are important forest produce. 

Fuel-wood, building and construction materials, food (including nuts, fruits and spices, bush 

meat and water) fodder and medicine are all important products supplied from forested as 

well as non-forested areas. NWFPs can be harvested from mid-height forests, low forests, 

woodland and thicket forests, and also from mangrove forests and scrub land areas. The total 

land area that produces NWFPs therefore represent 79 percent of the total land mass. 

 

SFM in Vanuatu  

 

The sustainable management of Vanuatu’s natural wealth including forest has been enshrined 

in Article 7 of the National Constitution. The Forestry Act and the National Forest Policy 

further set in detail the sustainable forest management (SFM) requirements and to a certain 

extent detailed sustainable management requirements for all forests in Vanuatu. The Code of 

Logging Practice sets the criteria for forest harvesting, aiming at limiting adverse 

environmental impacts, and sets guidelines to achieve SFM. 

 

The National Forest Policy (NFP) defines SFM as “the management of a forest estate to 

produce a sustainable yield of timber and non-timber forest products over hundreds of years”. 

It also notes the importance of the sustainable management of ecological aspects that inter-

link with the well being of forests. The NFP provides the Government’s guidelines toward 

management of all forests in Vanuatu including reforestation activities and forest plantation 

establishment. The policy estimates the sustainable yield per island (Table 2) which forms the 
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basis for the issue of timber licenses to fixed mills as well as mobile sawmills. The mobile 

sawmills maximum annual harvestable quota is contained in Table 3. 

 

Table 2. Annual sustainable yield per island as indicated by the NFP 

Island Sustainable yield 
(m

3
 /year) 

Banks/Torres 9,700 

Santo/Malo 30,000 

Ambae/Maewo 3,500 

Pentecost 1,800 

Malakula 6,500 

Ambrym 1,000 

Epi 1,000 

Efate 6,500 

Tanna/Aneityum 2,000 

Erromango
d
 6,000 

All Vanuatu 68,000 

 

Table 3. Annual harvestable quota for mobile sawmills for each island 

Island Maximum annual cuts for mobile mills (m
3
/yr) 

Ambae 1,500 

Ambrym 1,000 

Aneityum 1,000 

Banks/Torres 1,500 

Efate 1,500 

Epi 1,000 

Erromango 2,000 

Maewo    200 

Malakula 1,500 

Pentecost 1,800 

Santo/Malo
 a
 5,000 

Tanna 1,000 

All Vanuatu 19,000 

 

The Forestry Act sets the requirements for sustainable forest management of natural forests in 

Vanuatu. The Act requires that all forests in Vanuatu are harvested under a Timber License. 

Timber harvesting in natural forests in Vanuatu is based on a selective logging system, for 

which certain species of timber can only be harvested when they reach or exceed the 

minimum diameter at breast height. Avoidance of harvesting trees of near minimum diameter 

limit means that the harvesting cycle could be relatively short. 

 

An important management tool for natural forest management in Vanuatu is the ‘Vanuatu 

Code of Logging Practice’. The Code guides all forest harvesting in Vanuatu. These 

guidelines not only cover SFM principles but also contain measures to ensure ecological 

sustainability of the forest. The Code, adherence to which forms part of Timber License 

issuance conditions, sets minimum operational standards and requirements. These 

requirements include directional felling to avoid damage to future potential crop trees and 

environmentally sensitive areas, limit disturbances to surrounding environments, limited 

disturbance of soil and sedimentation to the water system. 

 

Reforestation has become an important initiative for landowners and communities to 

participate in SFM activities. This sector of the forestry stakeholder group has been actively 

participating and taking the lead in reforestation activities in the last four to five years. 

Woodlots and small-scale plantations are being established with selected priority species set 

by the government, based on their market demand and value. Woodlot establishment has been 
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undertaken through agro-forestry farming systems. Agro-forestry is a traditional farming 

system which is still widely used to date. 

 

The area of woodlots and forest plantations (planted forests) established up to 2006 has been 

estimated to be around 4,800 hectares (Table 4). The Department of Forests is aiming to 

extend woodlot establishment to other islands. The aim of this ongoing reforestation effort is 

to ensure that significant amounts of forest products are supplied from planted forests in the 

next 15 to 20 years. 

 

Table 4. Total area of forests planted per year from 1970 to 2006 

Year Area planted (ha) 

1970 704.00 

1972 890.00 

1980 425.09 

1986 0.70 

1987 3.67 

1990 1,983.25 

1991 0.01 

1992 0.83 

1993 5.91 

1994 34.24 

1995 13.12 

1996 42.18 

1997 65.41 

1998 53.52 

2000 119.28 

2001 45.39 

2002 105.33 

2003 108.79 

2004 82.41 

2005 74.63 

2006 45.23 

2007  - 

2008  - 

  4,802.97 

 

Economic viability of forest management for wood production 

 

Vanuatu’s forests have contributed significant revenue and income to forestry stakeholders 

through sale of timber and other wood products. The economic viability of forest products to 

continue to provide needed income will depend primarily on the sustainability of these 

resources. Economic viability of forest management for wood production will depend both on 

national and international policy changes to forests and forest products. Some of these 

changes may include: 

 

(a) Value added processing – a recent shift in policy, particularly in the National 

Sandalwood Policy, which requires local processing of all sandalwood purchased in 

Vanuatu, has seen an increase in minimum sandalwood royalties to landowners over a 

four year period from VT 350 per kilogram of heartwood to VT 800 per kilogram in 

2008. The increase in sandalwood royalties has seen a dramatic increase in the 

number of landowners and communities venturing into sandalwood replanting. It is 
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anticipated that policies that encourage value added processing of several other wood 

products may lead to increased revenue that could create better management of these 

resources. 

 

(b) Protected and conservation forests – Several protected and conservation areas are 

located on rich wood production areas. Due to the aesthetic, biological and 

environmental significance of these forests, the forest cannot be exploited 

commercially. Unless these protected forests have a regular source of income, for 

instance from eco-tours, these forests may not generate the funds to manage them. 

Similarly, lack of income opportunities may not generate sufficient interest from 

resource owners to manage the forests. 

 

(c) Climate change initiative – Currently marketing of carbon credits has not yet started 

in Vanuatu, but may soon emerge, presenting significant economic opportunity for 

sustainably managed forests for both wood and carbon credits. 

 

(d) Demand for wood products – Demand for certain wood products in the market may 

act as an incentive for management of these specific species. This scenario has 

already been demonstrated by sandalwood. The current increase in the local building 

industry has led to an increase in demand for local hardwoods. This demand is 

important for the management of these hardwood species. 

 

The forests of Vanuatu area made up of a mixture of tree species, both commercial and non-

commercial. The average national stocking rate of commercial timber is estimated at 1.5 

cubic meters per hectare. So far, the most accessible loggable areas have been harvested, 

making it exceptionally costly to undertake a commercially viable logging activity in other 

forested areas in Vanuatu. Due to the difficulty of managing natural forests appropriately, 

planted forests provide an important alternative.  

 

Overall state of the forest 

 

The forests of Vanuatu contribute enormously to the livelihoods of the forest dependent 

segment of the population. Therefore any changes in the health of forests will greatly affect 

them. The main impacts on forests are generated by cyclones, agricultural development, 

unsustainable log harvesting and forest encroachment. Population expansion could have an 

extensive effect on forests and their health. 

 

Currently disease and pests do not pose any threat to forest management and forest products. 

Being located in the wet tropics, there are no threats from wild fires. However, climate change 

and rise in temperatures may provide conditions suitable for insect and disease outbreaks, and 

probably increase the threat of wildfires and severe cyclones. The changing environment may 

greatly affect forest health and its produce. 

 

Proper management of forests in Vanuatu can only continue to be sustained with 

collaboration among all key forestry stakeholders. Cooperation between industry, landowners 

and the government is crucial to maintain an effective network for managing the nation’s 

forests. Lack of full cooperation by any of these parties could have a profound negative effect 

on collective efforts. 

 

Wood and wood products 

 

Current level of production and consumption of wood and wood products 

 

Consumption of wood and wood products cannot be fully reported because it has not been 

fully documented. Currently, the only record available for forest product consumption and use 
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is that kept by the Department of Forests. This record only includes the quantities of logs 

harvested and sawn timber and sandalwood harvested and processed locally. The Department 

of Statistics keeps records of wood and wood products exported as well as imported, but it is 

quite difficult to clearly identify these products because they are using the international 

coding system. 

 

The majority of wood and wood products consumed locally are in the form of fuel wood, 

timber, and wood used for construction of traditional dwellings in rural areas, and wood 

harvested by landowners for local consumption. Wood and wood products used in this 

manner have not been recorded due to difficulty in establishing a system for recording these 

data. The National Agriculture Census (2006) estimated that among the 43,312 households in 

Vanuatu, up to 90 percent rely on wood and wood products for their daily survival. 

 

Timber harvested under timber licenses has been recorded by the Department of Forests as 

well as sandalwood. Timber and sandalwood records for the past five years are documented in 

Table 5 and Table 6. 

  

Table 5. Total harvested logs, 2003-2007 
Year Logs harvested (m

3
) Resource owner 

royalties  
Government charges 

2003 25,772 38,658,000 11,597,400 

2004 21,361 32,041,500 9,612,450 

2005 7,901 11,851,500 3,555,450 

2006 5,868 8,802,000 2,640,600 

2007 5,868 8,802,000 2,640,600 

Note: Royalties calculated at the rate of VT 1,500/m
3
; government charges 30% of log royalties – 

excluding license fees. 

 

Table 6. Total tonnage of sandalwood harvested, 2003-2007 
Year Harvested amount 

(tons) 
Resource owner 

royalties 
Government charges 

2003 121 VT 78,650,000 VT 5230,000 

2004 123 VT 79,950,000 VT 5,290,000 

2005 144 VT 93,600,000 VT 5,920,000 

2006 112 VT 72,800,000 VT 4,960,000 

2007 112 VT 72,800,000 VT 4,960,000 

Note: Royalties calculated at an average of VT 650/kg. 

 

State of the forestry industry  

 

The forest industries of Vanuatu depend primarily on natural forest resources that supply the 

industry with its production needs. Due to the small quantity of timber from natural forests, 

and to establish and sustain a national forest industry, a general ban on export of logs and 

lumber was enforced in 1991. The ban on log export requires that all logs harvested from any 

natural forests in Vanuatu are processed locally. 

 

The change in policy was directed towards local processing including onshore downstream 

processing that would be beneficial to the forests, the industry as well as the resource owners. 

This also applied to the sandalwood industry.  This industry only saw an increase in the size 

of business as well as an increase in royalties to landowners subsequent to the industry 

undertaking local processing. 
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The scaling down of the size of the timber industry occurred during the last decade. Prior to 

that all logging concessions in Vanuatu were medium scale. The boom in the logging industry 

resulted in logging concessions covering most of the main islands in Vanuatu. Once all the 

accessible logging areas had been exploited and available resources declined, the industry 

scaled down to what is now a mobile sawmilling industry. 

 

The two main forestry industries in Vanuatu are sawmilling industry and sandalwood 

production. With regard to the state of technology within the industries, it appears that there is 

a need for both industries to investigate technologies that maximize production and reduce 

waste. The sandalwood industry appears to be a very secretive industry particularly with 

information sharing processing techniques. The two companies extracting sandalwood oil in 

Vanuatu do so through trial and error experimentation. 

 

Trade in forest products 

 

Vanuatu has been an exporter as well as an importer of forest products. Vanuatu exports sawn 

timber, furniture moldings and other NWFPs including sandalwood oil. Its imports are mainly 

sawn timber and furniture. Trade in domestic and exported forest products formerly brought 

significant revenue to the government. However, the reduction in volume of timber has 

reduced forest revenue as well as the status of the sector as a major revenue earner. 

 

Vanuatu’s export industry in the last decade has been primarily focused on sawn timber to 

Asia, Australia and the neighboring Pacific island of New Caledonia. With the scaling down 

of the logging industry due to scarcity of available resources in the natural forests, the level of 

exports and the revenue generated from timber exports has declined (Figure 2). Currently 

mobile sawmills produce sawn timber basically for the local market. A very small quantity of 

sawn timber is currently being exported. 
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Figure 2. The value of timber exported (in millions of Vatu) from 1989 to 2007 
 
Vanuatu has been a very small supplier of forest products to outside markets. Being a small 

supplier, constrained by the small volume of natural resource, the government and the 

industry are working collaboratively to embark on local and value added processing of high 

value forest products. The aim of this strategy is to obtain high value for the small volume of 

exports. 
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Key trends 

 

The production of timber and other wood products will remain low for the next few years for 

two main reasons. Firstly current timber resource extraction in the natural stand has been 

restricted to difficult and inaccessible areas. The high costs involved will be a limiting factor 

and the expense may not be justifiable. The second factor is the increase in the number of 

mobile sawmills. These sawmills are very versatile and can operate on difficult terrain as they 

do not require construction of roads and tracks since the saw can be carried almost anywhere 

in the forest. Despite their increasing number, the volume extracted is quite small due to the 

need to regularly shift sawmills. 

 

The volume of logs extracted from the natural forests will continue to decline compared to the 

past (Figure 3), meaning that consumption of local sawn timber products will also drop. To 

address this, the government is currently embarking on reforestation programs. It is projected 

that in the next 15 to 20 years, some of the currently planted timber and non-timber forest 

products, currently being established through woodlots and plantations should be ready for 

harvest. The harvest of these planted wood products should increase Vanuatu’s trade in timber 

and also meet the local demand for wood consumption. 
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Figure 3. Trend in log (volume) production from 1983 to 2007 
 
Wood as a source of energy 

 

Wood and wood products are an important source of energy. In both rural and urban centers 

fuel wood continues to remain an important source of energy for everyday living. The current 

trend in the use of fuel wood for basic household cooking will continue for the next few 

decades because it is cheap and easy to access. However, demand will continue to increase 

with the increased number of households. The National Agriculture Census (2006) reported 

that the number of households in Vanuatu had increased by 19 percent (or an increase of 

6,897 households) since 1999.  

 

The Forestry Act which regulates the management of forests and forest products in Vanuatu 

does not regulate the use of wood and wood products for fuel wood use. The National Forest 

Policy does not make any specific reference to fuel wood consumption either. The policy does 

however make special references to sustainable management and utilization of NWFPs which 

include fuel wood. 
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The value of fuel wood has not been determined. However, unlike other forest products, fuel 

wood is used every day, up to three times a day in most households. Currently the use of fuel 

wood has been restricted to domestic household usage. Its potential as a source to generate 

electricity is yet to be tapped. 

 

With the current hike and instability in the price of natural gas and fuel, fuel wood will remain 

the main energy provider for many households in Vanuatu for years to come. Alternatives 

such as the use of animal waste to produce combustible gas has been tested in Vanuatu, but it 

still has a long way to go both in technology transfer as well in terms of shifts in traditional 

thinking. 

 

Non-wood forest products 

 

Non-wood forest products are important to the livelihoods of the people of Vanuatu. Most of 

these products have been used by several generations and are still in use today. NWFPs 

include fruits and nuts, traditional medicine, building materials and food. The nut and fruits 

are significant income earners for rural communities. Edible nuts such as Canarium indicum 

and Baringtonia edulis are sold in local markets as well as to local processors for local as well 

as export markets. 

 

Due to their traditional and economic significance, the management of NWFPs is important. 

To ensure sustainability of these products, the government has taken steps to promote some of 

the economically important ones, particularly C. indicum in the list of priority species for 

domestication. A variety of NWFPs is by forest communities. To ensure continued use, the 

users of these products have taken steps promote better management of them. 

 

Service functions of forests 

 

Forests provide a range of other services. Some cannot be valued, particularly aesthetic, 

biological and the general services.  

 

Significance of forest-based recreation 

 

Forests are a significant environment for recreational activities. Eco-tourism and other 

activities link people to their natural environment. The eco-tourism sector has begun to 

emerge in Vanuatu as an important source of income for resource owners as well as tour 

operators. This has enormous potential for further expansion. 

 

Forests host a number of important features that need to be protected due to their fragile 

nature as well as rarity. For instance, the Kauri reserve on Erromango hosts a magnificent 

stand of Kauri pine (Agathis macrophylla) forests, one of the finest in the southern 

hemisphere. Other forests areas and features have been preserved for their biological and 

aesthetic significance. The latest has been Lake Letas on the island of Gaua, Torba Province. 

The proposed Lake Letas conservation area combines tropical forests, some endemic species 

and a lake. 

 

The recreational value of forests is not a new concept, but one which resource owners need to 

further embrace. Eco-tourism as an important emerging tourism sector places important value 

on forests, and if it continues to grow could lead to mitigation of natural forest destruction and 

preservation of forest assets.  

 

Urban forestry 

 

Urban forestry in Vanuatu is in its infancy. The Municipal Council of Port Vila sets aside 

parks which the council manages and plants with a variety of fruit, nut and timber species. 



 
APFSOS II: Vanuatu 

 15 

These activities are basically for landscaping purposes and planting is random. In future, the 

Department of Forests may need to assist the council to ensure that the right trees are planted 

to best serve the public. 

 

Forests and water 

 

Forests and water are very closely related and to some extent are interdependent. For instance, 

the water cycle can only be appropriately maintained with the help of forests, and forests 

require sufficient water to grow. To ensure healthy forest and water supply, this synergy 

needs to be continually maintained. Breaking it may result in downstream flooding, 

sedimentation and drying of streams, rivers and other water bodies. 

 

The management of water resources in Vanuatu is covered by a variety of legal frameworks. 

These include the Environmental Management and Conservation Act of 2002, the National 

Water Resources Act of 2002 and the Forestry Act of 2001. Due to the sensitivity and synergy 

between forests and water, these acts require that logging activities comply with requirements 

ensuring minimal disturbance to soil. This requirement is set by the Code of Logging Practice 

(COLP) and is applicable to all sawmills harvesting logs in the natural forests. It is also 

included in timber licenses. 

 

According to the Forestry Act and related instruments, water catchment areas are categorized 

as environmentally sensitive areas, and log harvesting is prohibited. The Act also requires the 

establishment of buffer zones around rivers and streams. 

 

Despite the efforts to protect water catchment areas through forest management plans, 

government policies still conflict over the use of these sensitive areas. For instance, while the 

Forestry Act strongly prohibits logging operations in water catchment areas, the Agriculture 

Act does not prohibit agricultural activities. Therefore unregulated agriculture activities 

undermine the importance of these areas by allowing farming in water catchment and buffer 

zones. This loophole in legislation needs to be immediately addressed. 

 

To address some of the issues facing the water resources of Vanuatu, in 2007 the government 

started to embark on developing a National Water Strategy for the next 10 years. The aim of 

the strategy is to provide a regulatory framework and roles within government departments 

for collaborative management of water resources. The strategy also requires water protection 

and management of water catchments. Finalization and adoption of the strategy should 

provide a clear guide on the collaborative management of Vanuatu’s water resources. 

 

Conservation of biological diversity 

 

In Vanuatu, the Environment Unit and the Department of Forests have been working 

collaboratively with landowners to establish conservation areas in forests and other areas of 

biological significance. Similarly, some forests of significant value have been protected under 

the Environmental Management and Conservation Act and also the National Parks Act. 

 

Vanuatu is a signatory to and has ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). The 

ratification of the convention requires that Vanuatu complies with its objectives which call for 

the “conservation of areas of biological diversity, sustainable management and equitable 

benefit sharing of benefits arising from utilization of these resources.” It is estimated that 

already an area of 6,900 hectares has been conserved in this context. This figure is likely to 

increase in the near future as more areas have already been proposed for conservation. 

 

Due to lack of available funds to manage these conservation areas, it has been difficult to 

assess their level of development. Most of these areas have been conserved through both 
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government and landowner initiatives, and in several instances once the area has been 

conserved, it is left to the landowners to take full control of management. 

 

Forests and climate change 

 

Forests and climate are inter-linked. The nature and health of forests may reflect climatic 

conditions. Forests are known for their capacity to store carbon. However, their capacity to 

store carbon may become threatened by fluctuations in atmospheric temperature and 

associated effects on forest health. 

 

The anticipated effects of climate change on forests are increased temperature, natural 

disasters such as cyclones, and the possible outbreak of pest and diseases. However these 

effects are yet to be witnessed. At this stage, the role of forests as carbon sinks could play a 

significant role in carbon trading. Carbon trading could become an important incentive for 

natural and planted forest management in Vanuatu. 

 

Vanuatu is a signatory to the United Nation’s Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol. The Kyoto Protocol and the UNFCC provide core 

platforms for Vanuatu’s participation in climate change in the international arena. 

 

A national committee on climate change has been set up comprising the Department of 

Foreign Affairs, Department of Meteorological Services, the Energy Unit, Department of 

Forests and the Department of Agriculture. The committee forms the national climate change 

focal point. The committee has so far produced the National Adaptation Programme for 

Action (NAPA) which sets the national adaptations priorities for Vanuatu. 

 

Policy and institutional framework 

 

General trends in forest policies and legislation 

 

The legal and policy framework plays a significant role in the fine tuning of forest 

management in Vanuatu. The NFP which came into effect in 1998 and the Forestry Act of 

2001 form the framework for forest management in Vanuatu. 

 

National Forest Policy 

 

The NFP sets the policy direction for management of forests and forest resources of Vanuatu. 

The policy has been developed through a series of consultations with forestry stakeholder 

groups over a two year period, and was structured based on the key emerging issues prior to 

its development; and the endorsement of the Council of Ministers in 1994. Some of the key 

issues (chronology of events) that led to the policy formulation are listed in Table 7. 
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Table 7. Events and policy responses leading to the formulation of the NFP 
Period Stimulus (why & cause) Policy response 

1960s 
Colonial era 

 Very little forest activity  

 Logging of kauri in Erromango,          
Anietyum 

No action - landowners 
protested against the logging, It 
eventually stopped 

1975  Requirement to investigate fast growing 
species 

 Demand for skilled personnel 

 Establishment of research 
trials mainly of exotic 
species (e.g. Cordia 
alliodora, now a weed) 

 First Ni-Vanuatu applied for 
formal forestry training 

1978-1979  Plan for communities to be self sufficient in 
their timber requirements 

 Establishment  of Local 
Supply Plantations (LSPs) 

 Expansion in research trial 
plots (e.g. Vanafo & Ipota) 

1982  Increase in the number of different forest 
activities  

 Formal securing of land for expansion of 
LSPs 

 Establishment of the 
Forestry Act, & Forest 
Service under jurisdiction of 
the Agriculture Department 

1983  Decision to industrialize the forestry sector 
(sponsoring the initiatives were the NZ and 
British Governments) 

 IFPs established in 
Erromango, Aneityum, 
Pentecost 

1984  Increase in forest activities, particularly 
logging, for production of sawn timber for 
domestic and export markets 

 Forest areas cleared for agriculture 
development - mainly coconut & cocoa;  
and for cattle pastures 

 Various forestry regulations 
to do with tree planting and 
harvesting of native forests 
were established 

1985  Sandalwood resources become scarce  Ban on sandalwood harvest 
  Forest resources rapidly decreasing  Restriction on log exports, 

Only Ni-Vanuatu companies 
can export 

 Establishment of Ni-Vanuatu 
companies, but finance by 
outside financiers (paper 
companies) 

 

1986  Intensity of logging increases, mostly in 
Santo and Efate 

 Increase in the number of sawmills and 
other wood processing plants 

 Work on IFPs increases 

 Promotion of the value-
added processing concept 

 Development of financial 
and physical incentives, for 
different forest related 
activities 

1989  Forest areas with potential for harvesting 
greatly reduced 

 Forestry sector experiences rapid growth 
and is contributing significantly to the local 
and national economy 

 Total log export ban 

 Government decides to 
establish a separate 
Department of Forests 

1990  Cutting level and state of the resource 
become an issue 

 Santo IFP research trials into local species 
began, and site used as demonstration site 
for plantation programs 

 Field work on the national 
inventory began 

 Government decides to 
attract private sector 
investment in forest 
plantation work 

1991  Forestry issues become more profound, 
there is a need for systematic planning and 
organization of activities 

 Vanuatu decides to join the 
TFAP program (due to 
political instability, the work 
was not completed) 
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Period Stimulus (why & cause) Policy response 

1992  Government phased out involvement 
in tree planting and forest plantation 
activities 

 Government encourages and 
promotes private investment in tree 
planting and forest plantation work  

 Landowners wanted more control and 
management of their resources 

 Government releases report 
“Hardwood Plantation in Vanuatu” 
- as an informative guide to 
potential investors 

 Government establishes “free 
seedling policy” 

 Under the provision of the third 
National Development Plan 
(DP3), government encourages 
landowner participation in the 
forest sector, particularly in 
running mobile sawmills, small 
holder tree planting and 
agroforestry 

1993  Sudden increase in log prices and 
tightening control of forests in South 
East Asia saw sudden expression of 
interest in Vanuatu’s forest resources - 
particularly Malaysians and Japanese 

 There was high demand for systematic 
planning of forest activities 

 Government re-opens the log 
export ban (Calophyllum logs 
were export from Erromango. 

 Though unwritten, exploitation of 
forests is perceived as a means 
of taking “development” to the 
rural area, especially in providing 
employment and building the 
infrastructure - like roads and 
wharves etc. 

 Release of National Forest 
Inventory data, and establishment 
of the Vanuatu Resource 
Information System (VANRIS) 

1994  Uncontrolled logging, and over 
licensing of timber companies (quotas 
exceed the sustainable yield) - public 
concern to do with forestry becomes 
very sensitive 

 Call by public and donor agencies for 
government commitment to 
sustainable forest management 

 Government re-bans export of 
logs and made it an Act of 
Parliament, so Ministers of 
Forests alone would not have the 
power to lift the ban 

 Broad Forest Policy statement 
was released 

 Code of Logging Practice was 
released 

1995  Environment and conservation 
becomes primary issue on the public 
and landowner agenda 

 Establishment of National Parks 
and Wildlife Act 

 Establishment of the kauri reserve 
and other protected areas 

 Establishment of the 
“Conservation Unit within the 
Department of Forests 

1996  Conflicts to do with log price and 
distribution of benefits increase, 
Caused by misunderstanding and lack 
of information;  the main complainants 
being the resource owners and the 
provincial government 

 The government commissions a 
study to review the country’s 
forest revenue and taxation 
system 

1997  The role of the Department of Forests 
became more demanding and specific 

 The public in Vanuatu demanded 
transparency and accountability in 
how the forests are managed  

 Department of Forests was 
restructured 

 National Forest Policy was 
developed 
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The NFP provides a clear statement and policy directive on how the government of Vanuatu 

should manage and develop its natural forests. The policy has specific prescriptions relating to 

forest management, environment and conservation, landowners and communities, forest 

industries, afforestation and extension, forest research, forestry training and education, forest 

administration and forest revenue. The NFP also sets out the roles and responsibilities for all 

forestry stakeholders, highlighting how each stakeholder group should participate in 

managing Vanuatu’s forests. 

 

An important component of the policy is the annual sustainable quota for each island, which it 

sets out. The annual sustainable log quota for each island was set out for both fixed mills and 

mobile sawmills. This quota then guides the Department of Forests in issuing annual timber 

license quotas for each island’s sawmill categories. 

 

The National Sandalwood Policy which came into effect in 2003 was an offshoot of the NFP 

that was specific for the management of sandalwood trading in Vanuatu. The policy basically 

requires the establishment of sandalwood processing plants in Vanuatu, and the requirement 

for sandalwood processors to effectively assist sandalwood reforestation in Vanuatu.  

 

Forestry legislation 

 

The Forestry Act and the associated Regulations and Orders were vehicles to implement the 

NFP. The Forestry Act, CAP 147 which was the original legal framework for forest 

management was repealed and replaced with the Forestry Act No. 26 of 2001. 

 

Forestry Act No. 26 of 2001: This was developed to reflect the policy requirements and the 

recent developments in the forestry sector. The Act sets the legal requirements for forestry 

development and management in Vanuatu. The main requirement of the Act includes the need 

for the establishment of the Evergreen timber license, the Timber Rights Agreement and the 

National Forestry Sector Plan. 

 

Mobile Sawmills Regulation: This was enacted in 1996. The purpose of the regulation was 

to set a legal framework for the management of the mobile sawmill industry. The regulation 

sets out the procedures and guidelines for issuing of mobile sawmill timber licenses as well 

as the management of their operations. 

 

Sandalwood Regulation: This sets the legal framework for management of the sandalwood 

industry in Vanuatu. The regulation sets out the requirements for issue and management of 

the sandalwood license, and the associated license conditions. It sets out the requirements for 

the declaration and management of the annual sandalwood trading season and which islands 

are and are not included for sandalwood trading. It also sets guidelines for management of 

sandalwood disputes and guidelines to deal with sandalwood harvesting and trading disputes. 

The regulation is applicable only to sandalwood growing in the wild. 

 

Timber Rights Harvest Guarantee Act 2000: This gives rights to plant and harvest trees 

from a forest plantation in Vanuatu. The Act went through Parliament as a Private Member’s 

Bill. The Act was developed by a group of investors interested in establishing a tree plantation 

in Vanuatu, and the Act was developed to give investment protection over their trees planted. 

The investment did not eventuate and parts of the Act became irrelevant to forest plantations 

in Vanuatu. 

 

There have been discussions recently among forestry stakeholders to repel the Act and replace 

it with an Act that is representative of all planted forests in Vanuatu.  The new Act would 

provide security over all planted forests in Vanuatu. The requirement of the Act would 

include land titles over land developed with planted trees, a provision that the tree farmer 

could use as collateral to mortgage their forests and get an investment loan to further develop 
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the land. The provisions of the proposed new Act will also be designed to attract possible 

investors to invest in forest plantations. 

 

Recent policy changes that have impacted forests and forestry 

 

The most recent impact on forestry has been through the implementation of the National 

Sandalwood Policy. Prior to the establishment of the policy, the sandalwood industry was 

purely a sandalwood log exporting industry. During the annual trading season, buyers would 

come to Vanuatu, buy the wood then leave the country and re-appear for the next season. The 

low royalty rates for landowners did not provide enough incentive for sandalwood replanting. 

 

The policy has changed the focus of sandalwood trading. It requires that sandalwood licenses 

be issued only to operators willing to process sandalwood in Vanuatu and only export 

sandalwood oil. The building of the sandalwood processing industry in Vanuatu has seen a 

decrease in sandalwood licensees from five to only two. The increases in the export value of 

sandalwood oils have raised the royalty rates up to a hundred percent. The high sandalwood 

royalty rates have seen increased interest and involvement in planting sandalwood. 

 

Institutional arrangements for forest management 

 

All land and forests in Vanuatu are owned by individuals, families or clans. This land 

tenureship requires that all forest development and management arrangements in Vanuatu 

need the consultation and endorsement of forest owners. The government, through the 

Department of Forests plays the referee role in ensuring a sound agreement between forest 

resource owners and the proposed developer. This role is important to ensure positive growth 

in the industry and the forestry sector as a whole. 

 

The role of the government towards the management of Vanuatu’s forests has been clearly set 

out in the NFP. According to the policy, the government despite having minimal ownership of 

forest resources, has been given the greater role in ensuring that all forests in Vanuatu are 

developed and managed for the betterment of forest owners and the wider community. 

 

The forestry industry does play a significant role in forest development in Vanuatu. The value 

of forest products in terms of income generated among communities through processing of 

forest products becomes an incentive for resource owners to re-think the use of their forest 

resources. It also provides an incentive for the wider community to participate in reforestation 

of valuable forest species. 

 

The NFP specifically highlights the roles of all forestry stakeholders. While the government 

takes the leading role in ensuring Vanuatu’s forests are well cared for, the private sector’s 

roles are also highlighted. According to the policy, the Forestry Act and associated forest 

regulations, the private sector has a very significant role in ecologically sustainable forestry in 

Vanuatu. The government continues to ensure that the private sector performs its role 

properly. 

 

State of research and education in forestry 

 

The research unit within the Department of Forests is responsible for forestry research. Most 

forest research activities in Vanuatu are applied research. Due to the very small research unit, 

and the very limited availability of research funds, most research activities are implemented 

through donor-funded research projects. All major forestry research projects have been 

implemented through donor funding. Some of these research activities also have a training 

component. This training component is very important because it provides a direct training 

opportunity for forest officers. 
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One of the main activities of the Department of Forests is the training of tree farmers through 

forest extension services. These training events are delivered through workshops, field days 

and field visits. The informal training of farmers particularly through field days and field 

visits has been instrumental in farmer participation in forestry activities. Similar training 

events were implemented with sawmill operators and other forest operators. 

 

Key issues and an overview of the overall state of forests and forestry 

 

Several key factors have been forecast to affect the overall state of forests and forestry in 

Vanuatu now and in coming years: 

 

(i) Population expansion: The national population growth between 1999 (186,678) 

and 2006 (209, 920) was 11.1 percent, representing a growth rate of 1.6 percent 

per annum over the seven year period. In July 2008, the population of Vanuatu is 

estimated at 215,446 with a growth rate of 1.43 percent. Due to dependency on 

forests as a safety net, it is anticipated that the increase in population growth will 

in effect increase the amounted of land and forests to be converted to other land 

use. The increase in land conversion will greatly reduce the forest cover, resulting 

in huge pressure on the sustainable management of natural forests. This might 

include pressures on conservation and protected forests if landowners are not 

provided with incentives to preserve their forests. To sustain wood production, 

well managed plantations may replace the natural forests in supply growing 

timber needs. 

 

(ii) Government development priorities: The natural forests may in the future face 

pressures from the government for development. For instance, the government’s 

policy on agriculture may change from small to large scale industrial agriculture 

to meet the growing food demand; this could lead to conversion of natural forests 

to agriculture. The need for new infrastructure to better facilitate the economic 

growth of Vanuatu might come at the expense of the natural forests. While 

political will for sustainable management of forests will continue to remain, 

sacrifice of forests land is expected to increase. 

 

(iii) Increased wood demand: The increase in wood demand and increasing value of 

scarce wood and forest resources may lead to overharvesting and overexploitation 

of these resources. As already seen with sandalwood, the market demand and 

value of sandalwood heartwood have already seen harvesting and sale of 

immature wood. While the resource gets scarcer, other timber and non-timber 

forest products are likely to follow suit. 

 

(iv) Community participation in forestry: Recent interest in growing trees is very 

encouraging. Communities and individuals are beginning to establish nurseries 

and in some cases collect their own seeds. These community approaches are 

gaining momentum within the main urban centres and are spreading out to other 

islands. Communities and individuals basically establish woodlots through agro-

forestry farming systems. It is anticipated that the current community planted 

forests will play an important role in supplying timber needs in the next 15 to 20 

years. 

 

(v) Management of natural forests: The management of natural forests will remain 

an important part of the government’s forest management plan. Apart from 

providing wood products, non-wood forest products and other forest services and 

products, the role of forests to sustain clean water and other ecosystem services 

will continue to be important. Forests harboring environmentally sensitive areas 

and areas of biological importance will continue to be managed for those 
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purposes. To ensure these important biological areas are maintained, it is 

imperative that the government and landowners identify and establish landowner 

income generation activities from the forests. Establishment of income generation 

activities is important to ensure that the conserved forests continue to be 

maintained. 

 

The natural forests will continue to be managed for wood production. However, 

this can only happen with the establishment of the Forestry Sector Plan which has 

been provided for by the Forestry Act No. 26 of 2001. The plan when 

completed will guide the government to negotiate with respective landowners to 

manage their forest resources according to the plan. The plan which will also 

identify forest areas suitable for forest plantations will assist the government in its 

efforts to attract suitable forest plantation investors. 

 

(vi) Climate change: The impact of global climate change has yet to impact on 

Vanuatu’s forests. At this stage the effect of climate change in the Vanuatu 

context can only be speculated. It is speculated therefore, that global climate 

change might increase seasonal drought and harsh cyclones which could 

adversely affect forests. It is anticipated as well that the increase in temperature 

might increase the chances for pest and disease outbreaks, and probably increase 

the rate of forest fire risks. 

 

 

3. WHAT WILL INFLUENCE THE STATE OF FORESTS AND FORESTRY  

 

Demographic changes 

As a result of improved medical services and health education, the life expectancy of 

the general ni-Vanuatu has improved.  The improved services have also increased the 

life birth rates of new born babies and fertility rates and thereby increase the general 

population. 
 

The National Agriculture Census in 2006 recorded the national population to be 209,920; an 

increase of 11.1 percent since 1999. The current annual population growth rate has been 

estimated to be around 1.5 percent. The national population will continue to increase and its 

effect on forests will be concomitant. The population density estimates in 2006 was one 

person per six hectare of land.  Population densities on some islands are greater than 

others. 

 

Migration into urban centers, particularly in Port Vila and Luganville is ongoing and has 

become an issue for the government as well as for all other sectors. Urban migration 

continues to grow and is currently estimated at 1.5 percent per annum. The Recognized 

Seasonal Employment scheme identified 1,800 seasonal workers working in New Zealand in 

2007/2008. A similar program in Australia could see a total of 800 Vanuatu nationals working 

in Australia in 2009/2010. It is anticipated that if the movement continues in this 

manner, it might have a very small effect on forests. 
 

 

Political and institutional environments 

The key forestry actors or stakeholders have been listed in the National Forest Policy.  

Presented below is the list of forestry stakeholder groups and their respective roles as 

highlighted by the National Forest Policy. 

 

Government: It will establish forest policy and determine how the forests should be managed. 

It will enact forestry legislation and issue timber and sandalwood licenses for forestry 
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enterprises. It shall ensure the provision of adequate resources (i.e. trained staff, funds) to 

implement the NFP. 

 

Department of Forests (DOF): It will implement the NFP and forestry legislation. It will 

promote the sustainable management of forest resources for both timber and non-timber 

benefits. It will approve forest utilization agreements and ensure that the Code of Logging 

Practice is implemented. It will collect information about forest resources, conduct forest 

research and facilitate the development of commercial plantations and agroforestry systems. It 

will provide advice on forest conservation, protected areas and national parks. 

 

Other government institutions: The DoF will cooperate with other government agencies such 

as the Department of Lands, the Vanuatu Land Use Planning Project, and Department of 

Agriculture and the Environment Unit to implement the various land use planning, 

agroforestry and conservation strategies contained in the NFP. Forest industries will be 

supported by the Departments of Finance, Customs, and Industry, Trade and Commerce. 

 

Provincial governments: They will issue business licenses, assist with the development and 

implementation of provincial land use plans and facilitate the development of forest industries 

and plantations and the necessary supporting infrastructure. They will facilitate the protection 

of conservation areas identified by landowners and assist in the resolution of landowner 

disputes. Provincial governments will assist the DoF in providing advice to communities and 

in monitoring forestry operations. The DoF will consult provincial governments about 

forestry operations, including the issue of timber licenses and annual logging plans.  

 

Customary Chiefs: They have an important role in maintaining traditional social structures. 

The DoF will cooperate with chiefs in matters such as notification of logging plans, 

identification of tabu sites, and resolution of disputes. 

 
Landowners and communities: They will decide how their forest resources are to be 

managed. They will identify land boundaries and assist the DoF in monitoring forest 

utilization operations. They will be involved in harvesting their trees with mobile sawmills 

and will assist with planting of trees. Communities should assist landowners to decide how 

forest resources are to be managed and equity in forestry developments will be encouraged. 

 
Forest industry: The forest industry will negotiate with landowners for timber harvesting and 

plantation development. The industry will prepare logging plans and implement the approved 

plans in accordance with the Code of Logging Practice. The industry will work with the 

government to develop rural infrastructure and will develop a skilled rural workforce. It will 

develop value-adding timber processing facilities that meet international expectations and 

seek markets for Vanuatu timber products. It will finance the implementation of reforestation 

and plantation development and will assist the DoF with forest and forest product research. 

 
Non-government organizations: NGOs with clearly defined objectives and strategies will be 

encouraged to work closely with the DoF to promote SFM, the development of landowner 

forestry and the conservation of forest resources. 

 

The overall management of the forests in Vanuatu as far as the NFP is concerned is a 

responsibility collectively shared by these stakeholders. So far, there has been at least some 

form of cooperation between them to ensure that forests and resources are well utilized. 

 

The government through the DoF remains and will continue to remain the key stakeholder in 

planning and regulating all forest development activities in Vanuatu. This trend is expected to 

continue in the future, with continual support for other key stakeholder groups. What is 
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needed in the future however is continued political will towards best management of the 

country’s forest resources in a manner that best suits the people of Vanuatu. 

 

Economic changes 

 

Economic developments in Vanuatu have shifted from an era of dominance by agriculture to 

the ever-growing services sector, dominated by tourism. However, in rural areas, agriculture 

including forestry continues to dominate economic activities. The economic services provided 

by the forests, particularly from sale of logs have declined in the past decade. However, other 

wood products such as sandalwood have begun to emerge and take the center stage as an 

important forest income earner. 

 

The reduction in the availability of harvestable timber species from the natural forests 

witnessed a huge reduction in the number of fixed mills in the 1990s. The reduction and 

closure of the majority of fixed mills led to an enormous reduction in employment of and 

earnings by forestry workers as well as resource owners. This reduction also affected 

government revenue generated by the forestry sector. 

 

The reduction in the number of fixed mills which were owned by outside investors has 

therefore created an environment for a mobile sawmilling industry, primarily owned by 

landowners and communities. As a result of direct involvement in timber processing, 

landowners’ returns from the sale of timber has superseded the royalty rates usually received 

from fixed mills. The increase in income generated from the forests has become an important 

factor for resource owners to appreciate the value of their forests. 

 

Integrated forestry and agriculture has become an important method to increase farmer 

income. Traditional agro-forestry is the most effective method used by farmers to venture into 

reforestation activities. This method increases labor efficiency as well as the tendency to 

spread income over a period of time; and also allows for a range of farming cycles before 

trees are sold. 

 

Agriculture and forestry will continue to be the main employers in Vanuatu if the term 

employer covers the self-employed working in forestry and agriculture. In rural areas, farmers 

and individuals who depend on forests and agriculture for their daily livelihoods are the self 

employed in these sectors. Income generated from this sector of the population in this manner 

has not been accurately recorded, but it is known that the highest income generated in a rural 

village is earned through self-employment. 

 

One of the main focuses of the Vanuatu government is to increase income generation 

initiatives and employments opportunities in rural areas. Developing rural areas is expected to 

come at the expense of the natural forests. Two important scenarios that might result in forest 

reduction would be: 

 

(a) Urbanization of rural areas will lead to increased population as well as increased 

demand and prices for forest goods and services. This increased demand for forest 

products may result in over-exploitation of some forest produce as well as clearing of 

forest land. 

(b) Urbanization of rural areas will decrease the level of migration to the main centers. 

This increase in local population is likely to have an impact on the use of forests, 

particularly an increased rate of forest settlement. 

 

Forests remain as a traditional energy biomass for the rural communities.  The current level of 

dependency on forest products for fuel will continue to increase with the increase in number 

of forest-dependent households. In the rural sector, there will be no alternative energy source 

for the next few decades, unless the price of natural gas decreases. Hence, if this does not 
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happen, dependency on forest for fuel wood consumption will continue to increase, and may 

have a significant effect on forest management as a whole. 

 

Impact of globalization 

 

The impact of globalization may have both positive and negative impacts on forestry and 

forest management principles in Vanuatu. For instance, as demand for a product such as 

sandalwood increases and supply remains low, local sandalwood should achieve significantly 

higher prices on the global market. Consequently, the high market demand and the market-

driven price may result in overexploitation of the resource; the increase in harvesting of 

immature wood could result in the unsustainable extraction of the resource. The unsustainable 

harvesting of a few forest products as a result of market demand has already occurred in the 

Vanuatu forest sector. These issues require a robust legal framework to ensure it does not 

occur on a regular basis.  

 

Technological changes within and outside the forest sector 

 

Similar to globalization and its effects on forests, technological changes could also have a 

significant positive as well as a negative effect on forests. 

 

The effect of technological changes within the forestry sector has already provided some 

significant benefits to the forest owners as well as the forestry sector. For instance, the 

development of mobile sawmills has significantly increased the amount of income generated 

through timber sales. Likewise, the technology on improved processing of short pieces of 

timber, and value adding of logs and log branches that used to be left in the forests has led to 

maximum utilization and increased value of a tree. Also, improved technology for processing 

and value adding of minor forest products such as fruits, seeds and nuts is emerging. 

 

A few technological changes outside the forestry sector that could have an effect on the 

forestry sector are starting to emerge. For instance technology for coconut timber milling has 

been tested on Santo. While the feasibility and economic viability of coconut timber is yet to 

be appropriately determined, coconut timber could possibly supplement or meet some specific 

timber needs. The use of wood to generate electricity has been tested and used in Vanuatu. 

Now that the prices of fuel are increasing, it may be possible to re-visit this technology. 

 

Environmental issues and policies and their impact on the forestry sector 

 

Forestry and forest development operate in or across various environmentally sensitive areas. 

All forest harvesting in Vanuatu is obliged to comply with the requirements of the Vanuatu 

Code of Logging Practice (VCOLP) and the Reduced Impact Logging (RIL) guidelines, 

which provide the main basic guidelines to ensure damage caused to the environment during 

log harvesting operations is reduced. These guidelines require minimum soil compaction, 

reduction of sediment runoff into waterways, directional felling, limiting of damage to the 

surrounding vegetation, setting up buffer zones for rivers, streams and waterways, and 

restricted logging in designated watershed management areas. 

 

The VCOLP and RIL guidelines are significant measures for SFM. However, forest operators 

have deemed the RIL guidelines to be very expensive and, from an economic perspective, 

returns from RIL-based logging may not justify the costs of implementing the guidelines, 

particularly in small production forests. The difficulty of fixed mills to fully implement RIL 

guidelines has resulted in the growing number of mobile sawmills which do not have to 

comply with the full requirements for log harvesting. 

 

All environmental interests in Vanuatu are governed by the Environmental Management and 

Conservation Act, with the implementation of the Act headed by the Environment Unit. The 



 
APFSOS II: Vanuatu 

 26 

Act requires that all areas and resources of environmental and biological significance should 

be conserved. The Department of Forests has been working very closely with the 

Environment Unit to set up the few conservation and protected areas in Vanuatu. Two forest 

areas have been conserved or protected under the Act, one of which covers over 3,000 

hectares of kauri pine. The Act also requires Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) for all 

proposed development including proposed plantation development areas. 

 

Summary of key factors that are likely to impact on forestry within the next 20 years 

 

There are several factors that are likely to impact forestry and forest management in the next 

two decades.  In Vanuatu, the most likely factors to impact forestry are; 

 

(a) Population growth and the demand to meet growing needs, 

(b) The need to improve the standard of living in rural areas, 

(c) Government policies on forests and land management, and policies on rural 

development initiatives, 

(d) State of the national economy and the likely effect of globalization, particularly on 

forest resources and the need to shift to industrial farming, 

(e) Global climate change and its possible effects on forests and forestry. 

 

 

4. PROBABLE SCENARIOS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 

 

Forests in Vanuatu have been supporting the people of Vanuatu for many centuries and for 

many generations.  During its many years of use, the forests and its resources have been well 

looked after, until very recently when the population began to increase and monitory value of 

forests and forest products began to emerge. 

 

This chapter will focus on the forecasted scenarios on how Vanuatu forests and forestry will 

shape in the next 20 years.  The expected forest cover, forest resource availability and the 

functions of forests in the next 20 years has to be calculated based on the past and current rate 

of forest use (extraction and reforestation) and whether the factors affecting forests are 

expected to increase or decrease in the next 20 years.  The state of Vanuatu’s in the next 20 

years has to be projected, taking into consideration all these factors. 

 

Rationale for scenario definition 

 
The causes of deforestation, forest degradation and current efforts taken by the forestry sector 

to sustain and maintain wood production and other functions of the forests will form the basis 

for the analysis of the status of Vanuatu’s forests in the next two decades. Probable 

parameters that could be used to determine and define future scenarios will have to be based 

on direct and indirect forces on forests, and how they could shape Vanuatu’s forestry and 

forest in the years to come. 

 

The indirect forces could be market forces and their influence on wood and forest product 

trade. How they will influence the current and future state of forests, and reactions taken by 

the market and market suppliers to meet future demands. 

 

The direct forces are population growth and its impact on forests; current and future trends in 

government policies to achieve greater socio-economic development but also attempt best 

management of natural resources including forests to continually meet people’s needs. 

 

These direct and indirect forces on forests, their past and present effects and their foreseeable 

effects based on their current impacts should form the basis for the likely status of forests in 

the next two decades. 
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Parameters used in definition of scenarios 

 

Several parameters can be used to define probable scenarios and their probable implications 

on the future of forests. However, in this section, this will be limited to market demand and its 

impacts on the forests, and the effect of population growth, and its likely effects on forests. 

These parameters are linked in one way or another and will remain the main forces that will 

shape the forests of Vanuatu. As seen in the past and present, the government’s economic and 

social development in rural areas will remain a priority. Hopefully, this priority will continue 

to appreciate the need to continue to manage natural resources including forests.  

 

The business as usual scenario 

 

Natural forest management 

 

All forest and wood products sold and used in Vanuatu come from natural forests. Harvesting 

and trading of timber and wood products are regulated, the government being the regulator. 

Timber licenses are issued for the right to harvest and sell timber. Timber Permits or Timber 

Rights Agreements are then issued to timber license holders which give them the right to 

harvest timber from a specified location. 

 

All harvesting of logs by timber license holders is governed by the Forestry Act and the 

associated regulations and orders, as well as the timber license conditions. The VCOLP and 

the RIL guidelines provide the main basis for forest operations. Due to scarce natural 

resources, the level of log harvesting has declined dramatically; mobile sawmilling is taking 

control of most timber extraction in natural forests. 

 

The current management of the natural forests is expected to continue. The drawback is the 

lack of sufficient financial assistance from the government through the DoF to monitor 

logging activities and continue its efforts to train and build forest operators’ capacity to 

improve their operations. 

 

Forest plantations 

 

It is evident that the current capacity of the natural forests for wood production will continue 

to decline because most of the merchantable timber is in some of the most inaccessible areas. 

Additionally, the natural forest stock is only around 2.5 cubic meters per hectare.  Plantation 

forestry therefore has the potential to increase wood production.  

 

Land availability and suitability for forest plantation in Vanuatu is not an issue. The missing 

piece of the puzzle is the investor. How the government will find suitable investors to invest 

in plantation forestry is currently the stumbling block to the advancement of forest plantation 

development in Vanuatu. 

 

The NFP is very clear on its statement to establish frameworks amicable to forest plantation 

establishment in Vanuatu. What is lacking at the moment is a clear direction on how the 

government can attract investors to invest in this sector. The main needs are a Forestry Sector 

Plan and a legal framework to provide security over investment. If the government is keen on 

advancing in its efforts to promote plantation forestry in Vanuatu then it must address these 

two areas. 

 

Community forestry 

 

Participation of communities and landowners in forestry has been an ongoing activity. The 

involvement of communities in the past was mainly associated with harvesting of forest 
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products from natural forests for local consumption as well as for sale. Although natural 

forests still play and will continue to play a major role in supply of forest products, the shift 

recently has been in the communities’ interest to embark on reforestation activities. 

 

Community and landowners’ participation in reforestation activities developed through the 

DoF community reforestation efforts back in 1994. The initiative was only taken up by 

communities and landowners in 2004. 

 

The advancement of community forestry progresses through agroforestry resulting in the 

establishment of woodlots. The majority of tree species planted in the past were those 

currently of high market demand including Sandalwood (Santalum austrocaledonicum), 

Canarium indicum and whitewood (Endospermum medullosom). The current plantings are 

market driven, resulting in huge interest to embark on reforestation activities. 

 

The current reforestation activities are centered on the main and surrounding islands which 

are of easy access to the DoF. To ensure a full reforestation impact, the services of the DoF 

need to be extended to the other islands and areas that have the potential for forestry 

development. 

 

Forestry and conservation 

 

The DoF has been playing a central role, only second to the Environment Unit in the setting 

up of conservation areas. Three forest areas have been conserved primarily for the protection 

of forests occurring in those areas: (a) Erromango Kauri reserve, conserving the kauri pine, 

(b) Vathe Conservation area, conserving lowland forests, and (c) Wiawi conservation area, 

conserving a population of Intsia bijuga. Currently, there are no specific management plans 

for these forest conservation areas. Unless there are suitable management plans, the 

unavailability of income for conservation of their land could be weighed against all income 

generation opportunities that their forests could offer; this could result in timber extraction in 

these forests. 

 

Forest products 

 

Forests offer a range of products from wood products to non-wood products, including the 

functions and services of the forests. From the forestry point of view, the predominant value 

of forests is wood and wood-based products. Therefore all forest management strategies are 

based on wood production. 

 

Downstream processing and value adding of wood-based products remains the main focus for 

the government in guiding processing and value adding in wood-based industries. Due to 

limited wood products, it is most appropriate that the Vanuatu governments continue with its 

effort to add value to wood products to remain competitive in the market. 

 

One of the wood products that has been developed through value adding is sandalwood. As 

the supply of sandalwood logs became scarcer the government changed its policy directive to 

encourage local processing. Local processing and at the same time, value adding has seen an 

increase in royalties, and greater returns to the industry.  

 

NWFPs are equally important. As outlined by the VCOLP and RIL guidelines, maintaining 

the highest level of care in forest harvesting is important for the forest to continue maintaining 

its ecological balance. Apart from the VCOLP and RIL guidelines, there are no specific 

forestry guidelines for the management of NWFPs. The NFP has clearly outlined the 

government’s policy objectives and strategies for the management of these resources. 

However, the lack of a clear framework needs to be addressed in the coming two decades. 
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Probable shifts and alternative scenarios 

 

This section describes what is needed to ensure that there is a shift forward in the next two 

decades for the five areas listed. For the purpose of this discussion and section, it is 

anticipated that the population of Vanuatu will continue to increase and that in effect, the 

pressure on the natural forests will continue to increase. However, there are measures that 

could be taken to ensure resources are continued to be well managed. These proposed 

measures are highlighted briefly below. 

 

Natural forest management 

 

The government’s will for SFM needs to be apparent. The current drawback in natural forest 

management has been the lack of regular monitoring of logging activities, follow-up and 

training of new operators entering the forest harvesting industry. This lack of appropriate 

action has been due to the lack of sufficient funding for training and monitoring. Too ensure 

that the natural forest operations are properly managed, the government needs to commit itself 

to providing sufficient funding to ensure active monitoring, supervision, training and 

supervision of all natural forest operations. 

 

Vanuatu still lacks a system to identify forest areas that are to be continually managed as 

production forests. The National Forest Sector Plan in the Forestry Act No. 26 of 2001 would 

be an important mechanism to identify natural forest management areas.  This plan will be 

important because it will direct the government’s effort only to specific areas that require 

SFM practices for continuous wood production rather than spending money and time over 

non-sustainable wood production areas.  

 

Forest plantations 

 

Plantation forest development is an important mechanism to improve Vanuatu’s wood 

production. Specific research with local tree species has already identified suitable indigenous 

timber, nut and other tree species suitable for forest plantation. However, investors are needed 

so suitable conditions are required to attract them. Firstly, a legal framework which gives the 

investor security over investment and the rights to harvest the company’s planted resource. 

One of the bottlenecks to plantation investment in Vanuatu is lack of appropriate legislation. 

To address this, the proposed Planted Forests Act needs to be developed very soon. Secondly, 

the Forest Sector Plan should be adjusted. Basically, the plan should identify suitable forest 

plantation areas in Vanuatu. The government will then use the data and information to market 

and attract forest plantation investors and liaise with landowners about acquisition of the land. 

Unless this plan and the proposed Act come into play, the development of the plantation 

sector could remain stagnant. 

 

Community forestry 

 

Community forestry will continue to be important for addressing forest product needs and an 

important activity for increasing community participation in forestry.  A range of planting 

arrangements are already happening, which require the government’s attention. For 

instance, joint ventures between landowners and investors, planting on communal or land 

owned by a group of landowners, or planting on someone else’s land through verbal 

agreement. However no legal recognition is in place at the moment. Therefore, the investor, 

local or foreign, could lose if landowners or communities have a change of mind about the 

use of the land. 

 

The proposed Planted Forests Act aims to give legal recognition to all planted forests 

including community woodlots. One of its main purposes is to provide security over woodlot 

investments, through gathering of information and registration of planted forests. It is 
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intended that once a woodlot area is registered, the owner can use that particular investment 

as collateral to get financial loans to increase investment. 

 

Forestry and conservation 

 

It is anticipated that the area of forests under conservation may continue to increase. To what 

extent, is yet unknown. There is interest in Lake Letas conservation area on the island of Gaua 

which covers the lake and the adjacent rainforests, which also harbor several endemic species. 

 

Conservation of forests is an important mechanism to protect areas of biological importance 

and for conservation and management of important genetic material. However, currently there 

are no specific management plans for areas that are under conservation, particularly for 

protected forest areas. It is important that management plans for the conservation areas are 

developed. One of the crucial parts of the conservation area management plan should be 

income generation potential for landowners who conserve forests or land. Otherwise 

landowners could trade their land and forest resources for other forms of economic return. 

 

Forest products 

 

Vanuatu has a range of wood, NWFPs and services that could be developed into well 

established industries. The change in government policy to process and add value to the 

sandalwood industry has resulted in high returns for the industry and landowners. This is an 

example that other forest products could follow. 

 

The furniture industry has recently developed to add value to off-cuts that are normally 

rejected and left in the forests. This is a reaction to timber scarcity, demand for specific forest 

products and the technology and investment in value adding equipment. This effort needs 

recognition and support from the government. 

 

Industries based on several NWFPs, especially nuts and fruits, are developing. The Canarium 

nut is an example in which the initiative was developed and the product marketed by the local 

investor. The government needs to assist with marketing as well as development of the 

product. 

 

Vanuatu needs to continue to look into other product development potentials. For instance, in 

the sandalwood industry, once the oil is extracted, the spent biomass is then either sold at a 

very low value or not sold. With the right technology, the spent biomass could be 

manufactured into incense sticks which have a huge market in Asia. This can be done if the 

government and the industry agree to work together in this context. 

 

It is anticipated that the forestry service sector may develop into a vibrant eco-tourism 

industry. At this stage, the eco-tourism sector is developed and operated by resource owners 

with the National Tourism Office (NTO) as its marketing arm. To ensure that this income 

generation potential continues to develop, the government through the DoF has to work with 

resource owners and the NTO to package and market this sector. Once more, the National 

Forest Sector Plan will be very useful for the development of this service. 

 

The most likely situation 

 

The development of the forestry sector can only advance through enacting of appropriate 

legislation, such as the proposed Planted Forests Act, the development and implementation of 

the National Forestry Sector Plan as prescribed in the Forestry Act, and the cooperation of all 

forestry stakeholders in developing and marketing quality forest products and services. It is 

anticipated that if the country embarks on addressing these issues, the Vanuatu forestry sector 

could be a vibrant and one of the leading economic sectors in the next 20 years. 
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5. WHAT WE MAY SEE IN 2020 

 

This section depicts in very brief detail what is expected of the forests of Vanuatu in the next 

two decades. It looks briefly at forest cover, wood production, the use of wood and NWFPs 

including forest services as well as the social functions of forests in an overview of forest 

products in 20 years time. It does not predict or place any value on the resource and its 

products, but rather predicts the trend of importance in coming years. 

 

Forest resources in the next two decades 

 

Forest cover 

 

Forest cover is expected to change significantly in the next 20 years; by how much, and 

whether the change will be an increase or a decrease in forest cover is yet unknown. 

 

Population growth is a significant index in determining probable changes in forest cover; 

however since there is no specific mathematical methodology for calculating population 

growth rate and its effect on the rate of forest cover reductions, assumptions only are 

speculated. 

 

There are two probable scenarios. The first scenario could see a reduction in forest cover, 

while the second could be an increase in forest cover as a result of population growth. 

 

Scenario 1: Decrease in forest cover – as already highlighted earlier in this report, as a result 

of population growth, and the demand for forestry goods and services, and to supply the 

growing market demand, these activities could result in a significant reduction of forest cover. 

However, if the government continues to take proactive measures to regulate all forest 

harvesting activities, the impact could be minimal. For instance, if all timber harvesting 

activities complied with the VCOLP and RIL guidelines, timber harvesting should not change 

forest cover much. The most impact would result from other sectors such as agriculture and 

infrastructure development. 

 

Scenario 2: Increase in forest cover – There is also potential that forest cover could increase 

in the next 20 years. It is likely that future agricultural development will continue in thickets 

which represent 35 percent of the total land area. If land clearing in the next 20 years 

continues with the development of thicket areas, which are easy to clear and cultivate then it 

means that the production forests should remain under forest cover. 

 

Secondly, efforts by communities and others involved in reforestation activities should be 

noted. The current reforestation activities are concentrated in non-forested areas, such as 

grassland or previously farmed or garden areas. Therefore with these activities continuing to 

gain momentum, it is possible that we could see an increase in forest cover over the next two 

decades. 

 

Change in area under production and protection 

 

With the operation of mobile sawmills, which are the main producers and supplier of timber, 

it is anticipated that the production area could be reduced, but minimally, especially if better 

training of operators was applied. Selective logging is used in Vanuatu. This means that only 

trees of legal size can be harvested. Smaller ones are left for the future. Furthermore, mobile 

sawmills do not require access roads therefore their impact on the forest is minimal. 
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The area under production forests could also be viewed in conjunction with the current efforts 

in reforestation. The current reforestation activities are market based. Thus it is anticipated 

that once the woodlots and plantations are ready to be harvested, then the rate of harvesting of 

the natural forests could be reduced. 

 

The area under protection forests could increase as more information on the forest is 

available. Protection of water catchments for instance could increase when communities are 

well informed of their importance. There are a few areas currently under negotiation for 

conservation. The proposed Lake Letas on Gaua island is an example, with a few others in the 

pipeline. 

 

Wood and wood products 

 

Wood and wood products from the natural forests will continue to play a significant role in 

supplying wood and wood products to meet local consumption needs. With the building 

industry on the rise, it is expected that the demand for wood products will continue to 

increase. The prices of these products are anticipated to increase as well, both on the local as 

well as the export markets. To meet local construction needs, it is anticipated that an increase 

in the volume of cheap imported timber could be inevitable. 

 

To sustain and maintain a regular supply of these products, it is important that the 

government, the industry and other forestry stakeholders work cooperatively to develop and 

implement strategies to address future wood product needs.  

 

Wood as a source of energy 

 

Wood and wood products will remain an important source of energy. As the population 

increases, it is expected that the energy demand will also increase, particularly for rural 

households. This demand in energy need could have a significant impact on forests. What is 

required is for the government to introduce fast growing fuel wood products to meet the 

growing needs. The introduction of a fast growing species could reduce the dependency on 

natural forests for fuel wood supply from them. Unless a strategic measure is in place to 

address local fuel wood consumption needs, the natural forests will remain the main supplier 

of domestic fuel wood needs. It is also important to note that fuel wood will remain the most 

competitive source of energy on the local market in the next two decades.   

 

Future of non-wood forest products 

 

Vanuatu has huge potential to further develop its NWFPs industries. They will continue to be 

used for the next two decades and beyond. At present, the harvesting and utilization of 

NWFPs including nuts is not regulated. It is crucial that the government investigates the 

harvest and trading methods of these products and puts in place a legal framework to regulate 

the harvest, sale and processing of these products. A good regulatory framework will boost 

sustainable management of these resources as well as setting quality standards, aiming at high 

market returns. 

 

Service functions of forests 

 

The natural forests have a series of functions apart from timber production. Forests play an 

important role in the supply of clean water, providing homes for wild life and biodiversity, as 

well as acting as carbon sinks. Forests also provide recreational services including income 

generating services such as eco-tourism. 

 

Forests are important for maintaining a clean water system. Water shed or catchment areas are 

specifically excluded from all logging activities. Despite the specific and important function 
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of catchment area, many rural communities do not really understand how the system works. 

Such lack of understanding has resulted in clearing of several of the water catchments in 

several locations. As a result, river and stream volumes and quality of water are vulnerable. 

This condition has already been observed on several islands. If communities are not fully 

aware of the importance of maintaining a healthy water catchment, their water systems could 

be severely affected. 

 

The services and the functions that forests play in maintaining a healthy and well functioning 

ecosystem are currently not very well understood by forest dependent section of the 

population. A proactive step needs to be undertaken to inform local communities of a range of 

effects that could result from forest clearing and farming in areas such as water catchments.  

Unless these people are informed, it is likely that the services currently provided to them by 

forests could be severely affected. 

 

Social functions of forests 

 

Forests provide a range of social functions. In the rural areas of Vanuatu, the dependency on 

forests for goods and services will continue to increase with the increase in population size. 

Some of the key functions of forests include employment and revenue generation. 

 

(a) Employment – Forests provide a range of employment opportunities in the formal as well 

as in the non-formal forestry sector. The formal forestry sector includes timber harvesting and 

processing, sandalwood harvesting and processing, and furniture making. It also includes 

employment in the forest plantation sector. The non-formal sector in this regard includes self 

employment, either in reforestation or gathering of forest products such as nuts, fuel wood 

and other NWFPs. 

 

(b) Income generation – Revenue from sale of forest products represents an important source 

of income for rural communities. Timber and sandalwood royalties are the main source of 

income for resource owners. The sale of fuel wood, nuts and other wood and NWFPs also 

generate income for local communities. 

 

Employment in the forestry sector and the income it generates in local communities is 

expected to continue to contribute to the development of these communities in the next two 

decades. However as the rural population increases, this income could be thinly distributed 

among these communities, which may lead to overextraction of these resources. To ensure 

that overextraction of these resources does not happen, it is important that the government 

looks into developing other income generation opportunities for these communities, either in 

forestry or in other economic sectors. 

 

An overview of the future of the country’s forest and forestry in 2020 

 

In summary, key directions emerging for forests and forestry in Vanuatu during the next 20 

years could be expected to encompass those listed below. 

 

Forest resource in the next two decades 
 

Forest resources will continue to play an important role in meeting the livelihood needs in the 

next 20 years. An increase in population may have a significant effect on forest cover. This 

could result in the reduction of forest cover from the natural forests. Similarly, land currently 

not under forest cover may come under planted forest cover. A similar situation is expected 

for wood and timber supply (production forests). The area of forests under protection is 

expected to increase as more information becomes available for forests in remote areas. 

 

Wood and wood products 
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Wood and wood products will continue to play a significant role in supplying timber needs in 

the next two decades. However to sustain this supply, it is important that its utilization is 

sustainable. 

 

Wood as a source of energy 
 

Wood will remain the main supplier of energy needs in rural areas. It is the most economical 

source of energy. Demand for fuel wood is expected to increase with increasing population. 

To address this growing need, it is important that the government investigates fast growing 

fuel wood species to meet the growing demand. 

 

Future of non-wood forest products 
 

NWFPs will continue to play an important role in the daily livelihoods of citizens. They 

provide a range of income generation opportunities, some of which are yet to be explored. 

The government may need to regulate the use of these resources in order to develop them into 

an industry. 

 

Service functions of forests 
 

Forests provide a wide range of services, some of which are incomprehensible to users. Lack 

of knowledge among forest users of these important functions may have detrimental results. 

The government and appropriate bodies need to inform forest dwellers of these service 

functions. 

 

Social functions of forests 
 

Forests provide a range of social functions including employment and income generation 

through sale of forest products. These services are important to the livelihoods of the rural 

forest dependent population. To ensure that these social functions are maintained, these 

forests have to be developed in a sustainable manner. Lack of good management now will 

result in the devaluation of these functions for future generations. 

 

 

6. HOW COULD WE CREATE A BETTER FUTURE? 

 

How could we create a better future is a question that everybody is asking.  In this section, 

proactive and precautionary measures are being discussed. 

 

Responding to changing societal needs and policy changes 

 

Forests have been an important part of the daily livelihood and forms part of the culture for all 

indigenous ni-Vanuatu.  Any changes to forests will have an impact on people, and a 

changing society will also have an impact on forests. The change in lifestyle, the demand for 

improved living standards and the need for better services are some of the prominent drivers 

of this change. This trend is expected to continue at the expense of forests. Despite the clearly 

outlined role of the government in the NFP, the government cannot regulate how its people 

should prosper. However, there are routes which the government can take to address this 

issue, and this can be done through the harmonization of government policies. 

 

In Vanuatu government services are delivered by respective government departments. These 

departments regulate and implement government policies in their respective areas. These 

policies are very specific and more often than not, do not take into consideration other 

departments’ policies. Several government institutions speak different languages in regard to 
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specific development issues. The seriousness of this issue therefore requires harmonization of 

government policies in related sectors. For instance, since agriculture and forestry are the 

main suppliers of basic needs, it is important to ensure that their policies are harmonized. 

Harmonization of their policies could result in conditions that improve people’s livelihoods 

through a system of well managed natural resources. The process could include review of 

existing policies and if required, legal frameworks to reflect the most apparent changes and 

needs in the agriculture and forestry sector.   

 
Forest plantations 

 

Due to the difficulty of properly managing natural forest for wood production, well managed 

forest plantations may therefore be the answer to Vanuatu’s future wood demand. Sustainable 

forest plantation could be the key to the survival of the local wood and timber industry. What 

is needed for Vanuatu is to identify the bottlenecks to plantation development and address 

these areas accordingly. 

 

The government has to play a key role in leading the way forward in forest plantation 

establishment. Because plantation forestry in Vanuatu cannot be developed through aid 

assistance, the government could make use of soft development loans to fund the 

development of the sector. 

 

Some of the key areas that the government needs to resolve are: 

 

(a) National Forestry Sector Plan – The purpose of the plan is to identify areas suitable 

for forest plantations, areas suitable for natural forest management, and areas suitable 

for conversion and conservation. This plan is overdue and a stumbling block for 

advancement of general forest management activities in Vanuatu due to its failure to 

live up to its legal expectations as regulated by the Forestry Act No. 26 of 2001. The 

government needs to develop and implement the plan in the next two to three years. 

Once the plan identifies suitable forest plantation areas, the government can then use 

the plan to negotiate with landowners and market the land to potential forest 

plantation investors to develop. 

 

(b) Planted Forests Act – The government needs to develop a Planted Forests Legislation 

to guide the development and management of planted forests in Vanuatu. The 

proposed Act should cover both forest plantations as well as woodlots planted by 

landowners and communities. The Act will provide investor security over investment 

and the rights to harvest planted forests. This Act is regarded as a catalyst for forest 

plantation in Vanuatu. The legal framework provided by the Act should provide 

sufficient investment security to the interested investor. 

 

The NFP has been very clear on the need for the development of the plantation sector. The 

absence of a legal and institutional framework is a drawback for policy implementation. It is 

anticipated that the development of the Forestry Sector Plan and the Planted Forests Act could 

become important mechanisms for future plantation development in Vanuatu. 

 

Technological changes 

 

The technologies in improving forest management, increased processing efficiency, 

maximizing production and reducing waste are available. To address current wood product 

shortages, wood processing efficiency and maximum utilization of timber resources need 

better focus. Cutting edge technology needs to be used by the industry to improve its output. 

 

For example, currently all mobile sawmills currently used in the logging industry use circular 

saw blades.  Circular saw blades have been restricted from operations in some parts of the 
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world including Fiji due to the percentage of waste associated with thick circular saw blades.  

Mobile band saws have been in the industry for quite some time.  They are preferred due to 

the high percentage of recovery. 

Technologies in furniture making and processing of other forest products should also be 

encouraged. The government needs to work cooperatively with the industry to identify forest 

products that have the potential to develop into an industry in the near future and draw up 

strategies to develop these products. The strategies should also commit the government and 

the industry to take up value adding of these products, including the commitment to import 

the technologies to process and enhance these products locally. 

 

The next few years could see more and more effort put into value adding and improved 

efficiency. Already there are some changes in how the timber resources of Vanuatu have been 

used. For instance, in the last few years, off-cuts from sawn timber were regarded as waste. 

Today they are used by the furniture industry and have an export market. Similarly, sawdust 

from the furniture and sawmilling industry is no longer burnt, but is used as an important 

source of energy, using a very simple local technology.  This suggests that as forest resources 

get scarcer, appropriate technologies, even technologies at the community level, will be 

developed to meet these challenges. 

 

Regional and global collaboration 

 

Several forestry issues in Vanuatu have been addressed through regional and international 

instruments that Vanuatu is a signatory to. For instance, biodiversity conservation, protection 

and management are being undertaken through assistance from South Pacific Regional 

Environment Programme (SPREP) under the auspices of the Global Environment Fund (GEF) 

and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) which Vanuatu is signatory to. 

 

Vanuatu is also a member of several other regional and international organizations that are 

mandated to address various forestry issues. The linkages will continue to be maintained to 

assist Vanuatu in improving the management of its forest resources. What is currently evident 

within the forestry sector is the progress towards addressing global and regional forestry 

priorities at the national level. What we may see in the future in Vanuatu will be a shift 

towards re-organization of forestry priorities, including the institutional and legal framework 

to harness and promote global forestry agendas on the national level. Through implementation 

of global and regional forestry priorities, Vanuatu has been able to access funding to 

implement several of its national forestry priorities. 

 

Overall priorities and strategies 

 

The national forest management priorities are highlighted in the NFP. The government’s 

Priority Action Agenda (PAA) on forestry is based on policy priorities. The NFP and the PAA 

bring together the need to manage the nation’s forests and to support the development of 

Vanuatu now and in the future. Based on the NFP, the DoF has further streamlined and 

prioritized these policy strategies into a four years (2009-2012) strategic plan. The priorities 

for the government regarding forestry in the next four years are: 

 

(a) Increase forest production – The foremost important priority for Vanuatu is to increase its 

forest resource base to meet the current consumption and market demands. There are two 

main areas to deal with. First is natural forest. The government needs to investigate forest 

areas suitable for sustainable wood production, and concentrate its efforts to manage them 

specifically for this purpose. Other forest products can also be identified and managed 

accordingly. However, for this to proceed, the National Forest Sector Plan is required to 

identify these areas. 
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A related priority is increasing planted forests. Increased wood and forest production through 

forest plantation and woodlot establishment is a key activity for this priority. However, as 

identified earlier, the National Forest Sector Plan and the Planted Forests Act need to be 

developed. 

 

(b) Improve management of all forest resources and services – This priority requires that 

forest management should be improved. Whatever the product may be, its management needs 

to be improved. 

 

(c) Increase involvement of people in the forestry business – This priority area encourages 

people, with greater emphasis on resource owners, to participate in forestry business. It has 

come to a point where locals need to take part in the development of their resources rather 

than continuing as observers.  

 

(d) Local and value-added processing – Due to its limited resources, Vanuatu has to make 

use of available technology to add value and process locally. While the value added products 

may create niche markets, local processing will provide employment and investment in local 

technology. 

 

(e) Improve market access and trade facilitation – While encouraging the development of 

new forestry products through value-added local processing, markets for these products have 

to be developed. This priority guides the government to commit itself to work with the 

processing industry to research new markets for locally produced forest products.  

 

 

7. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The forests of Vanuatu are important to the livelihood of the forest dependent sector of the 

population.  Forests also form an important part of the people’s cultural and spiritual heritage.  

The efforts towards improving its best use and management practices mean efforts towards 

improving the livelihood, cultural and spiritual heritage of the forest resource owners. 

 

Forests provide a range of products and services.  Timber required for building industry, 

timber and wood products for the joinery and furniture making industries and other wood 

based industries are few of the products of the forest.  Non timber forest products such as fuel 

wood and non-wood forest products such as nuts and fruits are important forest products.  

Forest provide a range of services such as being the source of clean water, clean air, and 

provides several income generating opportunities such as eco-tourism.  Forests also housed a 

wide range of wildlife species, and also very important to the general well being of its 

ecosystem. 

 

The forests of Vanuatu are expected to continue to supply forest products and services 

currently enjoyed by the rural community. However, the volume and quality of these products 

and services might not be the same as those enjoyed today. The demand for wood, NWFPs 

and forest services will continue to increase while the supply will slightly decline, forcing 

prices of marketable products to increase, and leading to unsustainable harvesting practices. 

 

Vanuatu’s forests are expected to face several challenges. The most important challenge will 

be the impact of population expansion on forests. However, some of its impact could be 

expansion of farming and habitation into forest areas, high market demand for forest supplies, 

the methods utilized to harvest forest resources and its impact on the forest ecosystem. 

Climate change and its associated effects are regarded as the second most important threat to 

the wellbeing of the forests. To actually assess the impact of population growth and climate 

change, it may be useful for the government to embark on undertaking another National 

Forest Resource Inventory (NFRI). The information of the last NFRI and next NFRI could be 
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used to calculate the effect of population growth and climate change over the last few years, 

and its forecasted effect to 2020. 

 

To address these issues, the government needs to take a proactive and firm decision and 

action on how its future forest needs are to be met. Designation of specific areas for 

sustainable management of natural forests may be an important step towards delegating scarce 

resources into areas where it will best make an impact. Forest plantations and woodlot 

establishments have a huge potential to supplement the natural forests in supplying specific 

forest products, especially timber. Well managed, high stocked plantation forests are 

significant for the future of forestry in Vanuatu. The government needs to embark fully on 

attracting investment into this sector. 

 

Conservation and protection of areas significant for biological diversity and environmentally 

sensitive forest areas are important. It is expected that the area of conserved forests may 

increase as more information is available on the forests of Vanuatu. Currently, most of these 

conservation areas are based on agreements with land and resource owners and do not have 

any legally binding agreement among the parties. The absence of such a legal framework 

could be a threat to the future of these conservation areas. Gene pool conservation is similarly 

important and should be treated in the same fashion as other general conservation areas. 

 

As forest resources become scarcer, the need to maximize utilization of available forest 

resources may become eminent. This is when the forest sector and the government may need 

to work more cooperatively to import or improve the relevant technology to ensure prudent 

utilization of these resources. Acquisition and utilization of appropriate technology will be 

essential to the sustainability of the forest industry. 

 

 

8. KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Several key recommendations relating to specific management areas can help create a better 

future for forests and forestry in Vanuatu.  

 

Production forests 

 

The government needs to put more effort into improving the productivity of forests. While the 

management of natural forests will remain the focus for wood production, forest plantations 

and small holder forests plantations will play a greater role in supplying wood products. The 

government should immediately put in place institutional and legal frameworks and undertake 

all necessary measures that promote forest plantations in Vanuatu. The development of the 

National Forest Sector Plan and the Planted Forests Act are the main documents requiring 

immediate attention. 

 

Forest conservation 

 

Currently conservation areas are set up based on consensus. This approach does not guarantee 

the future of the conservation areas, let alone all the efforts involved in setting them up. To 

ensure that these areas remain conserved and serve the full functions of their purpose, their 

establishment should be legally secured. Each conservation area should have a management 

plan, which should include an income generating component for the land and resource owners 

such as eco-tourism. 

 

Forest industries 

 

The forest industry needs to be aware and be prepared to survive in a very competitive 

environment. Therefore, it is the role of the government to ensure that the industry is prepared 
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and well vested with the knowledge, skills and the relevant technology required for a 

competitive and a vibrant industry. 

 

Technical capacity 

 

Technical capacity and human resource are important aspects in the delivery of effective and 

appropriate actions and services addressed in this report. As forestry enters a new landscape, 

human resource capacity should also be improved to address upcoming development issues. 

 

National Forest Resource Inventory 

 

It is important for the government to make another National Forest Resource Inventory. The 

forestry data currently used are almost 20 years old and no longer represent the actual status 

of the forest. There is an immediate need to update the current forestry information either 

through a national inventory or a comprehensive sampling method. 
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