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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Cross River state in eastern Nigeria has the largest spread of pristine forests left in the country.
Unfortunately, these forests have declined steadily in the last 100 years on account of
exploitative colonial policies and inconsistent regional and state forest management
frameworks. Faced with dwindling revenues and attracted by the possibility of financial gains
from implementing the UN REDD+ scheme, the sub national government of Cross River in 2008
imposed a unilateral ban on all activities in the forest. It revoked the land rights of forest
dependent communities, criminalized forest-based livelihood activities and created a task
force to ruthlessly enforce the ban. Vibrant and thriving communities that had depended for
centuries on the forests for their existence, became poor and destitute. In 2009, REDD+
arrived Cross River state and met weakened and beggarly communities who offered the least
resistance.
13 years after REDD+ and the REDD+ inspired forest ban, the rate of deforestation has never
been higher. By the admission of REDD+ officials in Cross River state, deforestation has
intensified and become uncontrollable in the period REDD+. Data from REDD+ officials show
that between 2000 and 2007, forest loss in the area was about 39,000 ha. However, between
2007 and 2014, in the heart of REDD+, the state's forest cover declined by 107,000 ha. Another
study between 2014 and 2017 shows even more rapid forest loss. These observations seriously
call into question the credibility of current strategies for managing the largest remaining
forests in Nigeria.
Officials of REDD+ are quick to separate the implementation of the scheme from the state
government's forest management strategies. The reality however is that REDD+and the forest
ban complement each other, and have both failed woefully. REDD+ has worked closely with the
government in the implementation of policies that have been detrimental to indigenous
people and have failed to protect the forests. While the policies of the state government have
deliberately commodified the forests, the implementation of REDD+ has sought to benefit
from these policies by commercializing climate solutions. Both strategies have proven to be
weak and inefficient, and have rather resulted in unprecedented deforestation.
Before leaving office in 2015, the governor who championed REDD+ declared that it was not
worth the effort. His successor immediately initiated plans capable of destroying much of
what is left of the forests. From the creating of a superhighway through the mangroves and
rainforests, to the building of a casino city in the mangrove forest, and concessions to massive
cocoa and oil palm plantations, the government has been relentless.
Non-state actors including Chinese nationals have joined the scramble, invading the forests
and logging without restraint. Armed cartels provide security, bribe officials and stifle
community dissent.
This report argues that forest dependent communities have historically taken the lead in
protecting and preserving the forests. Founded on a robust relationship with nature, they
created systems that controlled exploitationwhile warding off profiteers. On the other hand,
governments- whether colonial or Nigerian- were the worst offenders, consistently permitting
the dissipation of the forests. When in 2008 REDD+ inspired the revoking of community land
rights, communities lost the opportunity, incentive and capacity to continue acting as
protectors of the forests, inadvertently opening the door to what may well be the fastest spate
of deforestation ever.
To preserve what remains of the Cross River forests, there is need to move beyond REDD+,
beyond unilateral bans that impoverish communities and infringe on their rights. There is
urgent need to return communities to the driving seat of forest conservation, a role they
handled quite well until the forests were commodified and commercialized.
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PART 1
Background
The earth's atmospheric carbon dioxide has risen significantly and now stands at a
level the planet has not experienced in at least 800,000 years priori. In simple terms,
the atmosphere and the air has never had as much carbon dioxide concentration as it
currently does. In fact, in the month of April 2018, the average monthly level of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere exceeded 410 parts per million (ppm). This was the first
time it had reached such levels in recorded historyii.
By the early 1800s, scientists had noticed the trend and were already suggesting that
human induced emissions of CO2 and other gasses were impacting the climate
dangerously. By the mid 1800s, they had identified the greenhouse effect and
established a scientific relationship between global temperature rise and industrial
activities releasing carbon dioxide. By the late 1950s, atmospheric carbon readings by
the Keeling Curve taken at the Mauna Loa Observatory on the island of Hawaii
provided definite data proof corroborating the reality of global warming and the
dangerous effect it would have on the earth. By the 1980s, global temperatures
increased sharply, and North America in 1988 faced unprecedented heat waves and
draught, causing widespread destruction to agriculture and deathsiii. For the first
time, the reality of climate change became evident globally, placing the need for
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immediate action in the spotlight. One of the first responses came in the form of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The IPCC was established in 1988 by the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological
Organization (WMO), and endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly in the
same year. Among others, the agency was tasked with the responsibility of conducting
a comprehensive review of the depth of scientific knowledge on climate change, its
social and economic impacts, and the potential response strategies for addressing itiv.
In 1992 the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development also called
the Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The Summit established new
international frameworks for global environmental protection. The most outstanding
achievement however, was the opening for signature in support of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) endorsed by 158 States. The
Convention set out to stabilize atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gasses at
levels that would prevent dangerous climatic impacts, while mitigating the inevitable
effects of global warming.
Discussions by world leaders to check greenhouse gas emissions and mitigate the most
dangerous effect of global warming resulted in the Kyoto Protocol, adopted in
December 1997. The Protocol now endorsed by 192 Parties, set down ambitious
targets to reduce greenhouse gas emissions of industrialized countries by at least 5%
below 1990 levels.
It is debatable if the Kyoto Protocol actually achieved its emission cut targets. Some
have argued that despite the effort, real global emissions actually increased in the
period following the Protocol. By 2015 however, a new climate accord, the Paris
Climate Agreement was endorsed at the 21st COP by 196 Parties that pledged to take
immediate action to address climate change through setting targets to cut emissions,
and report their progress. The agreement was necessitated by the need to ensure
global temperature do not record a rise of 2 degrees, a level largely held by scientist
as the breaking point for devastating climate impacts. Unlike previous efforts, the
Paris Climate Agreement made it binding for nations to take action towards cutting
v
emissions .
Without doubt, climate change is the world's most serious challenge in terms of
impact and the immediate need to address it. The effects of climate change are
happening faster than experts had hitherto predicted, and most of those impacts are
irreversible. The changing climate has far-reaching implications and ramifications in
every sphere of existence and across countries and climes. The challenges are not only
in the way the weather is changing globally and how that affects the natural
environment, but also how these changes are interacting and influencing how
organisms exists, including their livelihoods, habitat, security, and wellbeing. Beyond
the direct effects of climate change, the consequences of half-hearted attempts to
address the problem have often resulted in complications that have instead
exacerbated the challenges which people face, especially so for frontline
communities.
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Existing Climate Change Impacts in Africa
Climate change occurs as a risk accelerator and multiplier. It aggravates previously
dormant threats, while generating new and unexpected ones. In Africa, the
challenges associated with climate change have been particularly dire. Ironically,
Africa has contributed the least to causing climate change. While corporations in the
global north through their industrial activities emit the most greenhouse gases while
making make record profits, indigenous people in Africa and elsewhere in the global
south are hardest hit by its effects, with their very existence threatened by the
devastating impacts. In Nigeria for instance, the most notable effects have included;
1. Desertification - There is land stress in the upper Sahelian region of West Africa
due to desertification. As is the experience in some parts of the region,
desertification is a process caused by interactions between drought and human
mismanagement of environmental resources. This degradation of the soil is
harmfully affecting the ability of farmers in the Sahel to produce crops,
significantly diminishing the livelihoods of the people. The rearing of livestock,
especially those livestock that depend on grazing to survive has also been
negatively impacted, resulting in alarming rates of poverty, large scale
migrations and conflict.
2. Flooding - This is connected with the changing rainfall patterns in parts of
vii
Africa. These floods spread across the eco-zones of the region and have
resulted in unprecedented destruction of lives, properties, livelihoods, human
settlements and food production systems of vulnerable people living within
coastal areas.
In Nigeria's Niger Delta for instance, since 2012, several communities,
especially those lying around or bordered by rivers, have experienced annual
floods that overwhelm massive part of their communities with alarming
impacts. The first serious floods that broke with known patterns of minimal
water level rise along rivers in southern Nigeria occurred in 2012. In that year,
whole communities were submerged in 6 feet of flood, a year's worth of farming
went under water, several lives and properties were lost. Since then, floods
have become regular occurrences along the coastal areas.
3. Coastal erosion – A sizeable portion of southern Nigeria lies along the Atlantic
coastline, an area of high population concentration. Rise in sea levels threaten
to displace whole cities and communities, and erode their livelihoods.
Research shows that, for a place like Nigeria's Niger delta region, with a net sea
level rise of 1 metre, up to 80km inland will be flooded. A rise in sea level of up
to 1 metre by 2050s would inundate 18,000 km2 of West Africa's coastline,
impacting cropland, important transport corridors, and livelihoods.viii
4. Climate induced migration- The effects of climate change have induced
migrations across West Africa with Nigeria as a key destination. The movement
of migrants across the country has created labour stresses as well as conflict
pressures in communities.
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5. Water stress - The most prominent example of drying water bodies on the
continent is the situation in Lake Chad. Coupled with drying of rivers and
invasive species, Nigeria is prone to water stress and has already seen the
migration of pastoralists and resultant conflicts due to this pressure.
6. Climate Change induced conflicts- One of the most notable examples of
climate induced conflict is the decades old recuring conflicts around the Sahel,
partly occasioned by climate change. With about 80% of areas which were
previously farmlands now degraded, and temperatures rising 1.5 times faster
than the global average, the existing food insecurity and violence in the region
are bound to increase. The climate induced condition in the Sahel has already
led to regular conflicts resulting in the death of large numbers of people from
Mali, Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Chad, Nigeria and Niger every year in climates
change related triggers often guised as inter-communal, religious and
economic violence. The economic conditions engendered in the region chiefly
by climate change has resulted in the birthing of arguably the world's most
violent terror group, Boko Haram, operating in at least 4 countries of the
region. In Nigeria, climate change has contributed significantly to rising cases
of farmers versus herder violent conflicts which have led to thousands of deaths
and displacements. These conflicted have been triggered by contestation over
grazing land for cattle, often the same land farming communities depend on for
crop production.
7. Agricultural impacts- In Nigeria, agriculture is predominantly supported by
rainfall. Consequentially, fluctuations in rainfall patterns or volume holds
considerable consequences for agricultural production. This is already being
noticed across the country, and seriously threatening food security.
Global Answers to the Climate Crisis
Global responses to climate change have generally aimed at adapting to the effects or
mitigating the associated impacts. Adaptation typically reflects strategies
implemented in response to various changes engendered by climate change.
Adaptation strategies can be in anticipation of an impact, or reactive to an existing
effect. It often takes the form of actions embarked upon in attempts to adjust to or in
expectation of climate change in such a way that the most acute vulnerabilities are
protected againstix. Climate change adaptation flows from the realization that no
matter how efficiently and fast the world reduces carbon emissions, it is no longer
enough to halt or reverse the impacts of climate change. For this reason, people must
quickly adapt to the impacts of a notably warmer world.
Climate change mitigation on the other hand refers to actions or alterations made to
either reduce or prevent emission of greenhouse gases and its concentration in the
atmosphere. Actions including capturing and storing greenhouse gasses, reduction in
use of carbon emitting technologies or more efficient management of the forests,
generally fall into the climate change mitigation framework.
Under the Kyoto Protocol, the principal strategy for combatting climate change was
the requirement that countries commit to binding emission-reduction targets (or
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emission caps, also called'assigned amounts' which they were not to exceed), based on
the peculiarities of each country. To meet these targets, the Protocol required each
country to ensure significant cuts in emission. In order to create global synergy in
achieving these emission reduction targets, including attracting the support of the
private sector and developing countries, it adopted an economic model consisting of
three market-based mechanisms – emissions trading, the clean development
mechanism and joint implementationx.
Emissions trading, as set out in Article 17 of the Kyoto Protocol allows exchange of
emission permits between entities. According to it, when countries emit less
greenhouse gasses than their caps, the difference is considered spare units which they
are allowed to sell to other countries who have gone over their allocated emission
caps. In simple terms, countries who increase their emissions despite their
commitments in the Protocol, can pay to do so. With this market-based solution, a
new commodity, 'carbon credit' with an attendant 'carbon market emerged.
Article 6 of the Kyoto Protocol establishes a mechanism known as 'joint
implementation'. This framework allows a country with an emission reduction
commitment in the Kyoto Protocol to collaborate with another party to the Protocol in
carrying out an emission reduction or removal project in one of the countries. The
joint implementation mechanism allows such project with real, measurable,
verifiable and additional contributions to emission reduction to be considered as
contributory to meeting the country's emissions reduction targets.
Article 12 of the Kyoto Protocol establishes the Clean Development Mechanism,
arguable the most popular mechanism contained in the Kyoto Protocol. The CDM
permits a country party to the Kyoto Protocol with an emission reduction target to
implement a project in a developing country with the aim of emission reduction or
removal to earn Certified Emission Reduction (CER) credits, each equivalent to one
tonne of CO2xi. These CERs can be sold to industrialized countries with emission
reduction targets in the Kyoto Protocol to offset their own emission of greenhouse
gasses. The CDM was considered ground breaking by many and seen as an efficient
strategy to generate the resources needed to combat climate change, drive growth in
the developing world, and give industrialized countries flexibility and options in
contributing to combating climate change.
The Illusion of Carbon Offsets
One of the major strategies currently in use for reducing emissions is carbon offsets.
Simply put, carbon offset is an emissions reduction or removal action done in
compensation for emissions into the atmosphere (most times elsewhere), considered
adequate to 'cancel out' or balance out such emissions. Through carbon offsetting,
companies and individuals can invest in environmental projects around the world
which hold the promise of reducing emissions in order to neutralize their own carbon
emitting activities. Offset projects could involve establishing clean energy
technologies to replace carbon emitting ones or promoting afforestation or forest
protection in a part of the world. The logic of carbon offset is that embarking on
environmentally friendly activities somewhere can somehow compensate for one's
relentless pollution.
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The problem with carbon offset schemes is that they deflect from the need for real
and immediate climate action. In addressing climate change, the most potent course
of action is to cut the emission of greenhouse gases. Rather than purchasing imaginary
carbon credits and earning the right to pollute, the focus should rather be to reduce
the emission causing activity. Offset scheme do not decarbonize. They instead create
the 'feel good' illusion that climate action is being taken. It produces the false notion
that corporations can continue on the same carbon emitting trajectory while
transferring the responsibility and inconvenience of climate action to others, often in
developing countries. Offsets also reduces the pressure on high emitting entities to
take real action. For instance, companies would be more strictly demanded to cut real
emissions if they were not provided the option of offsets.
Carbon offsets do not work. One reason
is that they are susceptible to
manipulations especially relating to
how much carbon is really removed
through the value of offset projects. A
recent study of offset projects by the
European Commission indicates that the
vast majority of projects 'used by the EU
under the UN's Clean Development
Mechanism (CDM) failed to reduce
xii
emissions' .
Another 2015 report found that up to
80% of carbon trading scheme projects
were of low environmental quality. The
report also revealed that in Ukraine and
Russia, companies had corruptly
manipulated the scheme to enrich
themselves at the expense of the
climate. Rather than cut emissions, the
system had actually increased emissions
by some 600 million metric tons
equivalentxiii.
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'Overall, our results suggest that 85% of
the projects covered in this analysis
and 73% of the potential 2013-2020
Certified Emissions Reduction (CER)
supply have a low likelihood that
emission reductions are additional and
are not over-estimated. Only 2% of the
projects and 7% of potential CER supply
have a high likelihood of ensuring that
emission reductions are additional and
are not over-estimated. Our analysis
suggests that the CDM still has
fundamental flaws in terms of overall
environmental integrity. It is likely
that the large majority of the projects
registered and CERs issued under the
CDM are not providing real,
measurable and additional emission
reductions.
How additional is the Clean
Development Mechanism? Analysis
of the application of current tools
and proposed alternatives Berlin,
March, 2016.
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/cli
ma/files/ets/docs/clean_dev_mecha
nism_en.pdf
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PART 2
Forests: REDD+, Governments
and Communities
Carbon Offset by REDD+
REDD+ is the most prominent global climate offset schemes in existence. The acronym
stands for 'Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation' while the '+'
reflects the role conservation, sustainable management of forests and enhancement
of forest carbon stocks plays in curbing deforestation and forest degradation.
Developed by Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), REDD is a financial mechanism which offers incentives for developing
countries with forests to reduce the emission of greenhouse gasses that occurs
through deforestation and forest degradation. REDD became REDD+ when negotiators
extended the list of activities which could qualify for incentives to include,
conservation of existing forest carbon stocks, sustainable forest management and
enhancement of forest carbon stocksxiv.
Deforestation and forest degradation are considered the second leading driver of
global warming, accounting for between 11% and 15% of global carbon emissions.
Forests act as sink, storing carbon dioxide in the soil, tree roots and branches. When
trees die or are cut down, the stored carbon is released into the atmosphere thereby
exacerbating global warming. In its simplest form, REDD+ is based on the thinking that
if developing countries that still have sizeable forest covers are provided financial and
development incentives not to expand agricultural farms into forests or carry out
logging activities, the carbon stock of such forests will remain intact and not
contribute to global warming.
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The Cross River Forests
Nigeria once had an impressive forest cover, unfortunately much of this has now been
lost to deforestation which is put at a rate of 5% annually. Experts reckon that Nigeria
currently has less than 10% of its original forest cover still intact. According to the U.N.
FAO between 1990 and 2010, Nigeria lost about 47.5% of its forest coverxvi.
Of the remaining 10% of Nigeria's forest cover, Cross River State has the largest share.
In 1991, the total forest cover of the state was 7,920 Km2, representing 34.3% of the
state's land area. By 2008, the forest cover dropped on account of illegal logging and
agricultural activities to about 6,102 Km2 and occupying 28.68% of the state's
landmass.xvii Between 1991 and 2001, the state lost 12% of its forest amounting to
1,514 Km2. Again, in the 8-year period between 2000 and 2008, 1,307 Km2 of forest
xviii
land was lost occasioning 17.64% decline in forest cover .
Cross River is one of Nigeria's 36 states, lying in the eastern part of the country. It is
bordered by Benue State on its northern tip, Ebonyi and Abia states on the west, Akwa
Ibom State on the southwest, and the Republic of Cameroon on the south. In Nigeria's
2006 national population and housing census, the population of the state was put at
2,888,966. Going by population growth projections provided by Nigeria's National
Bureau of Statistics, Cross River State population grew to 3,866,269 in 2016 with an
annual growth rate of +2.94%/ yearxix. Using the same growth rate, it is expected that
xx
the population of the state in 2020 was 4,341, 772 . Cross River has a total landmass of
20,156 km2, cutting across at least five distinct ecological zones, extending from
mangrove and swamp forests around the southern coastal areas of the state, tropical
rain forests further inland around the central areas, and savannah woodlands in the
north of the state. The Obudu highlands, sitting at an altitude of 1,595.79 metres
above sea level provides a unique temperate climate, distinctly different from the
regular dry and wet periods in the rest of the state.
Forests located in Cross River state fall into three categories of management. The
National Parks which cover an estimated 4,000 km2 are under the administration of
the federal government. Forest Reserves are the creation of the state government and
cover about 2,751 Km2xxi. Community forests are managed by various communities
located within them. In Cross River state, community forests are estimated to cover
1,600 Km2.
Before the establishment of forest reserves in the Cross River area by Nigeria's colonial
authorities between 1912 and 1960xxii, and the creation of the Cross River National Park
in 1988 and 1991, forest dwelling communities had already developed robust
relationships with the natural forests characterized by reverence and preservation.
For many forest dwelling communities, the forests did not only provide their daily
needs, it was part of their essence, it was the abode of their gods and the homestead
of their ancestors. For this reason, it was considered a cultural taboo to desecrate the
forest through indiscriminate exploitation. Large areas of forest lands were
designated sacredxxiii and banned from human exploitation. These sacred forests
became hotspots of biodiversity and wildlife preservation.
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When British colonial rule was imposed in Nigeria, the system of forest management
changed drastically. Over 80% of forest lands which had hitherto been managed by
communities, were brought under the direct control of the British colonial authority
through the creation of forest reserves. In all, the British established 1,129 Forest
xxiv
Reserves, 30 Game Reserves, and 5 Game Sanctuaries in Nigeria . With this policy,
communities who had preserved the forests for generations were alienated and
disempowered. The responsibility of taking decisions over the use and management of
forests became solely that of the colonial authority. While overtly the colonialists
made the argument that the creation of reserves was for purposes of preserving the
forests and the resources they house, the reality however was that for the first time,
the forests had been commodified and was to undergo the same level of exploitation
which every other resource in the colonies underwent. The creation of forest reserves
took the forests away from their indigenous owners, and transformed it to the
property of the British superintended colonial state.
By the 1940s, the colonial authority had begun aggressive logging of the reserves.
Logging companies with express permits granted by the colonialists established
factories all over Nigeria including in the Cross River area where they coordinated the
business of dissipating the forests. Concessions were given to companies such
Glikstens, Cobbert& Co, the United Africa Trading Company (UAC), Brandler and Rylke
Timber Company, African Timber and Plywood Company (AT&P), South Eastern
xxv
Romanian Wood (SEROWOOD) Ltd, Calabar Veneer and Plywood Company Ltd, etc.
When Nigeria became independent in 1960, the exploitative policy instruments which
oversaw the disastrous exploitation of the forests became the administrative tools of
the eastern Nigeria regional government which the Cross River area became a part of.
Research findings indicate that of the 17 forest reserves established by the colonialist
xxvi
in the area, 12 had 'become almost completely cleared between 1960 and 1990'.
Like the British colonialist, post-independence Nigerian governments at the regional
and state level awarded logging concessions to several companies who unleashed
unprecedented destruction on the forests. For all intents and purposes, timber was
seen as another revenue earner for the government, and one that had to be fully
exploited.
Another major colonial policy which continued into the policies of independent
Nigeria and continues to drive deforestation is the establishment of plantations,
especially oil palm plantations. According to experts, since 1907 when the first
plantation was established, 2/3 of the forest areas of the state have been dissipated
to make room for plantation agriculture. Of this, oil palm plantations occupy 62.5%.xxvii
Others include commercial cocoa plantations and rubber plantations. Unfortunately,
even the more recent plantations have been deliberately situated close to major
forests in the state including around the National Parks because of the fertile soil in
those areas. In several instances, plantation companies have encroached upon
protected forests.
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Areas of Rainforest Ecosystem Converted to Large-Scale
Greenfield Plantations in Cross River Statexxviii

Despite the ferocity of logging activities and the array of highly placed backers,
indigenous people of Cross River Forests have consistently opposed the destruction of
their forests. For example, in the early 1990s, the people of Ekuri, who occupy some of
the largest remaining pristine forests close to the National Park, were faced with the
onslaught of logging companies working in collaboration with the government.To
resist, they established their own indigenous framework to preserve and manage the
forest based on their traditional beliefs and practices. They resisted pressures and
inducements and in 1992, founded the Ekuri Initiative, a community driven
conservation organization dedicated to protecting their forest. Through their
resilience, the Ekuri forest remains largely intact.
Similarly, in 2004, Hong-Kong-based Western Metal Products Company (WEMPCO), a
logging company that had established a wood processing factory in Cross River was
forced to shutdown its operation in the state. Community organizations campaigned
vigorously against the logging activities of the company forcing the state government
to withdraw its operating license. Many similar community driven conservation efforts
exist all over the state.
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In the context of deforestation, it is important to note that historically, the
government has always been the aggressor, driving the reckless destruction of the
forest, while communities were the protectors, demanding conservation and
sustainable management. In 2008, attracted by the prospects of financial benefits
from REDD+, the government attempted to reverse this role.

Cross River State Forests and REDD+
Seemingly concerned with the steady decline of the state's forests, the Cross River
state government in 2008 held a state level Environment Summit to address issues
affecting the state's environment broadly, but principally to develop a new blueprint
for managing the forests. The significant outcome of the Summit was an immediate
and unilateral government decision to impose a two-year, moratorium on all logging
activates in the state, as well as the establishment of a task force with the
responsibility of enforcing this ban. Shortly after, the governor had filed a request for
the UN REDD+ programme to be implemented in the state with the identification of
three pilot sites.
For the government, REDD+ represented an opportunity for the state to generate
much needed revenues from its forests. A few years earlier, Cross River state had lost
its status as an oil producer and a beneficiary of
Nigeria's policy of returning 13% of oil revenues
to their states of derivation. This had been a
“Indigenous peoples” (as
major source of revenues for the state. A
defined in Annex I)1 and “forestcollection of oil wells located around the
dependent communities” 2 are
Bakassi Peninsula- a contested territory
essential to the success of REDD+
between Nigeria and Cameroon- was handed
given that the majority of the
over to neighbouring Akwa Ibom state,
world's remaining forests in
engendering a loss of all oil derivation revenues
developing countries are located
that previously accrued to Cross River. With the
where they live, often within
drastic drop in revenues, the state government
their ancestral and customary
turned to the forests, kicked out its indigenous
lands, and where in most cases
protectors and advertised it for of REDD+.
they have for centuries played a
Enforcement with Terror
While the implementation of REDD+ requires
that the free, prior and informed consent of
indigenous people is sought and received
beforehand, this was not the case in Cross River
state. In seeking free consent, it is expected
that the processes of engagement with
communities are not only free of coercion,
intimidation or manipulation, but that those
processes are self-directed by the community
from whom consent is sought, using their own
strategies, timelines and structures.

FLAGS

Page 13

historical and cultural role in
the sustainable management of
these forests with relative
success, especially in the case of
indigenous peoples.”
UN REDD Programme
Guidelines on Free, Prior and
Informed Consent

This principle was violated from the start in engaging forest dependent communities.
The government first took over the forests and revoked community ownership by
introducing a moratorium and banning community use of the forests. With their
livelihood which depended on the forests taken away, the indigenous people were
impoverished, disempowered and weakened, setting the stage for the least resistance
to the introduction of REDD+. From the perspective of indigenous communities,
REDD+ was presented by its international promoters and the state government as the
only sanctioned activity for the forests. Put simply, the option was between getting
monetary benefits from REDD+ as promised, or remaining with the forest ban that had
already impoverished forest dependent communities. Interviews with community
people indicate that while a few engagements involving traditional rulers and some
non-governmental organizations were held in the state capital, no far-reaching
attempts were ever made to seek the free consent of the people. In fact, the term
'REDD' is still strange to the majority of indigenous people. On the other hand, they are
quite familiar with the phrase 'carbon credit money'. This is indicative of how REDD+
was presented to them; only as a money-spinning commodity.
In getting the prior consent of affected people, the principle of FPIC requires that the
“consent is sought sufficiently in advance of any authorization or commencement of
activities,” and that this is done using forms, structures and processes that are
common and familiar with the affected people. Evidently, this too was violated in the
case of REDD+ in Cross River state. The state government had already made far
reaching commitments with UN-REDD+ and other international stakeholders. In a
table of timelines leading to REDD+ in Cross Rivers state contained in a REDD+
Readiness Preparation Proposal for consideration by the Forest Carbon Partnership
Facility (FCPF) & The United Nations Collaborative Programme on Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-REDD)
document, the denigration of communities is evident. The state had already held
meetings with UN-REDD, WB-FCPF and Governors Climate Forum, Nigeria's application
had been submitted and acknowledged by UN-REDD secretariat and the WB-FCPF
Secretariat, Cross River State had already been designated as Nigeria's pilot State for
REDD+, etc. In fact, according to the timelines, the first contact with indigenous
forest communities on the subject of REDD+ happened exactly one year after the
xxix
decision and application to engage REDD+ was made and approved . At no time were
communities treated or admitted as stakeholders whose prior consent was important.
In informing the people, the principle of ensuring that all stake-holding groups
including the often marginalized are equally informed and engaged, was not adhered
to. Most of the conversations which took place ahead of the introduction of REDD+
happened with a selection of community leaders. The information provided to the
people was evidently scanty and untrue. REDD+ was presented as 'carbon credit' or a
series of regular and immediate cash handouts to communities. This was not the case.
There is no evidence that the collective consent of the people of forest dependent
communities was ever granted. As stated previously, the REDD+ processes were
initiated and progressed without the participation of communities. It is important to
note that the requirement of getting the consent of the people includes the provision
that they can withdraw that consent if 'proposed activities change or if new
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information relevant to the proposed activities emerges'. In various interviews with
forest communities, the view has been consistently expressed that REDD+ has not
lived up to its promise. Some communities have gone as far as writing to the state
xxx
government demanding a lifting of the REDD+ engendered ban on forest activities .

REDD+ And Indigenous Communities
Since the introduction of the forest ban in 2008 and the formal adoption of REDD+ in
2009, the indigenous forest dependent communities of Cross River state have been
subjected to profound abuses by the state government and its anti-deforestation task
force. Given the fact that the communities depended for centuries exclusively on the
forests and its resources, government's ban constituted an immediate infringement on
their economic rights. While the people were previously engaged in what they called
'sustainable forest management', characterized by controlled logging to supply the
local market and also meet their domestic needs, this activity did not constitute a real
threat to the forests. Indeed, payments were routinely made to the government from
these activities, constituting a significant portion of public revenues. A portion
enabled community development frameworks to intervene in providing critical
infrastructure and support for the people. In this controlled logging, only designated
areas and trees were harvested.
The people also depended on the forests to gather fuel wood, mostly from fallen tree
branches and dead wood. In forest communities that are largely cut off from
infrastructural amenities including roads and electricity, the only energy source is fuel
wood. The vast majority of indigenous forest dependent communities suffer acute
energy poverty, a gap that is only filled with fuel wood.
A major economic activity of these communities was the harvesting of a certain a
specie of vegetable which grows wild in the forests. The common indigenous name is
xxxi
Afang , however, it is also called 'salad', perhaps a reference to how it is sometimes
prepared sliced and fresh for food. Community people made a decent living harvesting
this delicacy which they exported to every part of the country and even as far as
Cameroon. For many families, the trade in Afang had been their only source of living
for decades. Other forest resources which sustained communities include the
production of chewing stick, and harvesting of medicinal herbs.
Hunting was also a significant livelihood activity
of forest dependent communities. The abundance
of wildlife provided a ready source of protein, but
also a sizeable supply of 'bush meat' destined for
the city markets.
However, with the new forest regime initiated by
the state government, the harvesting of all
resources from the forest, including non-timber
forest products was banned. With this, the
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“The onus of proof that any
forest produce has not been
taken in contravention of the
law shall lie upon the person
in whose possession the
forest produce is found”
Cross River State Forest Law,
Part 8, 37- Onus of Proof

legitimate economic activities of the people became criminalized, while the state
militarized task force was given sweeping powers of enforcement. Capitalizing on an
outrageous clause in the state forestry law which makes it the responsibility of
persons accused of harvesting forest products to prove their innocence rather than
the reverse, the task force abused rights, arrested and detained indigenous people,
seized agricultural products and impound farm tools.
In a little over a year after the introduction of the so-called anti deforestation
measures, the once thriving communities which had now become the focal point of
REDD+, moved from economic sustainability and vibrance to poor and beggarly.
Businesses shut down, families that could afford to relocate did so, while others
adjusted to the new poverty reality. Traditional livelihoods activities that had been
with the people for several generations came to an end. With the government and its
REDD+ partners providing absolutely no alternatives, majority of communities
became destitute.
The implementation of REDD+ in Cross River state rode on the back of obnoxious
colonial and post-colonial laws which revoked community land rights and handed over
resources owned by indigenous people to the government. This policy now codified in
Nigeria's laws as the Land Use Act of 1978, prioritizes the interest of the colonial or
post-colonial authorities and their business partners over the interests, rights and
survival of indigenous people. Elsewhere in Nigeria, especially in the oil producing
Niger Delta, this policy has been used by the government and multinational oil
companies to support the takeover of community farmlands and fishing waters for the
extraction of crude oil with devastating consequences. Rather than recognize and
respect their rights, the implementation of REDD+ has rather intensified these
contradictions and continues to fuel the disempowerment of indigenous people.
The removal of forest ownership rights from communities also meant that they lost
the opportunities, ability and incentives to continue in their role as protectors of the
forests. Disempowered, weakened and impoverished, community agency waned and
the forests became open to systematic invasion by timber dealer and loggers- with the
collaboration of the agencies of the government.
A Forest in Decline
The Cross River forests are undergoing progressive decline on two fronts. The first is
on account of actions and policies of the state government which significantly
threaten the forest cover. The second is by the actions of non-state actors including
loggers who have invaded the forests at an alarming rate. Unfortunately, the later
reinforces the former. When non-state actors observe government's regular policy
reversal and actions that threaten the forests, they simply follow the government's
example and invade the forests. The combined threats from government sanctioned
actions, and the action of profiteers have taken distressing dimensions.
While the government of Cross River state has consistently maintained the outward
appearance of a climate champion working to preserve the forests and address
climate change, its actions have been the exact opposite. At inception in 2015, the
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current government made a show of introducing radical and intriguing eco-friendly
policies. It created a new state ministry of Climate Change, gave the popular annual
Calabar Carnival a climate and environment focus, and promised to plant 1.5 million
trees yearly. In 2015, the state governor was at COP 21 and expressed support for the
Paris Climate Agreement. Again in 2016, he attended COP 22 at Marrakesh as part of
the Nigerian delegation, and pledged support for forest protection and climate
action. Without doubt, the governor earned himself instant praise for his climate
friendly policies and focus. Beneath the surface however, his government initiated
and drove programmes that have continued to threaten the health and existence of
the forests.
A Superhighway through the Forests
Soon after taking office as governor of Cross River state in May 2015, Prof. Ben Ayade
reeled out his infrastructural development plans. Among them was a proposed
superhighway that will begin at a proposed Seaport in Bakassi local government area,
traverse 16 local government areas of the state, running through the Cross River
National Park and several state forests reserves and community forests, and
terminating at Katsina Ala in Benue State. According to the governor, the 260kilometer highway proposed for a cost of N700 billion will revolutionize commerce in
the state, providing a corridor for the movement of produce from northern Nigeria,
through Cross River state to the yet to be built seaport in the south of the state for
export.
Unfortunately, little or no due diligence was carried out in planning the project. For
example, the indigenous people in places that would be affected by the highway were
not consulted. In fact, the original plan of the highway cut right through the National
Park and would have taken a substantial portion of it. It took outcry from the public for
the government to find a new passage for the road which avoids the centre of the
National Park. To get approval for the superhighway, it is widely held that the
government concocted an Environmental Impact Assessment report which withheld
critical information relating to the project. A notable environmental advocate in the
state, the Rainforest Resource and Development Centre (RRDC) accused the
government of having deliberately misled the Federal Ministry of Environment.
According to the RRDC, the government had ‘failed to provide the Federal Ministry of
Environment with the most fundamental data essential for appraising the impacts of
the said superhighway project on over one million indigenous people and the
associated ecosystems’. It further stated that the EIA Report for the project is
'deficient, non-compliant, flawed, deliberately doctored and unfit document that
cannot be relied upon in the matter of processing any form of approval for the
xxxii
project.”
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Route and Extent of the Proposed Cross River Superhighway.xxxiii
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“Our conclusions are based on
the fact that critical
elements of the project such
as the buffer zones covering
an expansive land mass of
20km throughout the length
of the project have been
deliberately omitted. The
buffer zone, which comprises
about 95 to 96 percent of the
territory acquired for the
project (5,200 square
kilometers), and threatens to
place more than 180
indigenous communities on
forced migration, cannot be
omitted from the EIA Report
without rendering the entire
document invalid”

Armed with an obviously faulty provisional
Environmental Impact Assessment reportxxxiv, the
governor launched the road project, and assured
residents of the state that it will be funded
through private partnership including investment
by an Israeli-British firm, Broad Spectrum
xxxv
Industrial Services Limited (BSIS) , which will
provide 500 million euros. Other partners were to
include local commercial banks, Heritage, Skye
and Zenith.xxxvi

The 'critical elements of the project' which RRDC
accused the state government of keeping out of
the EIA include the fact that while the proposed
superhighway consists of 6 lanes totalling 70m in
width, the government proposes to acquire a total
of 20km- 10km on each side of the highwaythroughout the 260km length of the road. Without
forewarning or consultation, the government
summarily revoked all community land use rights
Rainforest Resource and
falling within the identified areas. By share mass,
Development Centre (RRDC)
the area reserved for the highway amounts to a
quarter of the entire land surface of Cross River
state and will displace at least 180 forest
dependent communities in the process. Also
affected will be a massive size of the
state's forest cover to be cleared in
'On 22 January 2016, a Public Notice of
order to make way for the highway.
Revocation was published in a local
According to the 2017 Cross River state
newspaper. It was signed by the
REDD+ Strategy Document, the
Commissioner for Lands and Urban
superhighway 'would cause direct
Development.
The Notice stated that,
forest loss of 990 km2 (990,000 ha)'. In
another report, it is stated that the
“all rights of occupancy existing or
construction will see the cutting down
xxxvii
deemed to exist on all that piece of
of at least 250,000 trees . In fact,
land
or parcel of land lying and situate
substantial logging for the road
along the Super Highway from Esighi,
construction had commenced in some
Bakassi
Local Government Government
locations before the government was
Area to Bekwarra Local Government
stopped through public resistance.
Area of Cross River State covering a
distance of 260km approximately and
In 2016, several protest marches by
having
an offset of 200m on either side
indigenous communities were held
of the centre line of the road and
around the state. The Ekuri and
further
10km after the span of the
Okokori people of Obubra local
Super
Highway,
excluding Government
government area sent separate
Reserves and public institutions are
petitions against the road to the state
hereby revoked for overriding public
government. Numerous civil society
purpose absolutely”.’
organizations joined the campaign,
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calling international attention to the proposed destruction of the forests. Over
350,000 signatures demanding a halt to the road construction were gathered. In
response, Nigeria's president withdrew his earlier support for the project, the
bulldozers that had already cleared large portions of the forests were withdrawn, and
the road construction was temporarily halted. The Cross River state governor
continues to insist that the highway will be constructed regardless of the
environmental consequences or public resistance.
There are those who argue that the entire superhighway project was a grand 'logging
scheme', designed to open up the forest to hitherto unreachable supply of exotic
xxxviii
wood . This seems the most plausible argument to explain why the government
proposed to acquire 20km buffer throughout a length of 260km, mostly in some of the
most pristine forests in the world, to build a road which it claims will only be 70m in
width. It is widely believed that community ownership of that expanse of lands was
revoked and handed over to the government in order to deflect any claims or
resistance; and the superhighway was only conceived to justify government
sanctioned logging. Interestingly, the logging that took place before the superhighway
project was halted has never been accounted for. Communities report that the logs
were outrightly sold!
A Casino in the Mangrove Forest
In 2015, the governor of Cross River state announced plans to construct a new city in
the heart of the state's swamp forest. According to the governor, the new city named
Calas Vegas will be 'the most fantastic, cleanest, most sophisticated, most digital,
xxxix
beautiful city on planet earth' . A representative of the Cross River government
further described the planned resort as “a complete gold city which will be housing a
town square, sports and club house, a hotel, the governor's mansion, a club house,
golf court, parks, water-front villa, public entertainment zone for music, performing
art centres, conference and food, fun park and water ways.”xl
According to a published state government request for partners, the resort is located
on a 3000 ha Island overlooking the Calabar Marinaxli. Before the commencement of
the project, this was a massive area of swamp forest. In the last 5 years, most of the
area has been cleared of forest in preparation for the construction of the resort.
Currently, the project seems to have stalled. The only evidence of a resort is a single
unoccupied bungalow siting on the edge of the vast empty clearing that was previously
swamp forest.

FLAGS

Page 20

Calas Vegas

The Encroachment of Cocoa Plantations
A key economic policy of British colonialism in Nigeria was the conversion of huge
portions of forest for cash crop production. In Cross River state, one of the chief
produce in this regard was cocoa. As in colonial times, cocoa continues to be
cultivated mainly for its export value. For the indigenous people, cocoa does not
feature at all in the local food chain. In recent times, the government has initiated
landmark policies to increase the cocoa production capacity of the state as a strategy
for earning increased income. For instance, in 2020 the government signed a full
Venture Public Private Partnership agreement of $15 million with an Israeli company,
Bean & Co. Global Ltd, 'towards the establishment of a special cocoa city project in
xlii
the state’. Among others, the partnership aims to establish a cocoa seedling
development and processing facility, as well as incentives for farmers to improve
output.
Achieving its targets in cocoa production has meant expanding existing plantations
into forest areas. According to the government, it acquired 7,000 ha agro-forest lands
in Etara and Ekuri Communities in Etung local government area, and 10,000 ha agroforest in Neghe Community in Akamkpa local government areaxliii, as well as another
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xliv

3,800 ha acquired at Akin Osomba . According to reports, some of the plantations
xlv
'spreads across vast expanse of pristine forest’ . The systematic incursion of cocoa
plantations into reserved forests has become a key driver of forest cover loss, and has
irked communities and civil society organizations. In 2019, the Wildlife Conservation
Society (WCS), a conservation focused organizations with significant presence in the
Cross River forests raised alarm over the destruction of forests for the purpose of
establishing cocoa plantations. In a letter to the state Forestry Commission, the
organization said it 'received reports of the bulldozing of large tracts of intact forest
in the south-eastern axis of Afi River Forest Reserve, purportedly to establish a cocoa
plantation by a group whose identity and affiliation is yet to be determined.”xlvi The
organization also launched a petition, campaigning to pressure the government to
take actions to protect the forests. The petition titled “Cocoa plantations are
endangering the last rainforests in Cross River State. Strengthen nature conservation
and fight illegal deforestation by cocoa producers” states among other that
“The ultimate driver of destruction, however, is the sweet tooth of consumers
in the global North. Nigeria is the third-largest cocoa exporter in the world.
The country is responsible for ten percent of the EU's imports. Exports have
grown by 65 percent over the past three years to 248,000 tons in 2018, with the
Netherlands, Germany and Belgium being the largest importers”xlvii
Earlier in 2012, the Rainforest Resource & Development Centre (RRDC) raised alarm
over plans to seized portions of pristine forest for the purpose of establishing cocoa
plantations in Etara and Ekuri-Eyeyeng. According to the organization, a company
called Southgate Cocoa Produce Limited planned ‘to acquire a parcel of land
comprising 72.41 square kilometres of pristine rainforest that lies completely within
the immediate contiguous forest buffer zone of the Cross River National Park in Etara
and Ekuri-Eyeyeng community forest lands, in order to establish industrial cocoa
xlviii
plantations.’
Conversations with the indigenous people of Ekuri also reveals that sizeable portions
of their forests are being converted to cocoa plantations by investors associated with
the state government. This level of forest takeover for purposes of plantation
development is widespread in Cross River state and sanctioned by the government.
Oil Palm Plantations
Cross River state has witnessed a significant loss of its forest cover on account of
demands mounted by corporate oil palm estates. Despite this, the state continues to
allocate large expanse of land in and around protected forests for the establishment
of oil palms plantations. The biggest investor in oil palm agriculture in Cross River
state is Wilmer, a Singaporean company that describes itself as 'one of the world's
largest oil palm plantation owners with a total planted area of 232,053 hectares (ha)
xlix
as at 31 December 2020” The major oil palm plantations currently in the control of
Wilmer were formerly oil palm estates owned by the state. Sometime in 2010, PZ
Cussons Nigeria partnered with Wilmar to acquire and revive the ailing palm estates
and expand them. In 2012, the partnership through the Cross River State Privatization
Council acquired the Calaro Oil Palm Estate. It equally acquired an extension

FLAGS

Page 22

amounting to 2,369 ha, as well as the Ibiae plantations measuring, 5,595 ha, Ibad
plantations in Akampa measuring 7,805 ha, the Kwa Falls Oil palm estate measuring
l
l
2,014 ha , and Oban plantations measuring 2,986 ha . Altogether, the plantation stake
of Wilmar in Cross River is estimated at 26,318 ha. The company has said it intends to
expand this to at least 50,000 ha in the coming years.
Communities and environmental activists insist that a significant portion of Wilmer's
plantations exist within protected forest reserves and have exacerbated
deforestation. According to Friends of the Earth, a mapping analysis it conducted in
May 2015 indicates 'that deforestation has been occurring across all of Wilmar's
concessions in Cross River State, with a rapid acceleration starting in 2011, and an
increase each year since.’li This corroborates testimonies by communities located
around Wilmer plantations. Around its Oban plantation, communities reveal that the
plantation has expanded beyond its original lines and is now well inside the national
forest reserve. They accuse the company of massive forest grab with the support of
the Cross River government, as well as a host of community rights violations.
The EkongAnaku community of Akampka local government area tell an interesting
story of how their forest conservation effort was botched by corporate greed and
government complicity. In 1992, faced with threats from loggers, the community
invited the state government to support their efforts to protect their forest. 10,000 ha
of their pristine community forest was handed over to the Cross River state
government for protection as a state forest reserve. Since they depended on the
forest for their livelihood, the government promised to provide alternatives through
agricultural credits and rural development interventions. Ten years later, none of
these promises had materialized. Rather, the government reversed itself without
consultation with the EkongAnaku community. The governor handed over the same
land it was to protect against deforestation as gift to Olusegun Obasanjo who was
Nigeria's president at the time, and already owned large farms elsewhere. Obasanjo
was to convert the forest to a palm plantation. Failing to do so, in 2011, he sold the
entire 10,000 ha which he got for free, to Wilmer for an undisclosed amount. Without
the free, prior and informed consent of the community, Wilmer replaced the forest
with a palm plantation. The EkongAnaku community insist that the land they gave the
state government in trust to protect was never theirs to gift, neither was it that of
former President Obasanjo to sell. Today, they have lost their forest and all the
sustenance it provided them.
Recently, Wilmer declared that they 'are determined to continue with these
lii
investments and looking for opportunities to expand our plantations in the state’ .
This interest in palm plantation expansion severely threatens forests in the state as
well as community livelihoods. Any further expansion by Wilmer will have to be into
protected forests or existing community farmlands. Both prospects hold serious
ecological consequences.
Cross River state is considered both socially peaceful (with limited resistance from
'environmentalists') and environmentally friendly for palm production. For this
reason, at least two other global palm oil developers plan to invest in the state. News
reports indicate that Malaysian Sime Darby and Singapore based Olam International
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A Pineapple Plantation Turned Logging Venture

Sometime between 2007 and 2015, the government of Cross River state gave a
concession of 75 ha of land to Dansa Allied Agro, subsidiary of the Dangote Group
owned by Africa's richest man, Aliko Dangote. The concession was ostensibly for the
establishment of a pineapple plantation and processing facility. However, the area of
concession falls within the boundaries of the National Park and one of the most
forested areas in the state. The company was allowed to harvest and sell timber to
local merchantsliv. For several months, this is all the company did under the full
protection of the state government. In fact, it is widely held by environmentalist that
the company has the biggest sawmill in the state, right inside what is supposed to be a
pineapple plantationlv. According to reports, the Cross River State Forestry
Commission justified the concession which allowed the company embark on logging
activities despite the subsisting ban on logging, declaring 'that despite the ban, the
lvi
Ministries of Land and Agriculture retained the right to license promising investors.’
In response to their logging activities, the company says it was only doing ‘salvage
lvii
logging’ necessary for clearing the site, and that it will plant five trees for every one
cut down during ‘site clearing’lviii.
In the third quarter of 2021, researchers visited the location of the company where
they were informed that the sale of timber had stopped for a while as a result of an
equipment failure. However, they were told that it will resume soon. Similarly, at two
different timber markets in the Calabar area, researchers were informed by multiple
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sources that they regularly get their supply of timber from the so-called pineapple
plantation.
Climate activists and communities around the Oban area insists that Dansa Agro Allied
has taken its logging activities well into the National Park. A map produced by the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and derived from satellite images shows clearly
that Dansa Agro Allied is operating inside the National Park.lix

“In a pre-action notice by Messrs Kanu G. Agabi
& Associates, solicitors to RRDC (a nongovernmental organisation), the Calabarbased Dansa Agro Allied Plantation Limited
that is said to operate the Dansa Factory has
been accused of trespassing as well as carrying
out unlawful and adverse activities within the
confines of the Cross River National Park, Oban
Division and its buffer zones, “thereby
degrading the conservation value of the Park,
along with its flora and fauna…
: “The position of our clients is that your
activities within this conserved area have
adverse effects on the fauna and flora and the
general configuration and character of the
Park. Amongst others, these include extensive
logging, excavation, clearing, grading and
related destructive activities resulting in
permanently obliterating the rich rainforest
heritage of these places. Our clients are also
certain that all these activities amount to
illegalities that contravene the National Park
Service Act, Cap. N65, Laws of the Federal
Republic of Nigeria (LFRN).”

In 2013, Odey Oyama of the
Ra i n fore st Re sou rc e a n d
Development Centre (RRDC)
petitioned Dansa Agro Allied
Plantation Limited in a preaction notice over the
c om p a n y 's 'u n l a w fu l a n d
adverse activities within the
confines of the Cross River
National Park, Oban Division…
thereby degrading the
conservation value of the Park,
lx
along with its flora and fauna’
RRDC requested 5 immediate
remedial actions including
'aggravated damages of N100
billion to restore the vegetation
to its natural state', and an
injunction restraining Dansa
Agro Allied from entering any
part of the Cross River National
Park.

The company's earlier
corporate social responsible
promise to provide 10,000 jobs
to members of the Oban host
community, build a five-star
hotel, construct roads, schools, a mini market and turn the plantation into a tourist
attraction, never materialized. The focus has rather been on logging.

Illegal Logging and the Chinese Connection
All parts of the remaining forests in Cross River state have been invaded by illegal
loggers and timber merchants. Logging activities in the forests are driven by local
needs in Cross River and neighbouring states, as well as illegal exports. Interviews
with community members reveal that immediately after the moratorium on forest
activities was introduced in 2008, locally driven logging activities reduced
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significantly in the state. However, it never really stopped. The failure of the
government to provide alternative sources of livelihood for the people who were
previously loggers and timber dealers led to the emergence of some kind of timber
'underground', a vast black market for cutting and processing wood for sale. Ironically,
the government's ban created the incentive for the growth of this underground market
as the prices for processed timber quadrupled. Interestingly, while logging activities
previously targeted the local markets in Cross River state, with the moratorium, that
market expanded to include neighbouring states of Abia, Ebonyi and Akwa Ibom. This
is because the same ban does not exist outside Cross River state, and transporting
timber straight from the forests to neighbouring states is much easier than within
Cross River. Rather than reduce deforestation, the moratorium inadvertently created
a new and bigger multi state black-market for timber.
Logging for the local markets specifically targets soft and semi hard wood species
including Black Afara, Achi, Iroko, etc. Despite the state government ban, this level of
logging happens quite commonly and openly. In some communities visited, trade
unions to regulate the enterprise are formed and rules are established to coordinate
routine logging. Harvested logs are transported by river rafts and ferries, or processed
into various sizes of timber and smuggled to the desired destinations by road.
Transporting processed wood by road requires the ‘settlement’lxi of members of the
state government anti deforestation task force, the Forestry Commission, the Police,
Nigerian Security and Civil Defence Corps, NSCDC and Army. Rates are established
depending on the quantity and value of each consignment. On some occasions,
disagreements occur over 'settlement' payments and trucks laden with timber are
impounded and their content auctioned by the Forestry Commission. There are hardly
any prosecutions.
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In Bansam community of Boki local government
"Population increase also
area, members of the community make the
means there is increased
argument that this level of 'controlled' logging is
need for farmlands. REDD+
not harmful to the forest. They insist that the
and the government ban did
specie of wood they harvest can be replanted and
not factor this in. For people
grow to maturity within 20 years. They also claim
to get agricultural land they
that they do not invade the reserved forests, but
have to enter the forest ".
restrict their activities to the community forests.
However, evidence abound that their activities
Timber Merchant, Bansan
have devastating impact on the forests and is
driving massive deforestation. In defence of
community sanctioned logging, communities
around Boki and Ikom local government areas,
claim that the raging poverty and livelihood loses occasioned by the forest
moratorium is a driver. They also fault the state government's ban because it did not
consider population expansion and the need to have more land for farms.
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“I don't understand why anyone should
tell me not to harvest and sell wood from
my ancestral forest. Other ethnic groups
have crude oil, and are paid a share for
any oil extracted from their land, in Cross
River state, some people have sand in
their rivers which they dredge and sell,
others have stones which they blast and
sell. But you tell the forest dweller that
he has no right to harvest and sell wood?
Because of carbon credit (REDD+)? And
you don't provide any alternative? You
are wasting your time”

Communities consistently express
the view that the implementation of
REDD+ has been a failure. They
consider REDD+ an elitist
programme targeting government
officials in the city and without any
practical benefits for local people.
Surprisingly, they accuse REDD+ of
being in collaboration with the state
government to deprive communities
of their forests and livelihoods.

In the last 3 years armed cartels of
illegal loggers, scouting for specific
types of wood have invaded all parts
Timber Merchant in Bansan
of the Cross River forests including
the National Park, community
forests and State Forest Reserves.
Research findings indicate that these
cartels are in the service of Chinese nationals who employ Nigerians from the south
west of the country, who in turn approach forest communities seeking support to
lxii
lxiii
search for two exotic tree species- Apa and Bubinga . Locals are paid a fee of N5000
when they scout the forest and locate any of the tree species. In places where forest
lands are owned by families, the head of the family with ownership rights is
approached and offered a payment of N20,000 for the right to cut the tree. In
communities where most livelihoods have been lost and poverty is pervasive, this
amount is difficult to resist.
When the tree is felled, it is cut into logs and transported to the open where it is
marked and kept by the roadside. Marking is important to identify the merchandise of
one illegal logger from that of another. The logs are kept on the roadside until each
logger gets enough to fill a truck.
The operation of loggers and their Chinese
backers are done with the full knowledge of law
enforcement officers, including the Police, Army
Civil Defence Corp and the state task force
established to check illegal logging, as well as the
State Forestry Commission. Multiple sources in
various communities informed researchers and
presented evidence of reports to government
officials, demanding action to stop the illegal
logging operations. Rather than take action, the
heads of those communities became targets of
the logging cartel. It is commonly believed that
the state government is complicit in illegal
logging activities and that officials receive a share
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“The government sent an
Army Captain to lead a team
to end illegal logging in Boki.
In less than two months, the
Captain had become a logger.
He had purchased his own
trucks and was a leading
member of the logging cartel”
Community Leader, Boki

lxiv

of proceeds from illegal logging . Community leaders argue that there is no way that
scale of open logging could continue without the full knowledge and involvement of
the government and law enforcement agencies.
The logging cartels openly display firearms, flaunt their wealth and boast about their
connections with law enforcement and the government. It comes as no surprise that
the cartel's membership consists of members of the same gangs that routinely
perpetrate violent crimes and rig elections for political parties. Their operations in
the communities have effectively altered the leadership structures of those
communities. The customary chieftaincy leadership structures have been replaced
with the new elite of rich loggers. The diminished powers of community leaders and
the fact that the traditional institutions no
longer enjoy the backing of the government,
has stripped them of power and community
“Communities are at the mercy
agency to stop the logging.
of loggers. These loggers are
armed, rich and connected to the
The most lethal of the logging cartels are the
government. Communities
'Crossers', so called because they take
cannot dare stop them, so they
responsibility for ensuring that illegally
either collaborate or lose out
acquired logs are transported to safety. Their
completely”
scope of operation includes assembling
illegally acquired logs, securing transport
Clan Head in Boki
vehicles and drivers, deciding on the most
appropriate smuggling routes, determining
the most convenient hours to move the logslxv
and ensuring that all army, police, NSCDC,
Forestry Commission and task force checkpoints are adequately bribed ahead. They
also ensure that any law enforcement or community opposition to their illicit business
is supressed. On several occasions, 'Crossers' are known to have beaten up members of
communities that disagree with them, and been in shootouts with some law
enforcement officials they disagreed with.
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“They help the external agents to
collect the timber products from the
forest and convey them to designated
destinations outside the state. Their
responsibility is to create appropriate
relationships aimed at compromising
personnel of government agencies
deployed for monitoring and control of
illegal forestry activities in the forest
estates. Among all the local agents,
these are the most dangerous, because
they mobilize hirelings, thugs,
unscrupulous and undesirable
elements and miscreants, who pose
and operate with illegal fire arms with
a view to intimidating, maiming,
terrorizing, torturing or even killingof
government agent and/or community
vigilante groups that they perceive as a
threat to the success of their
operations. They constitute the local
cartel which makes their daily profits
and livelihoods out of illegal extraction
of timber from the forest. They will do
everything possible to protect their
local operators in the forest and also to
protect their illicit means of
livelihoods”

Their close relationship with law
enforcement and state regulators
coupled with the government's lack of
lxvi
will to stop the illegal logging, gives
them a huge advantage. A former
head of the state government Anti
Deforestation Task Force was forced
to resign his appointment citing
'consistent interference with the
operations of the ATF by other
agencies of government…whenever
consignments of timber are
impounded, the Chairman of the
Forestry Commission and the Special
Adviser of Afforestation appear at
the scene for the purpose of issuing
counter instructions for the release
of the consignments”.
Some members of the state AntiDeforestation Task Force narrate
horrendous experiences when they
tried to stop the activities of
'Crossers'. In several instances, they
were horribly assaulted with sticks
and matchets. Reports made to the
Police are hardly ever investigated.
'Crossers' are paid between N750,000
and N800,000 to bribe officials and
smuggle a truck full of logs. This
amount is shared between the Police,
Army, NSCDC, Anti Deforestation Task
Force and the state Forestry
Commission.

Odey Oyama

In Bansan community where a significant amount of logging in Boki local government
area takes place, the trucks move between 10pm and midnight each day. Along the
single stretch of road which leads in and out of the community, there is a Police station
and an NSCDC office, each with a road block to stop loggers. Further along the road is
an office of the State Forestry Commission, established specifically to check logging.
However, loaded trucks manage to make it past these checks routinely after financial
'settlements'.
The final departure point is along the Mbok Junction on the Calabar-Ogoja highway,
where scores of trucks laden with forest resources queue waiting for the signal that all
'settlement' of law enforcement officials have been sorted. Thereafter, in a long single
convoy of trucks, they cross into neighbouring Ebonyi state where there are no
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restrictions on logging or movement of forests products. For trucks conveying Bubinga
and Apa, the destination is Lagos state where they are subsequently shipped outside
the country through the Apapa seaport. Other trucks conveying processed timber head
to neighbouring states, including Abia, Rivers, Ebonyi, Imo, etc. Hundreds of trucks
carrying illegally cut wood from the Cross River forests leave the state in this manner
each week, driving an unprecedented level of deforestation.
Fuelwood and the Mangrove Forests

The mangrove forests in Cross River state cuts across five local government areasCalabar Municipality, Odukpani, Calabar South, Bakassi and Akpabuyo. The mangrove
lxvii
areas measure about 1,000 km2 . While the area also has a significant share of
timber wood, the largest portions are marshy swamplands where previously
mangroves grew in abundance. This area was identified as one of three pilot REDD+
sites in Cross River state.
Most parts of the mangrove forests can only be accessed through challenging rivers
and swampy terrains. This has made the monitoring of activities in the mangrove areas
a lot more difficult compared to other forest areas in the state. This has also exposed
it to enormous abuses. In the last 3 decades, the mangroves have been exploited for
their usefulness as fuel wood, scaffolding material, fishing spikes and frames for mud
houses which are very common in the area. Beyond the acute energy poverty in the
coastal areas which drives the use of fuel wood, there is also a fetish that food cooked
using fuel wood from the mangroves leaves a smoky flavour that tastes way better
than those cooked with gas burners or kerosene stoves. Fisher folks also rely on fuel
wood for roasting fish for preservation.
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With the steady decline in the mangrove forests has also come a steady reduction in
the catch of fisher folks in the area. The mangroves serve as spawning space for fishes
and other aquatic life, and as they disappear, so does aquatic life. Ironically, fisher
folks faced with decreasing catch have turned to cutting and selling mangroves as fuel
wood to make up for the difference, further compounding the problem.
Currently the mangrove forests are not only being dissipated to provide for local
community needs, but for large scale commercial purposes. Beyond sales in Cross
River state, mangroves are transported by boats to neighbouring states by merchants
who have become expert at this, and have created an inter-state supply chain. To
transport harvested mangrove trees, merchants pay a toll to law enforcement
personnel who patrol the rivers. Sometimes, they are also compelled to pay a fee to
armed militants who operate on sea.
Enormous areas of what used to be mangrove forests have been deforested and
replaced with the invasive Nypa palm. The government and its anti-deforestation task
force have failed to address this ongoing threat to the Cross River forests.

Moving Beyond REDD+: Policy Options for the Cross River Forests
By 2015, excitement over REDD+ in government circles had waned significantly. Liyel
Imoke, the Cross River state governor who had imposed the forest moratorium, then
courted and championed REDD+, declared to an audience of REDD+ officials that the
scheme did not return on investment.lxviii In his handover remarks, the governor noted
that 'the conditionalities that had
to be met to receive results-based
“I got to the point when I felt that it (REDD+)
finance
would take “ridiculously
was not worth my effort,”
long for anybody to earn
anything”.
Mr. Liyel Imoke, former Cross River state
governor.
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In 2018, a group of forest dependent
communities adopted a communiqué
asking that the 10-year forest moratorium
be lifted. According to them, the 'ban
which was imposed… to allow the state
control its forest logging activities and key
into the UN-REDD carbon credit
programme and other conservation
activities is to the detriment of
communities'. Reflecting on the ban and
the efforts of REDD+ to end deforestation,
the communities said “there is no ban in
Cross River as people are logging and
farming recklessly.lxix”
In 2019, the Cross River state legislature
passed a resolution asking the executive to
lift the moratorium placed on the forestlxx.
According to the legislators, the
moratorium has not only outlived its
usefulness, but has also failed to stop
deforestation which they observed had
risen alarmingly.
In a 2021 interview with We the People, the
head of the Cross River State Forestry
Commission questioned the value of
REDD+. He reckoned that the REDD+
project may not have been fully
understood by the state government when
they engaged it. According to him, the
state was to get money in return for
conserving the forests. However, neither
the communities nor the government are
receiving any benefits from REDD+, neither

“…the UN will tell you that they have spent so and so
millions of dollars on this REDD+ project. So, to me
sitting right here, I don't think we have had any
benefits that are identifiable… I think that REDD+ has
to be better than what they are doing now. The
program so far has not impacted.Let me summarily
say that it has not impacted substantially on the
expectations of government and the communities,
and that is the main reason why there is escalation in
deforestation and all that”.
Chairman, Cross River state Forestry Commission
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“The most significant obstacle
affecting the State level was the
diminished political will on the part of
the outgoing Governor, who left office
at the end of May. In his handover
remarks before several dozen senior
civil servants in the Environment
“cluster”, the outgoing Governor
noted that (a) the conditionalities
that had to be met to receive resultsbased finance would take
“ridiculously long for anybody to earn
anything” and that (b) although there
is an “opening for sustainable
management within the framework of
REDD+” the Forestry Commission does
not have the capacity to manage
sustainable logging in the face of
“corporations [that] come in with so
much money they can corrupt
anyone.” Because of this, he said, “I
got to the point when I felt that it's not
worth my effort...I won't insist on
sustaining it to the incoming governor,
because it's not giving any return.”
Similar detachment from the
programme is also seen among FC
staff. Despite participation in various
one-off training and workshop events,
only a handful of FC staff understand
the fundamentals of REDD+ and fewer
have shown interest in the
programme”
National Programme Semi-Annual
Report, Nigeria UN-REDD Programme,
January to June 2015

is it providing any positive
lxxi
impacts on the state.
According to officials of REDD+
in Cross River state, logging in
the state's forests has become
uncontrollable and seem to
have intensified during the
forest ban and REDD+. Data
from REDD+ officials indicate
that between 2000 and 2007

the forest loss was about 39,000 ha. However, between 2007 and 2014, in the midst of
the forest ban and REDD+, the state's forest cover declined by 107,000 ha. Another
lxxii
study between 2014 and 2017 shows even more rapid forest loss .
The observations above seriously call into question the credibility of current
strategies for managing the largest remaining forests in Nigeria. Officials of REDD+ are
quick to separate the implementation of the scheme from the state government's
either militarized or half-hearted forest management strategies. The reality however
is that the REDD+ scheme and the moratorium complement each other, and have both
failed woefully. REDD+ has worked closely with the government in the implementation
of policies that have been detrimental to indigenous people and have failed to protect
the forests. While the policies of the state government have deliberately
commodified the forests, the implementation of REDD+ has sought to benefit from
these policies by commercializing climate solutions. Both strategies have proven to be
weak and inefficient, and have rather resulted in the destruction of the forests.
To preserve what remains of the Cross River forests, there is need to move beyond
REDD+, beyond unilateral bans and militarized forest protection. There is urgent need
to return communities to the driving seat of forest conservation, a role they handled
quite well until the forests were commodified and commercialized.
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