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Mbendjele Pygmy forest people
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What: CIB becomes FSC certified

Where: Republic of Congo

When: May 2006 - Present day

How: FSC certification expedited 

through Helvetaôs CI Earth technology 

and key implementation partners

FSC social principles addressed 

through leading edge technology

The Background

Congolaise Industrielle des Bois (CIB), the largest logging company 

active in the Republic of Congo and one of Central Africaôs major 

forestry and wood processing operations, has had a long term 

commitment to certifying its concessions to the Forest Stewardship 

Council (FSC) standard. Following great efforts over a period of years 

by both CIB, its partners and Tropical Forest Trust (TFT), CIB achieved 

FSC certification of its Kabo concession in May 2006. The assessment 

process highlighted areas for improvement such as the need to more 

efficiently and effectively include local communities in decision making 

procedures. The initial technology system used by CIB was sufficient to 

achieve certification at Kabo, but proved to be inadequate for its needs 

moving forward, and so CIB turned to its partners for help.

The Problem

Principles 2 and 3 of the FSC certification standards demand that the 

indigenous peoples are involved with the management and decision-

making processes concerning the forest and its resources. To meet the 

FSC standard, CIB has to obtain the free, prior and informed consent 

from local indigenous people for their forest management and logging 

activities. To help address outstanding Corrective Action Requests from 

the Kabo assessment, CIB had to map the traditional territories of the 

local communities to ascertain and formerly recognize their tenure and 

use rights, and to know who to consult to establish consent, or refusal, 

for proposed logging activities.

CIB rapidly needed a solution that could help address its mapping 

demands. Standard mapping technologies were not up to the task. A 

key problem was that while CIB and its auditors had sophisticated 

requirements for the mapping data, the hunter-gathering Mbendjele

people are non-literate and yet needed to be directly involved in the
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process of capturing and managing the same data. To address this problem, 

CIB worked with its partners TFT, Forest Peoples Programme, London 

School of Economics and technology provider Helveta to deliver a flexible, 

scalable solution useful to all parties in the certification process. In 2005, 

TFT and CIB won a World Bank Development Marketplace for Sustainable 

Livelihoods grant for its ambitious community radio and mapping project. 

The grant was used to partly fund the Helveta mapping initiative.

The Solution: Technology for Non-Literate Users

Helvetaôsmapping application CI Earth was in its primary stage of 

development when initially employed at CIB. LSE anthropologist Jerome 

Lewis and FPP Policy Advisor John Nelson worked with Helveta to adapt

CI Earth accordingly to the needs of

all involved. Dr Lewis has lived and worked with semi-nomadic hunter-

gatherers in Republic of Congo since 1994 and has studied the impact of 

logging and conservation initiatives on the hunter-gatherer societies of Central 

Africa. Since 2001, Nelson has been using traditional GIS technologies to 

support hunter-gatherers in Cameroon to document their forest use in and 

around five national parks.

Combining their knowledge and expertise with the technology of Helveta and 

the management resources of TFT and CIB, an innovative solution was 

developed for use by the indigenous communities. The aim was for them to 

create maps to show CIB where their most valuable resources are located, 

Mbendjele youth explain CI Earth to an elder

Mapping data output into ESRIôs ArcView



helping CIB to understand which areas may need to be excluded from logging plans. CIB could then enter into a 

dialogue to obtain the communitiesô consent to harvest timber from the remaining areas, should CIB engage to 

respect the communitiesô rights in areas that were agreed upon for needing protection. To make this possible, it 

was essential that the indigenous peoples could use Helvetaôsadvanced systems under their own direction.

ñProgress is so rapid that 

soon the entire team will be 

able to devote its energies 

to developing institutional 

structures in the camps and 

villages. If progress 

continues in this manner, I 

feel confident that the 

social criteria for FSC will 

have been largely 

addressed in the Pokola

concessionò ïJerome 

Lewis, LSE

In light of this, Lewis worked with Mbendjele Pygmies of Ibamba to devise a set of 

pictograms that represent their activities and resources most vulnerable to damage 

from logging. This was developed by Helveta into a 100% icon-driven application as 

an interface to the existing CI Earth system. Nelson also trialled this system with 

hunter-gatherer communities and local NGO partners in four other projects in 

Cameroon and the Central African Republic.

Each activity or resource was classified into groups through the use of a decision 

tree, the first stage illustrating hunting, fishing, gathering, agricultural and cultural-

religious resources. The local community was fully supportive of the project once 

they were involved in identifying the key sites of concern for themselves. Lewis found 

the Mbendjele were excited that a remote European company was making ña 

machineò specifically for them. After initial trials it emerged that a few alterations were 

needed to be made to the decision tree. Helvetaôstechnology allows for an easy 

process of upgrading the software remotely via the Internet.

In general, the Mbendjele reacted very positively, delighted by the fact that CIB
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were genuinely concerned with protecting their resources and that they were given the

opportunity to demonstrate their traditional rights to the forest. The feedback from the Baka in Cameroon was 

similar: they were pleased they could use and control a tool for themselves. The encouraging outcome of these 

trials gave an incentive for other local communities to follow.

Innovative Technology Provider

HelvetaôsCI World technology allows physical data to be captured and transmitted from remote locations to a 

central engine, where it can be stored and analyzed. The CI Earth mapping application is part of the CI World 

platform. It enables interactive maps to be generated directly from captured GPS data. The flexibility of the system, 

its data protection, storage facilities and the ruggedized handhelds are all perfect for the task of mapping the dense 

and humid forests of the Congo. The secure restrictions enforced on the access of the information ensures that the 

intellectual property rights remain with the indigenous communities and safeguards the information from being used 

to their detriment. Helveta acts as a third party intermediary to manage the shared mapping data.

First stage of the decision tree 

represented by icons

Progress To Widespread FSC Certification

CIBôs Kabo concession was the first FSC certified forest in the Republic of Congo 

and is the largest area of FSC certified natural forest anywhere in the Congo Basin. 

CIBôs Pokola concession is scheduled for FSC audit in June 2007. Lewis visited 

Pokola in October 2006 to assess the progress of mapping in these areas, and was 

astonished by the speed and efficiency of the Helveta system. CIB are committed to 

continue an on-going program that allow remaining 1 million hectares of forest to be 

FSC certified by the end of 2008.
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