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THE 1994 FOREST LAW IN CAMEROON
NEOLIBERALS BETTING ON “THE” COMMUNITY!

Peter Geschiere

One of the strange paradoxes of the neoliberal version of development cooperation
~ highlighted in Thomas Bierschenk's seminal studies of local state and develop-
ment in various parts of Africa? ~ is the attempt to reconcile a principled celebra-
tion of “the” market with an implicit but equally principled belief in “the” com-
munity as the self-evident starting point to development projects. The 1994 Forest
Law in Cameroon offers a striking example of the problems this paradox raises in
practice. The ideal of a sustainable exploitation of the rainforest was coupled to a
laudatory emphasis on the local population's role as important stakeholders. How-
ever, the locals' involvement had to be organised through “the” community. The
law carefully avoided defining the contours of this community — with good rea-
sons since local societies in the forest area are notoriously fluid in their composi-
tion. In practice this led to fierce struggles over belonging and exclusion, which
made people redefine even their relatives as allogénes and therefore not entitled to
participate in the exploitation of the commiunity forests. Thus, the neoliberal ap-
proach raised issues of belonging that dramatically undermined the notion of na-
tional citizenship. Yet, at the same time it opened up new possibilities for the af-
firmation of the local state's role.

Lately Thomas has shown considerable impatience with my analysis of the up-
surge of such preoccupations with localist belonging (and exclusion as its inevita-
ble flipside) in different parts of the world. For instance, when Thomas invited me
to come to Mainz, early 2009, to talk to his colleagues and students about my new
book “Perils of Belonging — Autochthony, Citizenship and Exclusion in Africa and
Europe” he attacked me somewhat angrily that such a preoccupation with belong-
ing was nothing new, as old as history, and not special to Africa. 1 could not agree

1 The present text contains elements from an earlier text “Reology, Belonging and Xeno-
phobia: the 1994 Forest Law in Cameroon and the Issue of “Coramunity””, published in
a collection “Rights and Politics of Recognition in Africa”, edited by Harri Englund and
Francis Nyamnjoh 2004. It is based on my work for the social science project of the Tro-
penbos Cameroon Programme (since 1992) in close collaboration with Franz von Benda-
Beckmann, jolanda van den Berg, Karen Biesbrouck, Cyprian Fisiy, Paul Nkwi, Francis
Nkoumbele and Francois Tiayon (see the report on this project, Berg et al. 2000); fur-
thermore on a brief visit to the East Province of Cameroon (February 2001) with financial
assistance of Tropenbos (Wageningen, Netherlands) and with the highly appreciated re-
search support of Huguette Atsouombou and Antang Yamo (University of Yaoundé 1). 1
thank Pierre-Yves Le Meur, Harri Englund and Francis Nyamnjoh for their comments on
carlier drafts. The 1994 Forest Law refers to: Lol N° 94/01 du 20 janvier 1994 portant ré-
gime des foréts, de la faune et de la péche. République du Cameroun.

2 See, for instance, Bierschenk 2010 and Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2003.
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more with the last point (hence the book’s comparative focus on Africa ang
Europe). Moreover, the book goes far back into history, yet it tries also to under-
stand why the 1990s proved to be particularly conducive to a re-kindling of prece.
cupations with belonging and roots that seemed on the way out during earljey
decades. The aim of the present contribution is to show that in this respect there jg,
indeed, a striking convergence with the analysis by him and his close colleagues of
the ongoing importance of the “local state” and changing issues of governmenta].
ity in Africa. In the Cameroonian case, and probably elsewhere, the upsurge of
localist belonging as a crucial issue in politics strengthened rather than weakeneq
the presence of the state at the local level. Especially the emphasis by Bierschenk
cum suis on people’s ongoing expectation of the state “as a deliverer of services” ig
of importance in this contexts Generalizing debates, focusing on the dys-
functioning of the state in Africa, may conjure up a perspective in which its in-

" creasing disappearance seems to be imminent. And, indeed, the push towards
decentralisation as a means for “by-passing the state”, so stron gly promoted by the
international donors, seems to reinforce this trend, just like the betting on “the”
community as an apparently obvious starting point for the development projects-
new-style in the neoliberal vein. However, examples like the new forest law in
Cameroon (1994) — that was heavily influenced by neoliberal ideas of decentralisa-
tion and reaching out to local “stakeholders” — su ggest that precisely this encour-
aging of localist forms of belonging required new forms of interference by the
state. People’s enthusiastic involvement in new forms of the “politics of belonging”
created new scope for the state to enhance its presence at the local level - as a nec-
essary framework for channelling these new opportunities.

The 1994 Forest Law of Cameroon is a striking example of how the new empha-
sis in development policies encourages struggles over belonging. It is clear that this
law carries the signature of the World Bank, in this context working closely to-
gether with organisations like the World Wildlife Fund. The Cameroonian legisla-
tive institutions — notably the parliament — only accepted the law after prolonged
resistance and under heavy pressure of the World Bank with tinancial sanctions.
Indeed, for Cameroon, the World Bank’s major concern now seems to be the inten-
sification of logging that seems to threaten the very survival of the rainforest in the
southern parts of the country.* And, at least when the rainforest and logging are
concerned, the bank is now heavily influenced by trans-national ecological pres-
sure groups. No wonder that Cameroon’s new forest law is heavily ecological in
tenor. Its major concern is to guarantee that the continuing exploitation of the for-
est resources — which has become crucial for the national economy since the crash

4

3 See Blundo and Olivier de Sardan 2006; Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2003.

4 Again, this is a striking reversal of earlier policies. Still in the 1970s the World Bank pro-
vided important subventions to parastatals for creating extensive cash-crop plantations
in the forest zone ~ for instance Socapalm in various’ parts of the forests of the Ocean de-
partment — which led to large-scale deforestation and had side-effects that effected the
whole region (for instance the outlay of large labour camps in the forest creating a new
market for bush-meat and, thus, a commoditisation and intensification of hunting activi-
ties by “Pygmées” and other forest inhabitants).
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of world-market prices of Cameroon’s main cash-crops - will be “sustainable”; that
will not endanger the regeneration of the forest. Morcover, the law follows new
insights in forest-ecology, in that it emphasises the participation of the local popu-
lation as vital to the forest’s conservation. Indeed, one of the most revolutionary
aspects of the law is that it institutes a whole series of new arrangements to safe-
guard the role of “the” local community as a main stakeholder in any form of for-
est exploitation.

One can certainly sympathise with the overall tenor of the law. Until now, the
local population hardly profited from the logging in “their” forests. Logging com-
panies were (and are) mostly run by expatriates (French, Dutch, Lebanese — re-
cently also Malaysians). Under the former rules, a company was held to come to
some sort of agreement with the population that took mostly the form of a cahier
des charges (a written list of obligations). In practice these amounted to a series of ad
hoc cadeaux (food, palm-wine, shirts for the local soccer team, etc.) and sometimes
assistance for constructing a school or a bridge. However, the villagers could
hardly exercise pressure on the company in case of differences of opinion regard-
ing these charges. When a conflict threatened, the administration invariably sided
with the company; and in those days the gendarmes knew how to quench any
resistance. After all, a fixed principle of all the legislation concerning the forest,
ever since the colonial state imposed its authority on the area was that all forest, as
far as it was not cleared and cultivated, belonged to the state.5 Therefore, the idea
was that the companies should compensate the state for the exploitation of the
1e501ICes. ‘

The clear intent of the new law is to empower the local population. It is recog-
nised as an important - maybe even the most important — stakeholder, next to the
state and the concessionaires (the logging companies that acquired a concession
from the government). Thus, the law offers local institutions — both the commune
(municipality) and the local community — the possibility to create their own forest
and manage it collectively.¢ Moreover, the law attributes — in line with the now
fashionable emphasis on financial decentralisation — an important part of the taxes
(50 %) on all logging activities to the commune (the local community) on whose
territory the logging takes place. The consequence of such decentralisation is
equally dramatic: communes of a few thousand inhabitants would suddenly be
entitled to very important sums of money. Of course, the reality is different. The
extremely centralist customs of Cameroonian administration guarantee that most
of this tax money never arrives at the local level. Still, this new arrangement by
itself creates great excitement and expectation among the local population.

5 Even the new law does not abrogate this principle, yet it does create new possibilities for
local communities to affirm their claims on certain parts of what they consider to be their
parts of the forest.

6 However, ‘especially the area available for the creation of community forests is strictly
limited by the new plan de zonage that largely respects the state’s claims on all unculti-

vated territory.
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Sympathetic as this emphasis on local participation might be at first sight, it is
at the same time somewhat naive.” Striking is, for instance, that the law does not
give any specification of what it means by “local community”. There may be good
reasons for this since precisely in the forest area the very notion of community is
highly elusive and relative in its application. In this part of the country, local forms
of organisation are still marked by heavily segmentary tendencies and a constant
balancing of “fission and fusion”. Groups that make common cause against an
outsider quickly split up when resources have to be divided internally. Moreover,
in this forest area, the village has often a chequered history — it is mostly a colonial
creation and riddled with internal tensions. The heavy emphasis in the new forest
law on “the” community as a stakeholder can, therefore, trigger fierce struggles
over who “really” belongs where, who can claim full membership in the commu-
nity that is to administer the local forest resources and who should rather be ex-
cluded.

Looking at developments in Cameroon in general, it may come as no surprise
that questions of belonging are becoming hot issues in the more densely populated
parts of the country. Nyamnjoh and 1 (2000), focussed on the Southwest, one of the
most populous parts of Cameroon where large-scale immigration led to heavy
pressure on land, and fierce resentment among groups that considered themselves
to be “autochthons” against “strangers” (often labelled “came-no-goes” in local
Pidgin). However, one of the striking effects of the new forest law is that it triggers
similar struggles in the forest area where population densities are still very low so
that there hardly seems to be any pressure on land resources.®

The aim of the present contribution is to follow in more detail how exactly the
new forest law — inspired as it was by the new development creed of distrust of the
State and need for decentralisation — gives issues of belonging a new edge. The law
fits into a relatively new political configuration that crystallised very rapidly with
the changes around 1990 in Cameroon, as elsewhere in Africa. Elsewhere we tried
to show that the combination of democratisation and multipartyism, on the one
hand, and on the other hand, the new emphasis in development policies on decen-
tralisation encouraged ever more stringent efforts to exclude certain locals as
“strangers”, though they are also Cameroonians and often even people of the same
region. In this context the notion of national citizenship is rapidly divested of
whatever content it ever had in practice (Geschiere and Nyamnjoh 2000; see also
Geschiere 2009). Fitting in with these changes, the forest law stresses decentralisa-
tion and reaching out to “local stakeholders”. Yet, despite its apparent anti-statist

7 Cf. also the clause in the new law - clearly inspired by WWF representatives - that
“Pygmées” may allowed to still hunt in reserves, but only with “traditional weapons”!

8 Population densities in the forest zone as a whole vary between 1 and 25 inhabitants per
square kilometre; but in the East Province with the main forest resources, where conse-
quently the main logging takes place and the application of the new law — notably of the
possibilities to create municipal and community forests — has progressed much more
rapidly than elsewhere, densities are closer to the lower range (for instance in the arron-
dissement of Lomié where logging companies are concentrated the density would be in
the order of 1,2 inhabitants pe'r square kilometre).
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tenor, the law seems in practice to bring the state back in through the backdoor.
The complex procedures for getting a “community forest” approved, and the new
issues of demarcation and definition of “the” community this raised, gave state
representatives the opportunity to impose themselves as necessary arbiters in new
functions. This paradox of the neoliberal approach - that seems to be about “less
state, more market”, yet in practice brings more involvement of the state rather
than less? — may be relevant for many other situations in the present-day world.

The 1994 Forest Law:
“Participation” as a Precondition for “Sustainable Exploitation”

The 1994 Forest Law is a very ambitious and very complex construct since it
strives, as said, to combine two aims: to protect the still existing rainforest by as-
suring that its exploitation will become “sustainable”; and to create new space for
popular participation in the management of the forest resources. In itself this com-
bination is already an achievement. Up till the early 1990s, important currents in
the international ecological movement — which, through its increasing impact with
donors (notably the World Bank, when forest issues are at stake) heavily influ-
enced the formulation of this law - tended to see the activities of the local popula-
tion as one of the main dangers to the conservation of the forest. Thus, one of the
first forest projects in Cameroon - the French project of the Rougier group around
Dimako — seems to have advised initially to literally fence off important parts of
the forest to the locals. However, since then the view that local involvement is in-
dispensable for any effort towards conservation seems to have become generally
accepted, at least formally.

Still it remains to be seen to what extent these two aims ~ sustainable forest ex-
ploitation and involvement of the local “communities” — can be combined in prac-
tice. Expatriate representatives of the development projects which play a crucial
role in the implementation of the new possibilities to create community forests,!0
seem to be highly concerned that after such a community forest is finally instituted,
the local committees will succumb to the seductive offers of logging companies.
Apparently these foreign experts believe their presence is indispensable as some
sort of counterweight against the pressure of these logging companies. However,
in view of the broad resonance of the law and the new possibilities it opens up
throughout the East Province, it is to be expected that elsewhere also new initia-
tives will be taken for organizing community forests outside the area covered by
these development projects. And which external instance will offer some counter-
balance against the temptation to make money on the short term by giving logging
companies access to the new community forest?

Another problem is the complexity of the law. Indeed, it has to reconcile a wide
variety of interests. Not only the concerns of the global ecological movement and

9 See Ferguson 2006: 39 and Geschiere 2009: 20.
10 Notably, the Dutch SSDL project in the Lomié / Messok area, the Belgian PEC project
around Messamena and the API/ APFT programme around Dimako.
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the interest of the local population. But also the government’s dependence on tim-
ber exploitation as a crucial source of income in a time of ongoing economic crisis;!
and the determined efforts of a broad scale of Cameroonian entrepreneurs (includ-
ing politicians and high-ranking civil servants, often in coalition with expatriate
logging companies) to profit in their own way from the increasing demand for
tropical hardwood on the world market. Thus, the law creates a new arena with its
own complexities. A complete overview of all these complications would require
too much space (but see Karsenty 1999 and Oyono 2002). Of interest here are the
main openings for increasing local involvement in the management of the forest -
notably: '

— The fiscal decentralisation of tax revenues on forest exploitation: no less than
40 % of this tax is to go to the municipality concerned and another 10 % to the
villages adjacent to where the logging had taken place (only the other 50 % are
destined for the national budget). ‘

—  New opportunities for creating forests to be owned and managed by local or-
ganisations, notably municipal forests (run by the municipality) and commu-
nity forests (run by a village or even a smaller community).

—  Fixed grades for the remuneration of villagers on whose territory logging un-
der a vente de coupe (short-term and fairly provisional type of concession) is
taking place; in 1996, a separate circular from the Ministry of Environment and
Forests fixed this rate at 1000 FCFA (USD 1.3) per m® logged wood.

The second innovation — the institution of municipal and community forests —
seemed to have the most far-reaching consequences for encouraging local partici-
pation in forest management. However this requires such a complicated procedure
that the local communities are hardly capable of undertaking this without firm
outside support — in practice, either the support from an expatriate development
project or the active engagement of the “external elites” of a village (that is, elites
born from the village who made their career in town but nonetheless still feel di-
rectly involved with their village of birth). First, a special association with a corpo-
rate status has to be founded that will be entitled to manage the forest. Next a réun-
~ion de concertation with all parties involved has to be held in order to ensure the
representativity of the new association. Then a detailed map has to be drawn ac-
cording to precise guidelines specifying notably the limits of the new community
forest and finally a plan de gestion has to be presented which, again, requires exper-
tise that is hardly present in the villages. Thus, the complex legal procedures create
the need for external competencies and brokerage. Of course, all this demands also
considerable expenditure and, even more importantly, considerable political clout
in order to “follow the file” at the various administrative levels.i?

11 Especially since the end of the 1980s prices of Cameroon’s main cash-crops — coffee,
cocoa and cotton — have crashed on the world market; its petrol resources are expected
to be depleted in the near future and it is not yet sure that new oil resources can be
opened up elsewhere along the coast; as a consequence logging has become crucial for
the national budget.

12 However, a British ODA / DFID project working within the Ministry of Environment
and Forests in Yaoundé, has produced a manual sketching a detailed scenario of this
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All these complexities make it all the more seductive to try and profit in a more
immediate way by giving logging companies access to the forest resources in the
surroundings of the village. Notably the new obligation for the logging companies,
imposed by the ministry’s circulars, to pay fixed amounts to the villagers for each
piece of logged woods is attractive. Relatively low as this rate may be — certainly in
relation to the world market prices for tropical wood —,it can add up to quite im-
portant sums. Burnham and Graziani, for instance, report on a village in the Mesok
area that in one year received the sum of USD 14,000 (Burnham and Graziani
2000). Of course, the fiscal decentralisation — under which 50 % of the taxes on log-
ging is supposed to go to local institutions ~ would, in principle, involve much
bigger sums. In a paper of 2000, Milol and Pierre arrived at quite spectacular calcu-
lations of the sums involved, especially in relation to the low population figures for
the forest area. According to them, an amount in the order of 1 Millard FCA (USD
1,350.000) would yearly be destined for a region with altogether about 320,000
inhabitants. A municipality like Mesok (near Lomi€) with 8,340 inhabitants would
be entitled to a yearly income of more than 35,000.000 FCFA (USD 55,000). How-
ever, these authors emphasise that most of this money does not arrive on the spot —
which is hardly surprising in view of the extreme centralist administrative tradi-
tions (notably where finances are involved) which the Cameroonian State inherited
from its French colonial predecessor. Still, such potential revenues raise, as noted
above, enormous expectations and contribute to the wide resonance of the new law
throughout the forest area.

Thus, the different possibilities under the new law may not always be compati-
ble. Popular perceptions of the possibilities for reaping quite important revenues
on a short term may make the long-term option of instituting a community forest
less attractive. Yet, the latter option does have the advantage of safeguarding the
local community’s entitlement to at least some part of its forests. Despite such dif-
ferences, these varying options have one thing in common: they all raise the issue
of belonging. Who are the “real” autochthons that are entitled to profit from the
local forest resources?

The Elusive Community

The notion of “local community” has a central place in the 1994 Forest Law, yet it is
not further defined. As said, the legislator may have had good reasons for this.

procedure that has certainly contributed to the surprisingly widespread response to this
part of the new law. In February 2001, already 89 applications for a community forest
had been submitted to the ministry, the large majority coming from the East Province. Of
these 89, 13 had already been approved and two of them had even made a first start with
the exploitation of their forest. Typically, all of the 13 that had been approved were heav-
ily supported by outside projects (see note 2). Estimates were that about 50 % of the rest
were also advanced by a project while the rest where pushed by originaires (the external
elites from the region mentioned above).
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Precisely in the forest area, the notion of “community” is highly problematic in its
application.”

In the literature on the area local societies are generally described as strongly
segmentary in their organisation (cf. Laburthe-Tolra 1977; Geschiere 1982; Guyér
1985; Burnham 2000). Prior to colonial conquest, small patrilineal family groups
fived in autonomous hamlets dispersed in the forest. Within these units family
elders and local big men exercised considerable authority over their descendants,
but there was no central authority above these units, although related settlements
could sometimes collaborate against a more distant group. And even inside the
local units, the elders’ authority was severely circumscribed by various levelling
mechanisms — notably the constant threat that a discontented section of the group
would split off and create its own settlement further away in the forest. Fission and
fusion, combined with considerable mobility of the settlements, made for a highly
fluid organisational framework. After 1900, the new colonial authorities — first the
Germans and after 1918 the French — went to great lengths to try and stabilise the
population. In order to ascertain administrative control over this fluid population -
for taxation, but even more for regular levies of coercive labour in order to meet
the desperate need of the new administration for carriers and other forms of work
— the small family settlements were forced to re-settle along the new roads in larger
villages under the authority of one village chief. As a consequence, most present-
day villages are constituted by two to four grandes familles. Sometimes these fami-
lies emphasise their common ancestral descent; but in other cases people tend to
deny such common origins, emphasizing rather that prior to the Germans each
family lived in its own part of the forest.

Village unity remains therefore quite precarious. During the last century the vil-
lage acquired a certain coherence as an administrative unit under the village chief
as the executor of administrative orders from above. The villagers will also empha-
sise their unity against outsiders — for instance in the football matches between
villages (which to a certain extent have replaced the old dombe [war] between fam-
ily settlements). But as soon as something has to be distributed inside the village ~
whether it concerns possible revenues, benefits from development projects or on-
erous administrative charges — the old segmentary idiom reasserts itself and
spokesmen of a dissatisfied family will grumble that in the olden days this would
be reason enough to split off and create a new village elsewhere.

Ever since the imposition of the state in the region, colonial officials complained
about the lack of authority in these fluid societies. The Germans even spoke of
einem Mangel an staatenbildendem Sinn (a lack of state-forming capacity) which
would explain while especially in the east people belonged to die Primitivsten aller

¥

13 In general, it might be important and urgent to study more closely the genealogy of the
notion of “community”, especially in development discourse on Africa (see also Jean-
Pierre Chauveau’s seminal text on bureaucratic populism and participation in colonial
Africa). Why do so many developers see it as self-evident that in Africa development has
to be realised through “communities”? The 1994 Forest Law of Cameroon is certainly not
the only example of an important document in which a glib use of the notion of “com-
munity” leads to all sorts of confusion.
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Primitiven. Their successors after independence, the development experts, similarly
complained about a lack of leadership. Indeed, it still remains difficult to find
spokesmen inside the village with sufficient authority to speak on behalf of the
whole village. The village chief is first of all an auxiliary of the administration; his
role in imposing measures that are often quite unpopular hardly helps in raising
his prestige. Even when some chiefs succeed nonetheless in acquiring some ascen-
dancy, they risk time and again to be reproached for defending especially the in-
terests of their own grande famille. Other potential leaders — teachers, successful
farmers, officials of the local party organisation — are equally vulnerable for the
strong levelling mechanisms that mark everyday life in the villages. Under such
circumstances mobilizing the villages for joint initiatives towards creating a com-
munity forest is not an easy task.

Such problems are further complicated by the fact that the village as such has
no corporate status while the law stipulates that only a corporate body can submit
a demand for the creation of a community forest. This requires therefore the insti-

-tution of a separate association and this, again, can easily raise doubts whether all
the parties concerned are actually represented. The practice that has emerged over
the last few years is nonetheless that the village figures as the community behind
the constitution of a community forest. Yet, this means that a special body has to be
created for this — mostly an association as defined by the 1989 Law for Freedom of
Association." Founding such an association means that a new committee has to be
formed that has to function next to the existing village council led by the village
chief and his notables. And, indeed, it then becomes a moot point how the repre-
sentativity of this committee can be guaranteed. In several cases, associations seem
to have been created by ambitious individuals, often in direct connivance with
representatives of a logging company, to submit a demand for a community forest
although they hardly could be seen as representing the village as a whole. In some
cases, the village chief even intervened asking the autorités administratives to stop
the whole procedure for a community forest since it would have been instigated by
a few persons who were only trying to promote their own interests. To avoid such
problems the ministry’s manual imposes the réunion de concertation, mentioned
above, where the village as a whole can express its support for an application for a
community forest. However, the highly democratic tenor of deliberations in the
village council — where each man and even each woman can intervene and where
the chiefs and his notables often only suicceed in reaching some sort of compromise
after considerable rhetoric exertion — makes it a forum that is more equipped for
conflict resolution than for reaching a common decision (see Geschiere 1982). It
will, therefore, not be easy to unite all villagers behind the new association and its
proposal for a community forest. Moreover, and this is in practice often an even

14 This law was generally welcomed as a true breakthrough in the stifling control the one-
party had gained over any form of association in the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1970s, I wit-
nessed how a group of boys in the village where T lived were arrested and severely
beaten for founding a club of chequers without permission of the local party organisa-
tion. As a reaction, the 1989 law, which put an end to the party’s monopoly, was fol-
lowed by a true proliferation of all sorts of associations and NGOs.
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more serious obstacle, all the problems with ascertaining a committee’s representa-
tivity seem to provide the administration with handy excuses for returning an ap-
plication or for long delays in its treatment (cf. Nguiffo and Djeukam 2000). In-
deed, the combination of the local style of “tribal democracy” with the administra-
tion’s deep mistrust of any initiative from below — and since independence the
Cameroonian bureaucracy has become notorious for its high-handedness — risks to

make the submission of a community forest project a very precarious and lengthy
undertaking.

The Community as Stakehoider: Belonging and Exclusion

The new forest law with its strong (but undefined) emphasis on the crucial role of
the “local community” raises issues of belonging and exclusion in various ways.
First of all, it can problematise the definition of the village or even encourage the
search for alternative ways of defining “the community”. The already quite volu-
minous literature (mostly papers and research reports — see Geschiere 2002) on the
effects of the law and the problems in its application tends to focus especially on
those areas where expatriate projects have been active. However, the resonance of
the law has been much broader. It is quite striking that even in those parts of the
East Province where logging used to be of little importance, villagers are quite
oxcited about the new possibilities for creating a community forest. And in those
areas where outside projects do not function as a uniting factor, various divisive
tendencies come even clearer o the fore. :

For instance, on my return in 2001 to the area where I have regularly done
fieldwork since 1971, T was quite surprised to find that the village of Bagbeze Il -
which T had chosen at the time for a pilot study since it was reputed to be one of
the most dynamic villages along the piste — had not yet developed any plans for
submitting a proposal for a community forest. In contrast, the neighbouring village
of Andjouk, much smaller and in general seen as a somewhat backward village,
was already quite far advanced in constituting a dossier for such a forest.

My informants explained that this was for quite obvious reasons. For Bagbeze,
the whole idea of constituting a community forest was a highly explosive issue,
putting the very unity of the village to a severe test. In fact, people clearly did not
like to discuss the new possibilities for constituting a community forest at all. This

‘ village consists of four grandes familles, who are not tied together by a clear notion
of common descent. On the contrary, each famille points to a different part of the
forest as the place where the ancestors used to live — often at considerable distance
(more than one hour on foot) from the present-day village. It was also in these an-
cestral domains that, in the 1940s, men from each family began to lay out their
cocoa plantations. However, in those days, these rights were hardly seen as really
exclusive. People from other segments — certainly when there were marriage rela-
tions — could always get permission to cultivate food-crops and even create more
permanent cocoa and coffee farms in the ancestral domain of another grande famille.
This seems to change with the new possibility to formalise rights to parts of the
forest by the institution of a community forest. The irony s that the smallest grandc
famille of the village, Bandjag, can lay claim to a relatively vast forest territory,
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stretching all the way down to the river Nyong to the south of the village. The
Bandjag people used to resent the dominance of the largest grande famille of the
village, Balamkoas; for instance, Bandjag people tended to complain that Balam-
koas, through its sheer numbers, succeeded in monopolising the position of the
village chiefs ever since the French colonisers instituted an electoral procedure for
this office. The ancestral domain of the Balamkoas group is, however, limited by
parts of the forest claimed by other familles (including Bandjag). No wonder the
village had been unable to come up with any initiative for constitliting a commu-
nity forest. People from other grandes familles fear that the small Bandjag group,
also supported by a relatively large number of “external elites”, will rather opt for
a community forest of their own. Clearly the very possibilities opened up by the
law with its emphasis on an undefined “local community” reinforce the segmen-
tary tendencies engrained in the local forms of organisation and jeopardise the.
unity of the village as such.

The situation in Andjouk, Bagbeze’s smaller neighbouring village, was quite
different. Here, people had already taken the initiative towards assembling a dos-
sier for the recognition of a community forest for the village as a whole. Andjouk
consists of only two grandes familles who, moreover, claim that they lived together
in their part of the forest already before the Germans forced them to re-settle along
the road. Consequently, there are no sharp divisions between their ancestral forest
domains. The Andjouk village chief explained to me how lately everybody had
worked together for realizing a community forest that would guarantee the village
control over its very rich forest domain - still largely untouched because their an-
cestors lived quite far from the place along the new road where the Germans had
forcefully re-settled them. A year ago, two external elites of the village - two
brothers who both worked elsewhere in the east but were regular in Yaoundé (the

~oldest a reverend, the other a secondary school teacher) - had launched the idea
for a community forest, which they saw as all the more promising since, according
to them, the Andjouk forest was supposed to be particularly rich in valuable hard
wood (Moabi and Sapelli). They had drawn a provisional map and another exter-
nal elite of the village had even sent an Italian from a logging company in Mbal-
mayo to check out the forest. The Italian had confirmed that there was a lot of
valuable wood, but had said also that the exploitation might be very costly.

However, even for this village, the complicated procedure risked to encourage
divisive tendencies. The chief had approached the ministry’s service in Abong-
Mbang (the department capital) and had indeed been shown the manual prescrib-
ing all the steps necessary for composing an application. However, according to his
own calculation this would require at least an investment of 5 million ECFA (Ush
8,000) for the drawing of a detailed map and the formulation of a plan de gestion
(interestingly he did not include the costs for constituting an association recog-
nised by the government). But the phase he feared most was the need to organise a
réunion de concertation — in which the villagers’ support for the whole plan had to be
ensured. Already people in the village had the most exaggerated expectations of
the revenues of this community forest. Moreover, some had questioned the elites’
leading role in the whole undertaking: “Why were they so interested? Wouldn't
they use their personal contacts with officials and people from the logging compa-
nies to profit in their own ways from the project?” The chief sighed that it might be
very difficult to make the villagers agree with any plan. Even in a more coherent
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village like Andjouk, the new possibilities created by the forest law risked to yp.
dermine the very unity of the village community. ,

As the examples above show already, the law may encourage the segmentary
tendencies that are already so strong in everyday village life, aggravating the hid-
den tensions between the constitutive grandes familles. But it also raises questions of
belonging in another sense. For instance, in the Andjouk example villagers ques-
tioned whether the external elites really belonged. Should they fully participate in
the project or should they rather be considered as outsiders who had made their
career in the city?

In general, the relation between urban elites and their village of birth is particu-
larly complicated and even ambivalent in the forest area — notably in the Fast Proy-
ince. Throughout Africa, this relation is of particular importance. In many areas
urbanisation is not a once-for-all choice. Anthropologists continue to refer to a
rural-urban continuum as still marking urbanisation processes in the continent —
people keep moving to and fro between the city and the village.’® Urban elites,
even though their career prospects lie clearly in the city, still emphasise their at-
tachment to the village of birth. Some see the village as a more reliable source of
social security than the provisions in the modern sectors of society; and nearly all
elites see to it that the link with the village remains crucial as a source of identifica-
tion. However, it is clear also that there are great variations in the ways in which
the relations with the village are maintained (see Geschiere and Gugler 1998). In
the Cameroonian forest area these relations are quite precarious both from the
perspective of the villagers and that of the elites. The former often confess to be
very proud of the “sons of the village who now live in the city”. They see them as
obvious points of support in the confusing outside world; they can help in getting
lodging and jobs in the city, scholarships for the children and more generally in-
tervene when somebody is in difficulty with the gendarmes or the government.
But these high hopes are often disappointed. A general adage in the east (see also
Burnham and Graziani 2000) is that the villagers feel that their “external elites” are
prone to neglect their village of birth. As one of my neighbours in the village used
to say in the 1970s: “They do not even build a house here, they only think of them-
selves. So how can we have development here?” Such complaints are invariably
followed by comparisons with elites from the west (the famous Bamileke) who do
invest in the development of their village.

The eastern elites from their side emphasise their emotional involvement with
their “brothers” in the village, but dwell also on the impossible mentality of these
people who only ask, ask, ask. Many feel that they have to keep at least some dis-
tance, else;~ as several of my informants expressed it — there is the danger of “being
eaten” 16 Moreover, until quite recently, these elites had hardly any clear economic

15 The term rural-urban continuum is from Dan Aronson in a 1971 article on West Nigeria.
See Geschiere and Gugler (1998) for the literature quoted there.

16 There is a direct reference to sorcellerie here, which is supposed to thrive in the intimacy
of kin, especially when inequality and jealousy play a role. The urban elites are supposed
to be much richer that their kin in the village (at least some of them are so without any
doubt); therefore, it would be particularly dangerous for them to return for too long into
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or political interests to defend in the village. With regard to politics, it could eve
be quite dangerous under one-party rule (that is until 1989) for an ambitious polit
cian to maintain close relation with his supporters in the vill age. This could easil
be interpreted as an attempt to build up personal support outside the one-part
system, and jealous rivals used to be quick to denounce such incipient “subver
sion” to the hierarchy. In economic terms, there was a similar ambivalence. Som
elites did create medium- to large-sized cocoa plantations near the home village
But in practice, this created time and again severe labour problems. The local
mostly prefer to work in their own farms and importing labour from elsewher
creates all sorts of difficulties (see Geschiere 1995). In general there were, indeed
good reasons for the elites to try and keep some distance from everyday villag
life, marked as it was by powerful levelling mechanisms.?”

However, all this changed with democratisation and with the increased value o

local forest resources. Democratisation brought a true proliferation of elite associa
tions, mostly bringing together the ressortissants of one region or even district; anc
such elite association often showed themselves to be very much preoccupied, ever
in the east, with developments in the horme village or region. The former one-party
‘regime of President Biya — which had always strictly forbidden any form of asso-
ciation outside the one-party — now actively encouraged the foundation of suct
regional elite associations since they seemed to offer a welcome alternative for
marshalling votes. Many elites in Cameroon are still in public service and the Biya
government used its hold over them to oblige them to take an active part in the
electoral campaigns of the president and his party. To put it simply: civil servants
were told to return to their village or region, and to use their prestige in order to
make the villagers vote for the ruling party (see Geschiere 1997: 128). Indeed, there
are powerful political reasons why urban elites are now much more present in
their home area than before. The best proof of this is that many of them do now
build houses in the village. In the course of the 1990s there was a true mushroom-
ing of quite ambitious villas in many villages in the east.

In economic respect as well there are now good reasons for the elites to pay
more attention to the village. The pushy ways in which representatives of all sorts
of logging companies ~ large expatriate and smaller Cameroonian ones — try to get
access to new areas make the increased value of the forest resources ever more
blatant. The elites with their special contacts with these companies can play an
important role in introducing them to the villagers. Often they also try to use their
know-how of administrative procedures to launch a proposal for constituting a
community forest under the new law (consider the example of the small village of
Andjouk above). But this increased interest is precisely a source for increasing dis-

the intimacy of the family in the village (see Geschiere 1997 and Geschiere and
Nyamnjoh 1999).

17 See the note above on “witchcraft” as a crucial element in the relations between elites
and villagers in the forest area (see also Geschiere 1982 and 1997). In my 1982 mono-
graph on the Maka area (Fast Cameroon), I characterised the urban elites as “reluctant
brokers”. Villagers clearly expected all sorts of brokerage services from them, but the el-
ites were quite reluctant to be too closely involved with the village.
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trust among the villagers. The same people who used to reproach the elites for not
taking any interest in the village are now the first to denounce their secret dealings
with logging companies or the ways in which elites from the area use the new law
to try and claim important parts of “their” ancestral forest.® Thus, the new law
serves to further complicate the status of the external elites: can they claim to be
part of the local community that is supposed to be a major stakeholder in the man-
agement of the forest, or do they rather belong to the city and should they keep
their distance from the local forest resources?

Indeed, interference of the elites with projects for a community forest or nego-
tiations about the compensation to be paid by a logging company can evoke fierce
reactions.

Friends, who are ressortissants from Mpoundou (one of the biggest villages in
the Abong-Mbang area) and now live in Yaoundé¢, complained, for instance, that
the villagers had been cheated by an entrepreneur who opened up a vente de coupe
behind the village (interestingly it concerned a lady from a neighbouring canton
who had considerable support from les autorités administratives). The villagers had
received three oxen and a set of shirts for the local football team, while at the time
there were already rumours that the ministry would fix a minimum remuneration
in cash (the much-discussed 1000 FCFA per m?®). However, when my elite friends
wanted to intervene, claiming that they were much better informed about devel-
opments at the ministry, they were rudely rebuked by their own villagers: “You
people, you have already your salaries. So there is no need to come down here and
try to share in what we get for our wood.” .

The villagers from their side complain that their elite “brothers” think they can
get away with anything since they are from the region. People will say, for in- -
stance, that if a foreign entrepreneur, exploiting a small vente de coupe, has his
workers log trees far outside the borders of his concession (this is indeed a normal
practice) it is possible to put an end to this ~ for instance by threatening to lodge a
complaint with the ministry in order to extort extra remunerations from him.
However, when an external elite as “son of the soil” is doing the same, it is much
more difficult to obtain redress: how can one lodge a complaint against one’s own
kin? Local representatives often feel sandwiched between the powerful elites of the
region in Yaoundé and international committees of control.

The mayor of Messok, for instance, complained that a recent mission of the
World Bank had put him in an impossible position. They had insisted that he
should point out to him which exploitants were regularly surpassing their bounda-

18 Striking is also the deep distrust among project experts vis-a-vis the external elites. Rep-
resentatives of the Dutch project in the Lomié-Mesok area see it clearly as their task to
protect the villagers in their project against elites who always neglected the area but
suddenly turn up now that a community forest is taking shape and try in all sorts of
ways to profit from it (in a recent circular of the project, one of the Du tch experts wrote,
for instance, with some sarcasm: “Nous constatons que ces villages ont des élites” (we
find now that these villages have elites). Cf. also Azuel and Nkwi (2000: 30) who even
speak of “... 'association a caractére mafieux entre les élites et les exploitants forestiers.”
(the mafia-like alliance between elites and logging firms).
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ries. But how could he do so? Among those exploitants were several powerful res-
sortissants from the region itself who could — and certainly would — make his life
very miserable if he complained about them.

Thus, the new possibilities opened up by the forest law tend to make even the
local belonging of the elites uncertain, despite all their emphasis on their attach-
ment to their “home” village. Precisely the emphasis on the Important role “the”
local community has to play in managing the forest highlights how fuzzy an entity
itis and how contested its demarcations. ,.

Characteristically, such struggles over belonging assume much more ferocious
forms in those villages where a community forest is already constituted and plans
for its exploitation have to be executed. There are now several cases where efforts
towards exclusion became already so virulent that one can truly speak of an
emerging xenophobia. ‘

Striking is, for instance, that in Koungoulou, one of the first villages in the
Lomié-Messok area to constitute a community forest (under the aegis of the Dutch
project), a strong current to exclude “strangers” developed, as soon as the exploita-
tion of the new forest had to be taken in hand. In this village, the Dutch project
officers were suddenly confronted with strong complaints from villagers who
called themselves autochtones and who insisted that the committee that was to run
the community forest consisted of allogénes (“strangers”). Indeed, it turned out that
immigrants from other districts (Hausa from Bertoua and Kako from Batouri) were
strongly represented within the committee.” To reconcile the so-called autochtones,
who are by far the majority in the village, a new committee was constituted in
which people from the main kinship groups in the village were chosen.

But this did not put an end to efforts to exclude so-called “strangers”. As em-
phasised above, the segmentary discourse that dominates local forms of organisa-
tion in the area, allows for ever closer distinctions between “us” and “others”. Al-
logenes do not necessarily come from elsewhere. Even people who originate from
the same village can be re-defined as “immigrants”. Most language groups in the
east have a special term for a child that does not live in the village of its biological
father — it may be born from a love affair and the mother may have left it with her
own family when she left the village for her marriage elsewhere; or the mother
may have brought it along to the village of her new husband. The Maka, for in-
stance, call such people (preferably behind their backs) lwa - a term that is now
often translated as “slave”. The term is a big insult; normally it is brought up only
during very serious confrontations, and this will trigger fierce debates about peo-
ple’s descent and the claims they derive from it. It is striking that accusations that
so-and-so is “really” a lwa — and, therefore, does not fully belong crop up regularly
in discussions among the villagers. The implication is clear: such “strangers”
should not fully share in the benefits of a community forest or in the taxes paid by
logging companies. Promoting a poorly defined local community as stakeholder of

19 It is an interesting question why these “strangers” migrated to this far-out village -
nearly at the end of the accessible road. There were rumours about them being involved
in smuggling through the more inaccessible part of the forest into Gabon and Congo-
Brazzaville, but I could not verify these,
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the forest resources clearly gives a new edge to older - and generally disregarded ~
forms of social exclusion.

Such examples show how contagious the discourse of “autochthony”, and its
implied exclusion of allogénes, can be. Elsewhere (Geschiere and Nyamnjoh 2000)
we showed how powerful this discourse has become in the political hotspots of the
country: in the country’s big cities, Yaoundé and Douala, where it serves as an
expression of the local groups (respectively Beti and Douala) — who fear to be over-
run and, since democratisation, outvoted by immigrants; and also in the densely
populated coastal area of the Southwest Province. As said, in these areas these
autochthony movements were cleverly used by the former one-party regime to
play apart the opposition which (especially in the early 1990s) seemed to be on the
ascent in these areas. The examples above show how the new emphasis in the de-
velopment discourse on decentralisation and the autonomy of local communities,
as expressed in the forest law, helped to spread this autochthony discourse also to
the sparsely populated forest area, triggering here as well fierce debates about
belonging and exclusion. In historical perspective, this is quite surprising. Local
forms of organisation in the relatively empty forest area were a classic example of
the adage that in many parts of Africa “wealth” is mainly expressed in “people”.®
These were extremely open societies where local leaders, as some sort of “big men”
proved their worth by attracting ever more people to their village. However, the
new forest law with its emphasis on the local community as stakeholder seems to
reinforce a process of closure. Instead of “wealth-in-people”, “autochthony” pre-
vails and with it belonging and exclusion as vital issues.

Conclusion

The new forest law in Cameroon offers a striking example of how development
trying to by-pass the state and to reach out more directly to “the local community”
can promote quite worrying forms of exclusion and xenophobia — all the more
problematic since the prevailing segmentary idiom in the forest societies allows for
a constant re-definition of “the Other” who can be sought for at ever closer range.
The complications in applying the law show also that such an intensification of
the politics of belonging — directly encouraged by the interventions of transnational
donors — enhances the presence of the state at the local level. The intentions of the
law may seem to correspond to the general mood of “by-passing the state” that so
strongly came to the fore in development circles during the 1990s. Yet, in practice,
it served to enlarge the role of the state because of the need for developing new
procedures for channelling local applications for a “community forest”. Especially
the role of the state officials in approving the laborious demarcation of “the” local
community, that was (and is) a vital stage in preparing for such applications, gave

20 1 refer here to the opposition made by many historians and anthropologists between
Africa’s “wealth-in-people” and “wealth-in-things” that would be characteristic for, for
instance, Burasia; see Guyer (1993) for the genealogy of this conceptual distinction in Af-
rican studies.
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new scope for officials” interventions. The “global conjuncture of belonging” ac-
cording to some marking the present-day world2 - that may pretend to be global-
izing, yet seems to be ever more beset by communal strife — requires, indeed, that
the ongoing role of the “local state” is taken most seriously. The seminal explora-
tions by Thomas Bierschenk and his colleagues — notably their accent on a return of
the local in politics and concomitant changes of governmentality — open up chal-
lenging perspectives in this context as well.
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