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Lao People’s Democratic Republic
To:

Director, Forest Management



Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry

From:

Chief Secretary,



Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Subject: 
UNFF Working Group on the Proposal to Create a Legally Binding Instrument on the 



Sustainable Management and Conservation of Forests
Dear Director,

This is in reference to our telephone conversation regarding the upcoming UNFF Working Group, and to confirm your participation at this meeting on behalf of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.  As indicated previously, this working group is of immense significance to the people of the Republic and is seen by the Politburo and Central Committee as an opportunity to improve our economy and infrastructure without prejudice to our vital interests.  Despite the previous failures of UNFF to arrive at a binding agreement on forests, there is a likelihood that a consensus may be achieved this time, and you must seek to ensure that any mechanism established will further our goals. The guidelines set out below have been approved by the Council of Ministers and reflect the views submitted by your Ministry, the Ministry of Trade, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Finance.

GENERAL

· As you are aware, Laos has undergone rapid deforestation in the past half century, a process that has had severe effects on the social and economic condition of our people. In the 1950s, forests covered 70% of our land area; today our forest cover has decreased by one-third. Despite ongoing efforts to decentralize control over forestry practices, our country continues to undergo rapid deforestation thanks largely to unsustainable fuel wood extraction by our poor rural population and the legal and illegal trade in hardwoods. Indeed, despite the dwindling expanse, timber continues to represent one of Laos’ prime sources of exports and foreign exchange.
· In an effort to combat deforestation, Laos has recently begun certifying its timber under the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) scheme and is hopeful that this will permit us growing access to Northern markets. As a result, we are eager to receive additional international assistance to expand our certification efforts and to combat illegal logging. 

· Foreign assistance is crucial to our economy and you should view the UNFF meeting as an important opportunity to obtain substantial aid.  Obviously, given our existing debt burden, it is vital that all commitments we make be fully compensated by Northern countries and that such funds represent ADDITIONAL (rather than merely redirected) funding.

NATURE OF THE INSTRUMENT

· We are more concerned about the substance of the agreement rather than its form. We could therefore favor either a convention or protocol so long as it reflects our interests. We do not have a strong preference for the non-binding option of increased UNFF coordination, though it could be used as an option to stall a convention if it appears that our key interests will not be met.
ACTION

· Livelihoods are an extremely important issue and should be given primary importance in the global forestry debate. Forests are much more than an economic resource or a carbon sink; they are essential to the survival of our poor.  Any proposed protocol or convention coming out of these negotiations must recognize the importance of decentralized forest management and the rights of local groups.  As such, you should work with countries like Tanzania, Congo and Madagascar to push for the creation of a special livelihoods fund (as part of the Forest Financing Fund (FFF)) that will deliver targeted benefits to forest dependent groups in Least Developed Countries (LDCs).

· With regards to the timber trade issue, we oppose the Canadian-Finn proposal for a universal set of certification criteria for sustainable timber extraction. Our view on the proposal is that it establishes overly rigid standards that are not appropriate for developing countries and their forests. You should enthusiastically support a measure to provide technical assistance for developing countries interested in receiving voluntary certification, as well as to those seeking help in combating timber smuggling. Please note that the extension of any voluntary certification scheme to all of Laotian timber would also require full financial support by donor countries.

· We can agree to the proposal put forward by Finland and Canada that an agreement on certification standards should require signatory countries to ban the import of uncertified timber, PROVIDED that such a commitment is phased over a period of 5-7 years (the time it would take us to certify all Laotian timber) and is conditional upon timber exporting countries receiving full financial assistance for certification efforts.
· We would be supportive of efforts to incorporate language into the agreement that attributes significant responsibility for illegal logging to consuming countries.  However, we need not insist upon this issue.

· As to the ecosystems issue, we do not suggest you commit the Republic to any deforestation rate reduction targets. However, you could agree to sign on to a conditional and minimal reduction commitment IF further funding were provided for promoting sustainable forestry among Laos’ poor rural population.

· The Politburo is somewhat opposed to the creation of new conservation areas, but might be persuaded to set aside some land if funding to help conserve our rainforests and develop our eco-tourism sector were provided.

· We need not object to the voluntary proposal to strengthen national legal protection of endangered ecosystems, a goal towards which we are already taking steps.

· The idea of creating an inter-governmental scientific panel to identify “no-go” areas of high ecological value does not appear necessary at this time. However, we could agree to this proposal so long as the panel’s recommendations are non-binding.

· On the issue of monitoring and assessment, we have no objections to the option of providing yearly reports, as we do so in the context of several other agreements. However, due to the extensive reporting burden involved, you should insist that the costs of these reporting requirements be borne by donor countries, and that they be highly harmonized with existing reporting. As to independent verification of these reports, we find this proposal unacceptable, as it poses a threat to the sovereignty of signatory countries and unduly empowers Northern NGOs.
FINANCING

· Any financing mechanism proposed must fully compensate Laos and other LDCs and should give preferential treatment to developing countries.

· You should strongly support the Forest Financing Fund (FFF) option and advocate that it provide additional funding (rather than monies coming from existing aid budgets) from donor countries to help LDCs combat illegal forestry and support ongoing decentralization of sustainable forest management.  You could also support a tax based on either total or per-capita consumption of forest products, provided that this tax is not levied on LDCs.

· Please bear in mind that for Laos the market-based option is financially untenable, particularly given our fledgling export base and highly-indebted status. 

· You should be wary of promoting public-private partnerships, because doing so would require unpopular investment policy reform and is likely to lead to increased clashes between local forest dwellers and timber plantation owners.
In closing, please remember that it is your responsibility to ensure that Laos’ interests are not compromised in these negotiations.  To this end, you should consult closely with other LDCs such as Tanzania, Congo and Madagascar. You must also keep in mind the importance of continuing to improve our relationship with China and should therefore be sensitive to their interests. Above all, however, we must ensure that any international agreement will increase, and not hamper, the prosperity of our own people.


I look forward to seeing your report and hearing from you personally upon your return. Good luck with your assignment. 




� The Negotiation Simulation on Global Forests Management and Conservation is for educational use only. The scenario and role instructions in this simulation are entirely hypothetical and do NOT represent any official policy or positions. This simulation exercise was developed in partnership by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR), the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (Tufts University), and the University of Joensuu, Finland, under the direction of Barbara Ruis (UNEP), Brook Boyer (UNITAR), Professor Adil Najam (Fletcher School) and Professor Tuomas Kuokkanen (University of Joensuu). Brooke Barton and Nadaa Taiyab, both of the Fletcher School, coordinated the role development, and the individual role instructions were written by Brooke Barton, Karoun Demirjian, Joshua Newton, Nadaa Taiyab, and Nirmalan Wigneswaran from the Fletcher School and Hyun-Binn Cho and Arun Seetulsingh from UNITAR.  The development of the exercise was supported by the University of Joensuu. This exercise may not be used, reproduced, revised, or translated in whole or in part by any means without written permission.
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