SPEECH BY THE MINISTER OF ENVIRONMENT AND TOURISM HONOURABLE F.D.C. NHEMA (MP) ON THE OCCASION OF THE COMMISSIONING OF THE GWAYI SAWMILL IN MATABELELAND NORTH PROVINCE: 30 JUNE 2006

The Honourable Governor and Resident Minister of Matabeleland North Cde T. Mathuthu,

Honourable Ministers and Deputy Ministers here present,

Respected Chiefs and Headmen,

The Provincial Administrator,

Heads of Government and Parastatals,

Forestry Commission Board Members Here Present

Forestry Commission Management and staff,

All councilors,

Representatives from the Timber Industry,

Ladies and Gentlemen.

Today we are gathered here to witness the commissioning of the Forestry Commission’s Gwayi Sawmill and the launching of the National Fire Strategy in Matabeleland North Province.

The Gwayi Sawmill Project comes at a time when the government has challenged all parastatals in the country to reduce dependency on the fiscus by engaging in revenue  generating projects to sustain their operations.

The project is additional to the traditional revenue generation projects of the Forestry Commission that include timber royalties, game auctions, grazing leases, safari area leases and timber retailing.  Together, these revenue generation projects contribute about 60% of the Forestry Commission’s annual budget.  The revenue that is generated is ploughed back into forest management activities such as anti poaching, fire protection, road maintenance and game water provision.  

This sawmill project produces 160m3 of rough sawn timber per month for wood manufacturers mainly in Harare and Bulawayo.  A small proportion of the rough sawn timber is sold to local furniture makers at St. Luke’s and Lupane, thereby contributing to employment in the region.  The sawmill employs about 30 people in the various stages of production such as logging, log transportation and in conversion of logs to rough sawn timber at the sawmill site.  The majority of these employees are locals, while a small proportion with specific skills such as sawdoctoring and sawmilling, comes from outside Lupane.

While I applaud the Forestry Commission for successfully implementing this project, I must say that I am not happy with the prices offered for our teak products on the export markets.  Teak (Baikiaea plurijuga) is one of the best, if not the best, timbers in the world.  It is used in mechanical engineering, manufacturing of manganese, production of iron roofing sheets and furniture manufacturing.  The timber is very resistant to wearing and rot.  Railway sleepers installed in the 1890s are still in good form for use in furniture making today.  Yet, what price do we get from this resource?

I am reliably informed that the bulk of our teak resource is sold to South Africa in the form of teak decking where it fetches a lamentable price of only R1500/m3 .  On the other hand furniture manufacturers who export their products to USA and Europe appear to get a better price.  May I therefore appeal to the hardwood timber industry, and Forestry Commission in particular to ensure that we export value added timber products for better returns.

In the year 2001, my Ministry put in place Statutory Instrument 112 to prohibit the export of unprocessed and primarily processed indigenous hardwood timber products.  The objective for putting this Statutory Instrument in place was to create local employment through value addition to our hardwood timber resources.  

This instrument was put in place against a background of complaints from the local hardwood timber manufacturers following a shortage of hardwood timber in the country created by uncontrolled exports to South Africa.

I am very disappointed to learn that despite strict measures put in place to implement this Statutory Instrument, some companies are still exporting prohibited hardwood timber products.  My Ministry remains committed to implementing this Statutory Instrument because we believe it is good for the industry and the country.  I therefore urge those of you who are engaged in illegal exports of hardwood timber products to stop doing so.

Let me now focus my attention to forest fires.  Last year forest fires destroyed 250 000 hectares of land in the gazetted indigenous forest areas alone.  This year my Ministry has put in place the National Fire Protection Strategy whose objectives are to prevent and control fires.  This fire strategy will be implemented throughout the whole of Zimbabwe and will involve all citizens of the country.  We all have a responsibility to protect our trees from damage by uncontrolled fires. There are many causes of forest fires and they all hinge around careless human behaviour such as:-

· tobacco smokers throwing away smoldering stubs after enjoying their smoke;

· people who burn fires to clear their land for cropping and hunting;

· honey collectors who use fire to smoke bees often leave such fires burning after collecting their honey; and

· some fires are left unattended at bus stops thereby burning the whole forest.

I would like to appeal to all our chiefs and their communities, local authorities and private farm owners, to protect our trees from damage by forest fires.

Having said all this, ladies and gentlemen, let me now take this opportunity to thank you all for being with us today.  

I now declare the Gwayi Sawmill officially open and at the same time, I officially launch the National Fire Protection Strategy in Matabeleland North.

I thank you. 

PAGE  
1

