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Summary
The Problem

1. In the framework of the Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPA-FLEGT) which were concluded by Cameroon, Congo and CAR, the development of national traceability systems is a central question. Since the systems are being developed in a national context , continuation of the traceability when the timber transits through another country before the final exportation becomes a regional issue and therefore an important concern for COMIFAC. With reference to its mission to harmonize the policies, COMIFAC has drawn up a project for the development of harmonized tools for the monitoring of transit timber in Central Africa, which is financially supported by the support program ACP/FLEGT of the European Union, coordinated by the FAO.

2. Through its geographic position, Cameroon reveals a specific character in that its territory serves as a transit corridor for most of the export timber production of the countries in the region. Although the principles and suggestions of this study could be applied to another transit country, the timber flows studied are the Congolese timber transiting through Cameroon, the Gabonese timber transiting through Cameroon and also the timber from DRC transiting through CAR and then Cameroon.

3. Timber exported from Congo, CAR and Cameroon is usually the subject of contracts between a logging company and an importer. In most cases, logs, sawn timber bundles or containers (veneer, crosscuts, sawn timber, parquet, etc.) leave the forest of origin (logs) or the plant (processed products) and are transported to the port of shipment without being changed (modified) or without any interruption of the transport. But there are also intermediate depots to allow operators to adjust the maximum transport load, to allow the transhipment to a train, or for storage of timber waiting to be sold. In a tracking system, the interruption of the transport is not a problem as long as there is no modification of the product and the product retains its identification. But a modification of the product is much more likely to occur at these depots in order to adapt the dimensions so that they suit the requirements of purchasers or carriers. The system ensuring the continuity of the traceability during transit must take these practices into account.

4. Export taxes on timber from Congo and CAR are paid when the timber crosses the border. The transit of the timber creates a problem mainly for Cameroon whose illegal timber can be disguised as wood marked "CEMAC" thus escaping taxation in Cameroon. To ensure its integrity, the traceability system for Cameroonian timber must control all wood, including the wood from CEMAC origin, and this cannot be based on customs information as part of a customs corridor.

5. It seems obvious that the import procedures in Europe will require a FLEGT license which is issued for a specific shipment, i.e. that matches the products listed on the bill of lading. It is therefore not useful if the FLEGT licenses relate to a contract, the monthly production of a company, a lot of products listed on an export declaration issued on departure from the Congo or CAR, because this would result in the need to control the lists and in data reconciliation on arrival in Europe. However, the bill of lading can be given to the client only when the final version of the shipping manifest (summary of all bills of lading) is submitted to the customs authority of the departure port. This constraint implies that the issuance of permits should be done when the shipping is completed, so in a very short time and knowing that it must be possible to connect the timber to the traceability and legality verification system of their country of origin.

 6. Given these problems, the present study had to determine:
• How to maintain the traceability when wood crosses the border and is in transit to another country?
• How are FLEGT licenses issued in connection with bills of lading?

Current  systems
7. Roughly similar, the three countries have systems for marking logs and regulatory documents (production lists and waybills) that do not provide the traceability required for FLEGT. While it is theoretically possible to establish the origin of a product based on the marking and accompanying documents, there is no way to ensure that this is not a fraud (make up) since the information upstream (harvesting declaration, processing logs) is not recorded in a database accessible other than in statistical tables compiled with long delays. The Congo and CAR both have an audit program for exports to secure customs revenue but their practical arrangements do not ensure the traceability of timber during their transit through Cameroon.

8. As part of the implementation of the VPA, Congo has appointed a service provider (Helveta) to develop a tracking system that is "active" in the sense that at each stage of the chain of custody, data upstream must conform to the system, otherwise registration is denied or a warning message is sent. The development of this system is going to be tested in a pilot phase starting from the harvesting inventory till arrival at the factory. The transformation aspect was not yet addressed.

9. As part of the implementation of the VPA, the Central African Republic is busy working on the definition of their national traceability system. Studies conducted to date do not yet offer an "active" traceability system. The proposed system is based on the warehousing of data at the Centre for Forestry Data (CDF) and their storage in a computer database. The problem with this type of system is that it is statistical in nature, meaning that the information is entered for consistency checks, but the system will never have all the data in good time as there are no consequences (blocking factors) for the operator. It appears that this type of "passive" traceability based on the use of statistical data (which are not always up to date) does not meet the requirements of FLEGT since the system must be able to issue a FLEGT license on short notice.

10. A national traceability system is being developed in Cameroon. This is an "active" tracking system which begins at the harvesting inventory and integrates all the functions of forest management (allocation, approval of the inventory, requirements for management, licensing, harvesting reports, registration of waybills, etc.). The traceability system should also allow to address the timber processing. It should be noted that - in order to ensure the integrity of the system - the traceability system in Cameroon should include all timber, including the "CEMAC" timber to prevent illegal Cameroonian timber being disguised as "CEMAC" timber.

Options for traceability during transit
11. The traceability systems that are in development are applied on the national territory and comprise the requirements from the forest regulations of each country. When timber crosses the border, there are three options to ensure continuity of traceability until a product will be shipped on a boat at the port of Douala: (i) the use of the traceability system of the country of origin which implies its recognition in the country of transit, (ii) including the product in the traceability system of the transit country and (iii) the establishment of a ‘supranational’ traceability system (joint regional system).

12. The use of the traceability system of the country of origin poses difficult operational problems. Controls at the border, during transit and on arrival at the port of Douala cannot be made effectively by Cameroonian officials who have no access to the tracking system of the country of origin. The recognition of the traceability system from another country also poses the problem that illegal Cameroonian timber could be disguised as "CEMAC" timber. To differentiate between fake and authentic CEMAC timber, agents should therefore be connected to the system of the country of origin, which would be very difficult in operational terms. Finally, this option does not deal with the different cases of transport interruption or changes of destination during transit in Cameroon.

13. The establishment of a regional tracking system, so called "supranational", is the equivalent of an integration of national traceability systems that would be interconnected. This option presents enormous institutional and technological problems since the tracking systems are developed based on the regulations of each country and the architecture of a common platform would be difficult to implement without a prior laborious harmonization and/or conformance process in terms of the different elements of information. Finally, the interconnection should be reliable and efficient at all times.

14. The option to use the tracking system of the transit country is the one that is recommended because it can include the cases when the transport is interrupted during transit and allows Cameroon to ensure the integrity of its system.

Terms of use for the traceability system of Cameroon for CEMAC timber
15. There are three options for entering wood from an another country into the traceability system of Cameroon: (i) the registration at the border, (ii) pre-registration online by the operator, and (iii) automatic pre-registration (through an interconnection of the systems). The third option is already ruled out as an interconnection of the systems poses too many operational and institutional problems.

16. The registration at the border post poses several disadvantages: the need for a mixed control at the border to create a link with the tracking system of the country of origin, a lengthy operation of marking (tags) causing queues, risk of recording errors, potential for corruption of officers disguising CEMAC timber of illegal origin or illegal Cameroonian timber as CEMAC timber.

17. The procedure for pre-registration online by a CEMAC operator is recommended since it is the same as that required from a Cameroonian operator. This procedure has the advantage of empowering the operator and facilitating the procedure at the border since the wood is already entered in the Cameroonian traceability system. One will therefore only carry out a control as it could be practiced at any checkpoint which is to record the date of the border crossing (entry into Cameroon).

18. The transit of a product without breaking up the load or change of the product is the simplest case where the product pre-recorded in the Cameroonian traceability system travels with a "CEMAC" waybill and is registered as "entered Cameroon" at the border post, checked as "seen" at different road check points and recorded as "entered the port" in the traceability system of Cameroon.

19. The interruptions by trans-loading from truck to truck pose no problem for the traceability as the product itself does not change and because it has a unique identifier (barcode number of the traceability system of Cameroon). For all new loads, a waybill will be produced by the owner of the timber through the Cameroonian tracking system. If a modification of the product is made at an intermediate depot, the normal rules of the traceability system apply, for example all log parts (sub-logs or crosscuts) are registered with a new barcode number and a link is established to the bar code number of the original log.

20. The unloading and reloading onto a train (in Bélabo) has no impact on the traceability as the product itself does not change and it has its own identifier (barcode number of traceability system of Cameroon). If a modification of the product is made in a depot, the normal rules of traceability apply.

21. The change of ownership of a product (logs or sawn timber bundles) has no impact on the traceability as the product itself does not change and it has its own identifier (barcode number of traceability system of Cameroon). This scenario is common in the timber trading. Again, the new owner must be a person or a company registered in the Cameroonian traceability system since he/it will now be responsible for any transport (creation of a waybill) or at the entry into the factory (registration at factory entry) or entry at the port (export document) or finally for the application of a FLEGT license.

22. The transition from bulk to container poses no problem for the traceability because for the traceability requirements, each product of a load (in bulk or in containers) must be declared on a waybill or on an export document at the port of entry. However, products in containers can slip past the recording at "port entry" if they are assigned directly to the DIT (Douala International Terminal) and if an application for a FLEGT license is not made because the product is exported outside of Europe, so illegal timber could be exported.

23. In the context of regional trade and of timber trade, the chain of custody can be maintained if the product itself is not changed and if it has its unique identifier (barcode number of traceability system of Cameroon associated with bar code number from abroad if applicable). However, it is imperative that all wood is entered in the Cameroonian traceability system otherwise Cameroonian illegal timber could enter into factories disguised as "CEMAC" timber. Therefore MINFOF’s practice of issuing "import licenses" which spare the operator from having to record this timber in traditional information systems (DF10, way bill, mill entry register) to avoid double taxation of the export tax and the Cameroonian mill entry tax, opens the door to major fraud. MINFOF should find another way to spare the timber with origin CEMAC of the mill entry tax because no gap should be created in the traceability system.

24. In the field of forestry traceability, the word "transit" is not used in the sense of customs but in its literal sense (in the context of transport) or a passage between two points. In the field of forestry traceability, "active" traceability is one that allows blocking, integrates all the interruptions and other events, which must be maintained before a FLEGT license can be issued. The FLEGT license is the last element in the chain of custody, and this step can be blocked. For this reason, this study examined the procedure for the issuance of FLEGT licenses. The relevance of the preferred option (using the tracking system of the transit country) can only be assessed in the light of the requirements for the issuance of the FLEGT licenses as the last stage where blocking can occur.

Principles associated with the issuance of FLEGT licenses
25. To facilitate customs clearance upon arrival at a European port, it is assumed that the EU will require a FLEGT license which is associated with a bill of lading. Thus, the customs authorities of the EU will not have to examine the lists or carry out comparisons with various lists (FLEGT licenses) of products.

26. When boarding, it happens that some products cannot be shipped as planned and must be placed on another vessel. This is called "short ships". In addition, it also happens that given the time between shipment preparation and the arrival of the boat, two items are treated separately but in the end are grouped  together on the same bill of lading (B/L) if the sender, recipient and port of entry are the same. For these reasons, one has to await the issue of the B/L to know which are the products that should be on the FLEGT license.

27. As the B/L is issued within hours after the vessel's departure, there is enough time to issue the FLEGT license before the arrival of the boat in Europe, but the exporter cannot take the risk of shipping his products if he is not certain that he will get the FLEGT license. It would be good to have a validation step for the product at this point, equivalent to a "provisional" FLEGT license.

28. To avoid disrupting port operations and shipping, the FLEGT license shall not constitute an additional document of the customs procedure allowing delivery into the customs depot, onto the docks and onto the ship. It is up to the operator to ensure that at the "provisional" FLEGT license stage all of his wood is compliant in the traceability system to prevent that some non-compliant products compromise the issuance of a FLEGT license once the products have been loaded on the boat.

29. Since the VPA was signed between the EU and each country, and because the legality verification system is specific to each country, the country of timber origin that has to issue the FLEGT license even if the timber’s entry to the port of Douala was effected on the basis of its identifier (bar code number) of Cameroon’s tracking system, which would ensure the continuity of the traceability during transit. It is therefore necessary to establish a procedure for the FLEGT license which would be requested for products arriving in Douala with a Cameroonian identifier at the same time being able to relate it back to the original tracking system to verify the supply chain in the country of origin and to verify other elements (certificate of legality, taxation and litigation). This procedure should take into account that the issuance of the FLEGT license must be done quickly regardless of the authority designated by each country to grant such authorisation.

30. The issuance of a FLEGT license is the final step of the "active" traceability. Since it is already on the boat, the product will no longer go through any other stage which could block its passage and it would not have been controlled on Cameroonian ground before shipment because the FLEGT license is not required for boarding. So it then proceeds to a "passive" traceability where the paper document is decisive, although the possibility exists to relate the product back to the tracking system of the country of origin using the information that appears on the FLEGT license during audits. It must therefore be ensured that the information in question (bar code number of the product) is presented on the document and that the document itself contains sufficient evidence of security to ensure its authenticity.

Options for the issuance of FLEGT licenses
31. Three (3) options are available:
1. The exporter submits his request to the country of origin but the country of origin must be connected to traceability system of Cameroon, which ensures the continuity of the traceability during transit.
2. The exporter applies in Cameroon which means Cameroon would have to be connected to the traceability and legality verification system of the country of origin and be the "representative" of the country of origin to issue the license, which would
contravene the responsibilities of the other States in relation to the issuance of FLEGT licenses.
3. Because the validations must be performed in the traceability system of the transit country and also in the traceability and legality verification systems of the country of origin, and because the interconnection of national systems is difficult to envisage, it is proposed to establish a FLEGT office that will neither be Cameroonian nor Congolese nor Central African, but that would serve these three countries. An independent computer application could be developed extracting necessary information from the traceability and legality verification systems without the need for an interconnection of these national systems. Finally, the issuance of a FLEGT license on paper on-site (in Douala) provides an additional advantage to this option since it is often the freight forwarder that manages the export formalities for his client.

Procedure for the issuance of FLEGT licenses
32. The request for a provisional FLEGT license could in most cases be made at the same time the export declaration is sent to Customs for the entry into the SEPBC port authority park. The product registration necessary for the application of a FLEGT license is assigned to the operator for him to assume the responsibility so that data entry errors which could be attributed to an agent of the State are being avoided. The same principle applicable for export declarations to customs through the SYDONIA application would be used, whereby the exporter or his agent (freight forwarder) would have an access code enabling to create accounts for his staff. The request for a provisional FLEGT license can be done online or in person at the FLEGT office in the harbour. If the request is made online, the temporary authorization may be printed by the exporter itself.

33. The application for a provisional FLEGT license would have to be made within a specific system because it would be used as well to issue FLEGT licenses for Cameroon as well as for CAR and Congo. A common IT platform of the three countries (Cameroon, Congo and CAR) would make the following validations: (i) valid in the traceability system of Cameroon up to the entrance of the port, (ii) validity of the supply chain (traceability) in the country of origin, (iii) validity of the legality certificate and of the other elements (taxation, litigation), of the exporter and, where applicable, of the exporter and operator/processor if the product has changed hands.

34. When the product is shipped on a boat and when the exporter is in possession of the bill of lading, the application for the final FLEGT license can be done online or at the FLEGT office at the port. The same validations are made as done for the provisional license ​​and a consistency check is performed on the total volume and total weight recorded on the B/L. The FLEGT license is finally printed, signed and approved (stamp) by the FLEGT office at the port. In the case where the exporter has previously made ​​an application for a license online, he will still have to come to the office to receive the original copies. It should be noted that the computer application for the issuance of FLEGT licenses can automatically send a copy of the license to the customs authority responsible for the port of landing by e-mail.

35. Although a FLEGT licensing model is described in the Annexes of the VPAs, this study proposes a new improved version that takes into account the principles and considerations discussed above and the license emission procedure mentioned above. The common IT platform would produce FLEGT "CAR" licenses for 100% Central African timber, FLEGT "Congo" licenses for 100% Congolese timber, FLEGT "Cameroon" licenses for 100% Cameroonian timber, and FLEGT licenses for timber from "countries determined based on the identity of the exporter" for mixed timber.

36. In accordance with the principles outlined above, this study proposes the development of a common IT platform with the following objectives: (i) to create the necessary computer gateways for sharing information with national traceability and legality verification systems and (ii) to provide a device for the issuance of FLEGT licenses.

Institutional  options
37. In institutional terms three (3) options are possible for the establishment of a FLEGT office: (i) the three countries are each represented by an agent, (ii) one "regional" agent is appointed jointly by the three countries for a predetermined time period (term) or one after the other country each appoints a regional officer on a rotation basis, and (iii) the services of a private operator are sought who could work as an agent of the 3 countries. It is not the objective of this study to favour one option above another. But whatever option is chosen, the designated national authority will remain responsible for the supervision of the officer or agent, and the management of his contract with the countries.

Recommendations for institutional measures

38. It is recommended that forest administrations of the COMIFAC countries examine the suggestions made in this study and consequently adjust procedures and functionalities of their respective traceability systems.


39. It is recommended that the COMIFAC countries give regulatory strength (through a regional agreement or otherwise) to the principle that the traceability system of a transit country must be applied in a way that commits their respective national operators at the same time.

40. It is recommended that the COMIFAC countries determine (by mutual agreement) the institutional formula used for the operation of the FLEGT office in Douala.

41. It is also recommended that, following the work of the working group set up by COMIFAC, a permanent facilitation of the countries with a VPA should be established to address issues of the traceability of timber in transit and the issuance of FLEGT licenses.

42. It is further recommended that each country makes communication efforts necessary to create awareness of their customs administration and forest operators.

Technical recommendations

43. To help automate the issuance of FLEGT licenses, the databases of the traceability systems should also host national data on legality (certificate of legality, tax status, litigation situation).


44. Since the traceability of Cameroon should deal with the traceability of timber in transit, it is recommended that the features discussed in this study (registration of CEMAC operators,  CEMAC products registration, creation of CEMAC way bills) are developed in the computer application of the timber traceability system of Cameroon.

45. It is recommended that a mandate be given to develop the computer application for the issuance of FLEGT licenses and to test connectivity and information sharing/exchange with the national traceability and legality verification systems. Subsequently, a full-scale test should be carried out.
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