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Objective 
The National Forest Management Strategy summarizes the FDA philosophy for 

managing the national forest endowment. The strategy outlines the FDA approach to 

forest management, its long-term end-states, or goals, and the Authority’s major forest 

management objectives for the following two years. The specific management actions 

outlined in the strategy are based on the current best available information and will 

require continued revision through public scrutiny and field evaluation. 

 

The structure of the document lays out the general policy and legal foundation for the 

National Forest Management Strategy. The second section explains the results of the 

National Forest Management Suitability Study that provides the analytical, scientific and 

participatory process that is the basis for the strategy.  

 

The National Forest Management Strategy is a standing document to be updated by FDA 

management periodically. However, the strategy does identify specific, measurable goals 

for the next two years.  

Context 
Liberia is situated within the Upper Guinea Forest, a tropical rainforest belt stretching 

from Cameroon to Guinea. The total Liberian land area is 9.59 million hectares, of which 

forests cover about 5.7 million hectares, equivalent to 45 percent of the land area
1
. 

Liberia’s evergreen forests are in the more humid south, ranging from the Cestos to 

Cavally Rivers. The deciduous and mountain forests are located in the hills of Northwest 

Liberia and Mount Nimba.  

 

Map 1: Regional forest cover 

 

                                                 
1
 This area includes forest classes 2.3 Mixed Agriculture and forest area, 3.1 Forest with small 

agriculture presence, 3.2 Open dense forest, and 3.3 Closed dense forest. 
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Liberia’s forests provide a wide range of benefits to the Liberian people and the 

international community. Forest areas provide habitat for globally important biodiversity
2
 

and maintain ecological services (such as oxygen production and soil stabilization), 

enable harvesting of non-timber forest products that many local people depend upon for 

daily subsistence, and provide a significant input to the national budget through 

commercial forestry development, both industrial and community-based forestry.  

 

The Forestry Development Authority (FDA) is the sole government agency responsible 

for managing forest resources in Liberia. The FDA uses a “3 C’s -- Commercial, 

Community, Conservation” philosophy to focus on management of Liberia’s forests in 

order to achieve the agency’s overall goal of developing and sustaining the benefits of 

Liberia’s forest resources.  

 

Forest resources were mis-managed and revenue generated from the sector were mis-

appropriated during Liberia’s period of civil conflict. As a result, the United Nations 

Security Council imposed sanctions on Liberia’s timber exports in 2003. Liberia then 

instituted sweeping reforms of the sector during the National Transitional Government of 

Liberia and the current administration of President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf. The current 

government consolidated these reforms by adopting a new National Forest Policy and 

passing the National Forest Reform Law in 2006. These reform efforts eventually led to 

the lifting of sanctions in 2006 and created the enabling conditions for the FDA to 

improve forest management.  In addition to the new law and corresponding regulations, 

the Government of Liberia, in conjunction with the Liberia Forest Initiative (LFI; a 

consortium of donors, local and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs)) 

reviewed the operations of all loggers involved with the sector between 1970 to present.  

There was substantial legal uncertainty in the sector, in part because 2.5 times the area of 

forest was claimed by concessionaire, mainly due to overlapping concessions.  The 

formal, company-by-company review found that not one company was in full compliance 

with the law.  

 

Thus, in this post-conflict, reform-oriented context, this National Forest Management 

Strategy serves as a guide for the FDA to implement the National Forest Policy, uphold 

the National Forestry Reform Law, and put into practice the FDA’s 3-C policy to achieve 

its forest management objectives.  

Policy  

The aim of the National Forest Policy of Liberia is: 

 

To conserve and sustainably manage all forest areas so that they will continue to produce 

a complete range of goods and services for the benefit of all Liberians and contribute to 

poverty alleviation in the nation. 

Objectives 

In order to achieve this aim, the following specific objectives will be pursued:  

 

                                                 
2
 Liberia contains almost half of the remaining forest in the Upper Guinean Forest Hotspot; one of 34 

hotspots worldwide that represent areas with 75% of the planet’s most threatened mammals, birds, and 

amphibians, while covering just 2.3% of the Earth’s surface. 
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1. To ensure that commercial forestry, community forestry and forest conservation 

activities are integrated and balanced to optimize the economic, social and 

environmental benefits from the forest resource. 

 

2. To conserve a representative sample of forest ecosystems so that important 

environmental functions are maintained. 

 

3. To contribute to the national development goals of poverty alleviation and 

increased food security by increasing the opportunities for forest-based income 

generating activities, especially for forest-dependent communities. 

 

4. To grant more equitable access to forest resources so that the potential for future 

conflict is reduced and the benefits from forestry development are shared 

throughout Liberian society. 

 

5. To ensure tenure security for rural communities’ forestland holdings and 

safeguard their rights to conserve and use forests on their communal lands for 

their individual and collective well-being. 

 

6. To institutionalize the principles of good governance, incluidng ensuring that all 

stakeholders participate in the formulation of forestry policies and in the 

conservation and management of the forest resource. 

 

7. To maximize the contribution of the sector to income, employment and trade 

through the development of appropriate processing activities. 

 

8. To ensure that forestry development contributes to national development goals 

and international commitments (including regional cooperation and trans-

boundary issues) and is coordinated with other relevant branches of 

government. 

 

9. To ensure that activities in the forestry sector (including forest management, 

plantation development, harvesting, conservation and industrial development) 

are based on sound scientific and technical principles that minimize waste and 

associated environmental and community health problems. 
 

10. To ensure that the working conditions of those within the forest sector are in 

accordance with internationally regarded best practice. 

Legal objectives of forest management 

The Authority shall exercise its powers under the Forestry Reform Law of 2006 to 

ensure: 

• Sustainable management of the Republic’s Forest Land,  

• Conservation of the Republic’s Forest Resources,  

• Protection of the Republic’s Environment,  

• Sustainable development of the Republic’s economy, with the participation of 

and for the benefit of all Liberians, and to  

• Contribute to poverty alleviation in the Nation. 
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To protect the environment, the Authority shall take a precautionary approach to the 

exercise of its powers under the Forestry Reform Law of 2006. The Authority shall not 

rely on a lack of full scientific certainty as a reason for postponing cost-effective 

measures to prevent environmental degradation where there are threats of serious or 

irreversible damage to the environment. 

Legal status of the forest 

Currently the Republic of Liberia as a whole is working its way out of years of civil 

conflict, changing legal structures and systems and inequitable distribution of authority 

between rural and urban communities.  The legal status of the forest and rights to land 

tenure are currently being debated with discussion with a general conclusions that both 

customary and statutory land tenure rights should be recognized.  

 

Recently the FDA had requested all parties (communities and individuals) holding forest 

land deeds, claims, or other statutory tenure over forest resources to submit their 

documentation to the FDA for legal consideration.  Nearly 8.5 million acres of forest land 

claims arrived a the hollows of the FDA, some overlapping others covering up to 800,000 

acres of land for a community.  This situation far outreaches the FDA mandate to manage 

tenure issues in these forest areas and the issue was forwarded to the Governance Reform 

Committee, where the national issue of land tenure and access rights is being addressed.   

 

Currently the legal status of the forest is recognized as the government holding in trust 

the forest resources for the republic for the greater good of the population.  There are 11 

National Forests, one national Park, and one Strict Nature reserve.  

 

The FDA has taken a strict policy to not issue land use activities (neither commercial, 

community nor conservation) without first establishing that there are no prior land tenure 

claims in the area, or that the local population does not agree with the land use activity. 

To these ends the FDA has a substantial field vetting process defined in the forestry law 

and regulations.  This process is described in the section on Additional Issues in the sub-

section called Decision Making Process. 

 

However, the issue of customary and statutory ownership remains unclear.  The FDA will 

work with communities, civil society organizations and within the government to clarify 

the issue of customary tenure and access rights over the coming 6 months and propose a 

law to the legislature for the establishment and management of these rights. 

 

Map 2 depicts the location of the current legally gazetted National Forests and Protected 

Areas.   

 



 

 7 

 
 

It is recommended that as Liberia develops greater consensus on the land tenure issues 

that these national forests be re-evaluated for their relevance to the new geopolitical 

climate and designed to bring the greatest increased benefit to local populations. 

State of the forest 

As of 2004, the most recent study available GIS and Satellite image analysis, Liberia 

contains 4.39 million hectares of forest. This forest area is classified as 2.42 million 

closed dense forest, 1.02 million open dense forest, and .95 million agriculture degraded 

forest.  An additional 1.28 million hectares of forest is classified as mixed agriculture and 

forest area and therefore, though not included in the forest cover total, offers potential 

areas for forest management activities. Map 3 depicts the forest cover and classification 

based on the satellite imaging. 

 

Map 2: Legal gazetted natural forest areas 
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Map 3: Forest cover classification 
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Forest area has decreased in recent years due to uncontrolled logging and an expansion of 

land used for agriculture. The annual rate of deforestation is currently estimated to be 

approximately 12,000 hectares (0.3 percent), while the recorded planting of new forests 

since 1971 to date has amounted to only approximately 11,000 hectares in total.  Viability 

of commercial forestry has been reduced by the last decade’s illegal over-harvesting.  

 

At present, commercial activity is minimal throughout the country. Pit sawing activities 

began immediately after the end of civil conflict in 2003 in a largely un-regulated 

environment and has grown to a market size of greater than 120,000 m3 of cut wood, thus 

it is likely that at least double this amount of round logs was cut in the forest.  Primarily, 

rural communities are engaged in providing access to forest resources adjacent to their 

communities for pit-sawing and other forest resource extraction activities such as non-

timber forest products and bushmeat. At present the FDA does not have the capacity to 

regulate wildlife consumption throughout the country. 

  

Despite Liberia’s small size, it has a significant amount of biodiversity including: over 

2,900 different vascular plants (including 225 tree species), 600 bird species, 150 

mammal species, and 75 reptile species. In addition, Liberia accounts for the largest 

remnant (42 percent) of the Upper Guinea forest of West Africa. Sapo National Park and 

the East Nimba Strict Nature Reserve are the only exclusive conservation areas in 

Liberia. Together, these areas total 193,500 hectares, or approximately 4% of Liberia’s 

total forest area and 2% of landmass. Gold mining activities within Sapo National Park 

continue to threaten the integrity of the area though the FDA has made significant 

progress over the last several years to improve management of the park. The FDA has 

identified other forest areas for protected area status, but has not officially proposed the 

areas to the government nor consulted with local communities.  

Forestry sector contribution to the national economy 

Historically, the forestry sector has been a strong contributor to Liberia’s economy in the 

form of industrial output, national income, employment and export earnings. For 

example, the production of forest products accounted for around five percent of Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) in the 1980s, rising to 20 percent in the late 1990s as much of 

the rest of the Liberian economy collapsed. Forest products also accounted for 5-10 

percent of export earnings in the 1980s, rising to over 50 percent in 2000. Forest product 

trade and production statistics from recent years are somewhat uncertain. However, it is 

generally accepted that thirty-six forest companies were operating in Liberia in 2002 

producing timber exports valued at over USD 100 million (or 60 percent of Liberia’s total 

export earnings) and employing up to 8,000 people
3
.  

 

Informal activities, in addition to the contribution of the formal forestry sector to the 

national economy, also play a vital role in the well being of many Liberian citizens. 

Fuelwood and charcoal production employ numerous people and remain, by far, the most 

important energy sources in the country. Similarly, harvesting and sale of bushmeat and 

Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) make a significant contribution to local income 

and employment while providing a major share of protein in the average diet. 

 

                                                 
3
 Paragraph 9, UNSC report S/2003/779 
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Rapid expansion of log production and export from 2000 to 2003 has not, however, been 

without problems. Over-harvesting and selective harvesting have caused forest 

degradation. Similarly, widespread wildlife poaching has degraded biodiversity. 

Government supervision and implementation of policy, regulations and the forestry law 

has been weak, inadequate, or in collusion with illegal operators, leading to many 

violations, financial misappropriation, and non-payment of the majority of forest fees. 

  

As Liberia emerges from fourteen years of civil conflict there is an urgent need to 

improve the livelihood of all Liberians. This urgency has increased the demands placed 

on the sector at the same time that existing forestry institutions and infrastructure are least 

capable of responding. The National Forest Management Strategy, therefore, establishes 

a strategy that meets the need for immediate forest sector rehabilitation and medium term 

forest management while establishing a long-term vision for Liberia’s forest endowment. 

The strategy reflects the current situation in the sector and the prospects for improving 

capacity and resources over the next decade. This strategy provides the best path forward 

to revitalization of Liberia’s forestry sector while conserving and sustainably managing 

all forest areas so that they will continue to produce a complete range of goods and 

services for the benefit of all Liberians. 
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Forest Management Suitability Study 

Objective 

The Forestry Reform Law of 2006 requires a National Forest Management Strategy as a 

pre-requisite to proposing and implementing forest-land uses in Liberia. In order to 

develop this strategy, the FDA conducted a National Forest Management Suitability 

Study that evaluates all forest areas for their relative suitability among various land uses. 

Principally, the FDA focuses on identifying the most suitable areas for the 3 C categories 

of Commercial, Conservation and Community. Thus, the objective of the suitability study 

is to identify forest areas most suitable for commercial, conservation, and community 

management. It should be stressed that commercial forestry includes both industrial 

logging and logging by communities.  Community management remains broadly defined 

as the management of forests and the resources contained by communities, which could 

include maintenance of ecosystem services, logging, harvesting of wildlife and other non-

timber forest products, and conservation. 

Results 

The FDA, institutional partners and forest sector stakeholders conducted the National 

Forest Management Suitability Study
4
 in 2006. The methodology used to complete the 

study employs scientific data on forest resources, a statistical regression analysis to 

understand forest-resource relationships, and input from diverse stakeholders to focus 

understanding of the demand and expectations on Liberia’s forests. The methodology is 

robust, using a variety of data while testing the sensitivity to various data inputs, and at 

the same time practical and repeatable. 

 

The suitability study categorized forest areas into either a) multiple sustainable use where 

both community and industrial management may be practiced, or b) conservation. The 

multiple sustainable use area was further classified into i) long-term management, ii) 

short-term management, and iii) exclusive community forestry sites. The suitability 

composition of these areas is described below. 

 

Multiple Sustainable Use 
The study identified 2.49 million hectares for multiple sustainable use management. The 

study also identified an additional .91 million hectares of degraded forest that could 

potentially be managed as timber sales contracts. Due to the nascent development of 

community forestry, the study also identified 52,000 hectares for community forestry 

areas where test pilot projects could be developed. Fully 98.7 % of this 52,000 hectare 

area is suitable for community management while only 18.75% and 38.5% is suitable for 

commercial and conservation management respectively. (The difference in suitability 

between community and commercial use is mainly due to the fact that commercial use 

was restricted in areas close to communities.)  

 

The study identified 2.49 million hectares for long-term management in the form of forest 

management contracts or community forestry. An additional .91 million hectares was 

                                                 
4
 The National Forest Management Suitability Study may be obtained at the FDA or online at the Liberia Forest Initiative 

website: http://www.fao.org/forestry/site/lfi/en/ 
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identified for short-term management in the form of timber sales contracts or community 

forestry. Thus, a total of 3.41 million hectares was identified for multiple sustainable use 

management. 80.6 % of this area is suitable for commercial forestry practices while 

85.7% and 32.2% is suitable for conservation and community management respectively. 

It is worth noting that this 32.2% of the multiple sustainable use area identified as 

suitable for community management represents ideal opportunities for community 

forestry in addition to the 52,000 hectares already identified.  

 

Conservation 
Liberia is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity treaty 

(ratified November 8, 2000), in which it pledged to “set aside at least 10% of the land 

area for Strict Protection and 30% of the land area for protection and multiple-use for 

partial protection”. Thus, since Liberia’s total land area is approximately 9.59 million 

hectares, the study used an area of 950,000 hectare (or 10%) as the minimum size for the 

protected area network. 

 

The study identified a total protected area network of 1.14 million hectares including 

193,500 hectares of existing protected areas. 93.6% of this area is suitable conservation 

management while 65.4% and 17.6% of this area is suitable for commercial and 

community management respectively.  The form of management of these conservation 

areas has not been established; it could take the form of traditional state-run park’s 

management in combination with community-led conservation initiatives or controlled 

commercial actities. 

 

The following table summarizes these results of the National Forest Management 

Suitability Study. 

 

Suitability Results 

Multiple Sustainable Use (3.41 million hectares) 

 Commercial Community Conservation 

Suitability % 80.6% 32.2% 85.7% 

    

Example Community Forestry Use (52,000 hectares) 

 Community Commercial Conservation 

Suitability % 98.7% 18.75% 38.5% 

    

Conservation (1.14 million hectares) 

 Conservation Commercial Community 

Suitability % 93.6% 65.4% 17.6% 

 

The total area under these land suitability categories is a total land mass larger then the 

forest endowment of Liberia because a small portion just over 100,000 ha of the 

conservation area are wetlands and non-forest ecosystems.
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National Forest Management Strategy 

Objective 

To allocate and manage Liberia’s remaining 4.39 million hectares of forest as either 

forest management contract areas, and timber sales contract areas, community 

management areas, or protected areas to capture, develop and preserve the wide range of 

forest resource benefits. 

End States 

The FDA has established a vision for the ideal status of Liberia’s forests in twenty-five 

years. The following end states provide an outline for measuring progress toward 

achieving this vision: 

 

• Integrity of 4.39 million hectares of close-dense and open-dense forest is 

maintained as best as possible; 

 

• Commercial forestry activities ensure a sustainable production of forest products, 

provide long term employment, facilitate value-added inputs and industries, and 

contribute revenue through fees to the central government; 

 

• Community forest management provides equitable access and benefits to local 

people that includes the production of timber and non-timber forest products, plus 

the use of forests for other purposes such as: cultural rituals; future farmland and 

settlement areas; and the protection of sacred sites; 

 

• Conservation management preserves biodiversity and maintains ecological 

services allowing the natural evolution and function of ecological processes; 

 

• The FDA effectively and efficiently manages forest resources in accordance with 

the legal framework, guided by science, and with continued democratization of 

forest resources.  

 

The FDA has first classified all forest land 

into either permanent or non-permanent future 

forest cover. Permanent forest areas are those 

areas in Liberia that will always remain 

covered with forest. Non-permanent forest 

areas are those areas that may be converted 

into other land uses such as agriculture. Thus,  

Map 4 depicts the end states by showing the 

areas that have been designated as either permanent or non-permanent.  

 

The permanent forest area is then divided into the protected area network and a multiple 

sustainable use zone to be managed either as community forest areas, timber sales 

contracts, or forest management contracts. Map 5 depicts the national forest management 

strategy.  The strategy contains areas for multiple sustainable usage (which can either be 

community managed or industry managed) and proposed conservation areas for natural 

services and biodiversity management. 

Permanent vs. Non-Permanent Forest: 

Permanent Lands are areas that will remain 

covered with forest despite any extractive 

activities and therefore will remain as part of 

the national forest endowment Non-

permanent forest areas may be harvested for 

timber resources and then converted into 

other land-use such as agriculture. 
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The multiple sustainable use zone consists of all forest areas outside of the protected area 

network. Communities and/or private logging companies will manage these areas as 

communal forests, timber sales contracts, or forest management contracts. Community 

managed forest areas may be established anywhere within the multiple sustainable use 

zone.  Map 6 depicts areas where either community managed forest or commercial Forest 

Management Contracts could be established.  While map 7 depicts areas for Timber Sale 

Contracts or community managed forest areas. 

 

High priority conservation areas will be managed through some type of protected area in 

accordance with Chapter 9 of the National Forestry Reform Law and IUCN guidelines. 

Map 8 shows the total protected area network including the existing two protected areas 

of Sapo National Park and the East Nimba Strict Nature Reserve (together totaling 

193,500 hectares) and an additional 13 protected areas for a total are of 1,141,813 

hectares. 

 

 The following diagrams show the allocation of land according to this strategy: 

 

��������	
���

��	���


Long-term Multiple
Sustainable Use        (2.49
m ha)

Short-term Multiple
Sustainable Use                
(.91 m ha)

Protected areas                  
(.99 m ha)

Mixed agriculture and
forest area                   
(1.28 m ha)

 
 

The FDA will implement the National Forest Management Strategy through its four 

technical departments: Commercial, Community, Conservation, and Research & 

Development. The FDA has established an Objective Statement and set of goals for each 

department that will govern its activities for the duration of implementation of this 

National Forest Management Strategy.  
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Map 4: General forest end states 
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Map 5: National Forest Management Strategy 
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Map 6: Area available for Forest Management Contracts or Community Management 
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Map 7: Area suitable for Timber Sale Contract or Community Management  
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Map 8: Proposed national protected area network 

 


