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A study of Chinese actors in the timber trade was conducted.  The aim of the study was to 
identify and analyse Asian investments in the wood products trade in Cameroon, as well as 
volumes of wood products exported to Asia and to China in particular. 
 
The study revealed that legality and quality are not parameters that influence the evolution of 
the Asian timber market. As far as the actors of this sector are concerned, alongside logging 
companies and processors, merchants, although not recognised by the forest administration, 
play a fundamental role in the timber trade financed with Asian capital.   
 
These actors are increasingly developing strategies based on short-term goals. Thus, it was 
revealed that (1) some partnership contracts were signed without informing MINFOF, and 
(2) the purchase of logs without complying with the legal requirements of the timber trade by 
means of cash transactions at different levels of the sector.  
 
Even though some actors are increasingly interested in establishing wood processing units 
and in the management of Permanent Forest Estate (PFE) titles, the centre of interest 
remains the Non-Permanent Forest Estate (NPFE). The involvement of Chinese-Asian 
players has boosted the timber trade in inactive timber yards that are not associated with 
wood processing units. These timber yards derive their specificity from the diversity of supply 
sources that make traceability difficult, given the shortcomings of the MINFOF system in this 
area.  
 
The absence of synergy and communication between MINFOF and MINFI regarding 
information and viewpoints on certain requirements of wood processing also creates a 
loophole. It is desirable that consultation should be held on the subject.  
  
 

 
 

For two decades, Asia and China in particular have occupied the leading position in economic 
trade with Cameroon. This notoriety was secured through the economic agreements signed 
between the two countries. These agreements offer privileges to the Chinese giant (Pairault, 
2017). This supremacy is also evident in the significance of projects financed with Chinese 
capital both in the area of infrastructure development (the seaport, highways, hydroelectric 
dams, drinking water supply systems, etc.), and in the exploitation of natural resources 
(mining, forestry, etc.) and trade .... 
 
The evolution of the timber trade is a proof of this pre-eminence. Indeed, the study 
conducted by Paolo et al (2016)1 in Cameroon points out that from 2009 to 2012, exports to 
the European Union were leading. Nevertheless, in recent years the weight of exports to Asia 
(mainly logs) has increased. In 2009, Europe imported about 950,000 m3 of wood, while in 
2015 it imported about 1.2 million m3. Meanwhile, in 2009, Asia imported about 520,000 m3 
of wood, while in 2015 it imported almost as much as Europe. A study conducted by 
                                                           
1 Paolo, C., Mbongo,M and  Vandenhaute, M. (2016) State of the forest-wood sector in Cameroon (2015)  
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i6032f.pdf  
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Tieguhong (2015) with funding from WWF, revealed the presence of a variety of Chinese 
actors who invest in the forestry sector and in various other fields (logging, processing, 
financing, transportation, etc.).  
 
Asian investments in the forestry sector do not appear to have been static since 2015. 
Analyses made by Paolo (2018) on timber exports to Asia revealed a shift in the diversity of 
products exported (veneers, glued laminated wood, etc.), as well as the arrival of new 
destinations (Vietnam, India, Sri Lanka). In 2017, Cameroon exported about 280,000 m3 of 
logs to Vietnam. Studies also revealed that there was a reorientation of the pressure that was 
initially centred on Bubinga, towards Ekop-beli and Pachyloba (Mahongol et al, 2016). 
Chinese companies are increasingly present in terms of the supply of technology in the field 
of logging (wheeled rubber-tired machinery, small-scale off-road logging vehicles, etc.), and 
processing equipment (portable saws, edgers, peeling units etc.) . Since 2015, the local 
demand for wood from Chinese companies established in the national territory has increased 
in the light of the new projects that have been awarded to them (infrastructures as part of the 
structuring projects, preparation of the African Cup of Nations football tournament, etc.).  
 
The financial system put in place by most of these companies to obtain timber resources does 
not always obey the classical rules of economic theories2.  Evidence of the exchange of goods 
and services is not always recorded in conventionally used documents3. When payments are 
made, none of these documents are prepared for that purpose. It is often impossible to trace 
the transfer of ownership of wood on the basis of documents. The incursion of Asian capital 
in the forestry sector was also observed in terms of wildlife crime (TRAFFIC, 2016). The 
involvement of these offenders was also noted in the trade of pangolin scales, tusks, etc. 
These changes, made in a context of increasing demand for timber by Asians, augur the 
implementation of new strategies by Asian companies for acquiring wood. The forms of trade 
in goods and services of Asian economic operators must be identified and categorised. This 
information is essential as part of the support provided by WWF to enable Chinese forest 
investments to comply with the law. It is within this framework that this study was 
commissioned by WWF-Cameroon.  
 

The main objective of the study was to identify and analyse Asian investments in the wood 
products trade in Cameroon, as well as volumes of wood products exported to Asia and to 
China in particular.  
Specifically, this entailed conducting activities aimed at:  

 Identifying and categorising individual Chinese / Asian companies / investors 
involved in timber trade in Cameroon; 

 Analysing the supply chain (the marketing channels of the various products 
consumed locally and exported) as well as the stakeholders (countries of origin and 
level of involvement in the sector);  

 Analysing the trends of Chinese and Asian enterprises and investments in the forestry 
sector in Cameroon;  

 Identifying the professional organizations and networks (networking) which Chinese 
companies join and develop a database; 

                                                           
2A study carried out shows that there is a lot of Chinese money flowing in the African continent, which is a call 
for concern to international institutions and western countries, especially in view of the opacity and practices of 
China. https://www.lesechos.fr/idees-debats/editos-analyses/comment-les-chinois-menent-la-conquete-de-
lafrique-991598  
3Conducted studies showcase a transnational and cross-cultural perspective that seeks to highlight the complex 
connections between African trade networks in China and Chinese trade networks in Africa. 
https://polaf.hypotheses.org/744#footnote_4_744  
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 Determining the volumes of timber exported from Cameroon to Asia in general and to 
China in particular (As much as possible, the information should be classified for 
Chinese companies and non-Chinese companies) and for products destined directly to 
China or for other countries. 

 

The study was implemented through a mixed approach using both quantitative and 
qualitative tools. From this perspective, the following data collection techniques were used: 

 Documentary review: It was conducted using: 
- The review of literature on Sino-Cameroonian investments in general, and in 

particular in the forestry sector; 
- A review of the forestry and trade legislation in force in Cameroon. 
- Consultation of the data banks of the following organizations: OFAC, FAO, 

ITTO and Forest Trends; 
- Consultation of the following national data banks: COMCAM, SIGIF, NIS 

 Interviews with resource persons including: 
- Interviews with officials: (1) Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife (MINFOF) at 

the level of the central services and regional services (Centre, Littoral, South and East), 
(2) the central services of the Ministry of Trade, (3) decentralised custom services of 
Douala; 

- Interviews with two trade-forwarders working with Asian companies;  
- Interviews with logging companies that are partners of Asian holders of 

financial resources; 
- An interview with a European trader in Yaoundé;  
- Interviews with logging companies;  

 

 

 

International timber markets are undergoing changes that are driven by global, continental 
and local socio-political and economic changes (Karsenty, 1999). The following section 
presents some factors that influence the behaviour of tropical timber markets in Africa.  
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2.1.1 Two major uncertainties relating to tropical timber markets in Africa: 

legality and quality  

Uncertainties are the main factors that affect the markets. For this reason, the actors must 
fight against these uncertainties, become aware of the strengths and advantages, recognise 
the difficulties and minimize the impact of the threats. The uncertainties identified by FAO 
(2013) include legality, visibility, the development of substitute products and “local” 
European woods, the promotion of “local consumption”, the declines in certain markets, the 
development of other markets, etc. In the context of this study, the two uncertainties that 
seem appropriate, namely legality and quality will be analysed. 
 

2.1.1.1 The legality of African tropical timber: the levels of requirements differ 
from one market to the other 

Differences are observed at the level of the regulatory requirements of the markets. The 
United States of America (US’s Lacey Act), Australia (Australian Illegal Logging Prohibition 
Bill), Japan (Japan’s Goho Wood) and the European Union (FLEGT) have implemented 
policies aimed at fighting against illegal logging and the associated trade (Teketay et al, 
2016). 
 
Others, such as China or Malaysia, have a special approach because they deal with the 
demand for certified wood that are destined for re-exportation to markets that require legal 
products (ClienEarth, 2018). However, it is important to note that China’s requirements 
remain low for locally consumed wood and wood that is exported to other countries. 
Vietnam, the second Asian country importing Cameroonian timber, also committed itself to 
implementing the VPA-FLEGT in 2019. Finally, there are still new markets to “conquer” such 
as India and Pakistan (Boquérat, 2009), the Middle East, North Africa, South Africa and 
Turkey. Finally, everything remains to be done for the inter-African market in terms of 
legality.  
 
The presentation of the various markets shows that it is the countries of the northern 
hemisphere and recently Vietnam that can take advantage of the new regulations. In fact, of 
the nearly 400 million hectares of certified forests in the world, only 2% are tropical forests. 
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Box 1: Measures taken by the Government for the sustainable management of forests 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.1.1.2 Quality requirements of the markets   

For wood products, aspects such as dimensions, the appearance of the product, dryness or 
the respect of delivery time limits, are contractual elements taken into account during the 
placing of orders by customers. The know-how and integration of technological advances in 
manufacturing, logistics or conditioning processes must be mobilised.  
 
The parameters that are taken into consideration in the customer requirements in the 
markets include dimensional stability, durability, resistance to fungi and insects, good finish, 
beauty, insulating properties, regularity of supply, non-toxicity, ability to renew itself, good 
machinability, presentation-packing .... 
 
The sale of logs from African countries in the European markets is on the decline. In fact, 
following the demand for local timber processing decided by several African countries in the 
1990s, most European forestry companies have sent the sawing, drying and debiting units 
they had to Africa. These observed movements of industrial units was a response to the 
willingness of African countries to add value to exported timber, improve material yields and 
comply with environmental requirements in the production process. 
 
For both technical and economic reasons, European industries are increasingly looking for 
more technologically advanced products, corresponding to rolled products or finger-jointed 
products, . The wood industry made up mainly of joiners, stair builders, cabinetmakers, 
carpenters, coffin makers, etc., must nowadays, increasingly focus on their own customers 
while offering customised products, finished products and comply with relatively short 
delivery time limits that must be respected (FAO et al, 2014)4. 
In Asian countries, market demand shows a clear preference for unprocessed wood. These 
requirements were highlighted by studies conducted by Canby et al. (2008), Huang and 
Wilkes (2011); Huang and Sun (2013). The main reason for this preference is the recent 
strong development of the wood processing sector in Asia. It has been unexpectedly found 

                                                           
4(i) the Agreement on the protection and reciprocal promotion of investments, also known as the 
Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT), which was signed on 10 May 1997 and ratified on 23 April 2014 
through Law No. 2014/005 and ( (ii) the 2002 Economic and Technical Cooperation Agreement on 
Trade, which repeals the provisions of the 1972 Trade Agreement 

China’s commitment to responsible forestry 

China’s commitment to responsible forest management was affirmed by a diplomat of the 
Middle Kingdom at a press conference on 7 December 2015.   

The Chinese diplomat said that: China has always worked for the protection, restoration and 
sustainable development of forest resources in the world ... 

We strongly oppose such practices and repress them severely. The logging and timber 
harvesting activities of Chinese companies abroad must be done within the legal framework of 
the host countries ... 

This interview can be consulted on the link http://cm.china-embassy.org/fra/fyrth/t1323355.htm  
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that for the same volume of timber in China, sawnwood can sell for less than logs. The most 
glaring case is the public auction price of Bubinga cut logs which is lower than that of the 
log5. This contrast seems to be one of the reasons that discourages African producer countries 
from undertaking a real policy of further processing of timber (Ekman et al. 2013). xxxx 
According to this author, the forest legislation in the four African countries studied 
(Cameroon, Zambia, Mozambique and Gabon) is an obstacle to increased demand for 
unprocessed wood. Cameroon and Mozambique have partially banned the export of logs of 
certain species in 1999 and 2007 respectively. For its part, Zambia has implemented a quota 
policy and a gradual increase in the tax on timber logs. Gabon was the last to follow the trend 
in 2010 with a ban on the export of all logs.  
 

2.1.2 Evolution of forest products flows around the world  

 

It is important to point out that over the past four decades, product flows and timber trade 
between the major world markets witnessed profound changes. Initially, African consumers 
did not consume products from wood species found in Europe such as the oak, ash, or even 
Intsia or Tauari. By-products from Asian bamboo processing have  just recently been 
introduced in Africa. The product flows were initially oriented in the South to North direction 
(Figure 1). The main factors that sustained the functioning of the market were history, 
conventional sea routes (breakbulk), consumer habits just to name a few.  

 

 
 
 

Figure 1: The traditional South to North flow of tropical timber trade in the 1990s 

                                                           
5Circular letter No. 0214/LC/MINFOF/SG/DF/SDAFF/SAG on the pricing of bubinga variety during 
auction sales sets an average price of 300,000 CFA francs/m3 for sawn timber compared with 700,000 
CFA francs/m3 for logs.  
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The international socio-political context, the evolution of processing technology, the ease 
of communicating and comparing prices as well as the economic boom of some countries 
have greatly contributed to the globalisation of the world timber market after the 1990s. 
These changes have contributed to the establishment of South-South trade, characterized 
by the significant share of the Chinese, Indian, Malaysian or Vietnamese markets 
(Lemoine 2002, Angelier 2004). There is also a strengthening of trade in the markets of 
the Middle East, South Africa and Turkey (ITTO, 2015).  As far as timber trade within 
Africa is concerned, there has been an increase in trade and on-farm consumption in the 
countries. Finally, new customers are getting interested in these productions. Some of 
them might have anticipated the end of the export of logs to Myanmar and others have 
encountered supply problems from their usual sources. These include Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Indonesia and the Philippines. Whatever the case, Figure 2 is an illustration of 
the intense complexity of wood product flows.  
 
 

 
Figure 2: Current global timber flows 

Groutel (2013) Evolution of tropical timber markets in Africa. Ethics and pragmatics for a 
sustainable development of forest resources 
 

 
 

2.2.1 Timber trade regulations in Cameroon  

 
2.2.1.1 General rules of the trade  

Cameroon has adopted a new law on commercial activity since 15 December 2015. This refers 
to Law No. 2015/018 of 21 December 2015 governing commercial activities in Cameroon. 
This new law replaces Law No. 90/031 of 19 August 1990 on the orientation of commercial 
activities in Cameroon which has been in force for more than 25 years. It should be recalled 
that this former law was adopted in a context marked by the freedom and liberalisation of 
many commercial and economic activities. 
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The law imposes certain professional obligations on traders: the obligation to register or to 
open a bank or postal account, the obligation to inform the public about the prices, after-sales 
services, the free determination of the selling price, etc. New provisions have been made to 
encourage the practice of new forms of commercial activities. The law recalls the principle of 
the free determination of the prices of goods and services offered by the merchant, which 
facilitate commercial relations. The text also organizes commercial distribution networks, 
specifying the different stakeholders including producers, wholesalers, distributors per say 
(semi-wholesalers or retailers). The new law improves the distribution conditions and the 
quality of additional services (guarantee, after-sales service, etc.). The law regulates and 
expands the field, various para-commercial and anticompetitive practices that were already 
found in the old law, namely tied selling, refusal to sell, resale at a loss, misleading 
advertising, and so on. 
 
The practice of commercial activity by foreigners has not been left out. Foreigners are subject 
to the same obligations as nationals and enjoy the same benefits. However, this practice 
presupposes prior approval, except in the case of a reciprocity agreement which assimilates 
foreigners to nationals or a foreign owned company with at least 51% of the capital held by 
nationals that has its registered office in Cameroon. Furthermore, every foreign trading 
company is not obliged to form a company with a head office in Cameroon. 
 
The new law, while incorporating innovations, maintains some gains from the former text.  It 
also incorporates certain provisions of the OHADA Uniform Act laying down the general 
commercial law while aligning itself with the developments in the OHADA law. For example, 
the notion of entrepreneurship recently introduced in the OHADA law has been included. 
From the structural viewpoint, the law has been broken down into 105 articles regrouped 
under 7 titles.  The 1990 law had only 43 articles. Concerning the content, the 2015 law is 
marked by an expansion of the field of commercial activity: it governs all forms of trade 
including sedentary trade but it also covers the transportation and storage of goods.   
As far as sanctions are concerned, one must now distinguish very clearly between 
administrative sanctions and criminal sanctions.  Administrative sanctions mainly 
correspond to suspensions of activities for a maximum duration of six months and the 
payment of fines. Criminal sanctions now apply to both legal entities and individuals, 
marking the consecration of the criminal liability of corporate bodies. However, the legislator 
has chosen the referral technique, notably that the offences provided for by law are 
punishable by referring to the penalties provided for in the Penal Code (Sections 157, 191, 
314, 326, 330). 
 
The law has some shortcomings which will certainly give rise to difficulties of application. 
While waiting for these shortcomings to be corrected, it is our hope that the new law will 
achieve the assigned objectives, such as the cleaning up of distribution channels and the 
protection of consumers. 
 
In Cameroon, the regulations offer the possibility of owning a business establishment either 
to private persons, the State, or jointly by the State and private persons. 
 

2.2.1.2 Types of private enterprises  

A private enterprise is a business in which the entire capital belongs to private individuals. 
State or public authorities do not hold any shares in private enterprises. When a private 
enterprise belongs to one person, it is called a sole proprietor enterprise (Example: ETS 
NANA). If, on the contrary, it belongs to several people, we speak of a joint stock enterprise 
(Example: Brasseries du Cameroon limited liability company). 
 
The joint stock enterprise is a corporate body. It therefore has an autonomous existence 
distinct from that of the owners. The OHADA law now regulates companies. Thus, there are 
several legal forms of enterprises that can be classified according to the business objective.  
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Civil enterprises 

These are companies with a non-commercial activity that have not adopted the limited 
liability, partnership or Limited partnership status. 
 
The activity of certain liberal professions may be practised within the framework of 
professional civil partnerships whose shares are transferable under certain conditions. In this 
enterprise, the partners are jointly responsible in an unlimited manner to the debts of the 
enterprise. 
 

Commercial enterprises 

These enterprises are now subject to the OHADA accounting system. Commercial enterprises 
include the following: 

a) Partnerships 

A partnership is a corporation of persons with two characteristic features: 

 The partners are liable for the debts on the basis of their assets in the company; 
 In exchange for their capital contributions, the partners receive shares which are only 

transferable under specific conditions 

These enterprises may be organized as general partnerships or limited partnerships 
 

General partnerships (GP) 
It is a partnership in which all the partners are merchants and are indefinitely and jointly 
liable on the basis of their personal assets for all the commitments of the enterprise. Here the 
transfer of shares requires a unanimous approval by all the associates. The capital of a 
general partnership is divided into shares with the same nominal value 
 

Limited partnership (LP) 
Limited partnerships comprise two types of partners namely: 
 
The general partners: they are partners who accept to be indefinitely and jointly responsible 
for the partnership’s commitments 

The limited partners are mere funders (contributors of capital) whose liability is limited to 
their contribution 

A limited partnership is managed by one, several or all the general partners. The transfer of 
the shares of a  limited partnership requires the unanimous approval of all the partners. 
 

b) Joint stock companies 

To raise significant capital, it is necessary to bring together a large number of partners. 
Partnerships can only bring together a limited number of people who trust each other and 
can intervene in the management of the enterprise. This is why it was necessary to constitute 
joint stock companies. Joint stock companies are therefore characterised by: 

 The liability of the shareholders is only limited to the amount of their contribution 
and not to all their assets; 
 Titles given to shareholders are negotiable, meaning that they are freely transferable 

unconditionally. There are many forms of  Joint stock companies. The most important one is 
the public limited liability company (LLC) which is a corporate form where the liability of the 
partners is limited to the amount of their contributions, represented by shares whose 
ownership can be transferred.  
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c) The limited liability company (LLC) 

It is a company in which the liability of the partners is limited to the amount of their 
contributions. The capital of the limited liability company is divided into shares that are 
difficult to transfer or are only transferable under certain conditions (Example: the approval 
of a majority corresponding to 3/4 of the capital). 
 
LLC is a hybrid corporation between partnerships and capital companies. An LLC is similar 
to a partnership because the shares that make up the share capital are not freely transferable. 
It is similar to the capital company in that the liability of the partners is limited to the 
amount of their contributions. 
 
Note: Since the advent of the OHADA law, the LLC as the Public Limited Liability Company 
can comprise only one partner. We refer to this type of company as a single-member 
company. 
 
In commercial law, a subsidiary company is a company in which 50% of the capital was 
formed by contributions made by another so-called parent company, which generally 
provides the management, administration and control through one or more several persons, 
directors or managers that it appoints. 
 

China is currently Cameroon's largest trading partner with an estimated investment of $ 
35.06 billion (€ 31.2 billion) in 2016, bringing the trade volume between the two countries to 
1.96 billion dollars (1.74 billion euros). The "Middle Kingdom” is Cameroon's leading partner 
with 16.6% of the exchanges. It is also Cameroon’s largest supplier with 19.4% of purchases 
and its third largest customer (12.5%) behind India (15.6%). 
 

Box 1: Legislations governing China-Cameroon relations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cameroon and China have officially maintained diplomatic relations since 1971. These 
relationships were followed by key historical agreements such as:  

 The 1972 trade agreement; 
 The Agreement on the reciprocal protection and Promotion of investments, also 

known as the Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT), which was signed on 10 May 1997 
and ratified on 23 April 2014 by Law No. 2014/005   

 The 2002 trade, economic and technical cooperation agreement that repealed the 
provisions of the 1972 Trade Agreement. 

 Decree No. 2014/149 of 30 April 2014 to ratify the Agreement between the 
Government of the Republic of Cameroon and the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China for the reciprocal protection and promotion of investments, 
signed in Yaoundé on 10 May 1997. 

 LAW No. 2014/005 VF of 23/04/2014  LAW 2014/05 OF 23 APRIL 2014 
authorizing the President of the Republic to ratify the agreement between the 
Government of the Republic of Cameroon and the Government of the People’s 
Republic of China for reciprocal promotion and protection of investments  
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But China does not only carry out trade with Cameroon.  This country also invests in social 
areas. Chinese achievements in Cameroon are illustrated, in fact, through several major 
projects in the areas of energy infrastructure, roads, seaports, sports and sanitation.  47 years 
of diplomatic relations have allowed China to become one of the largest foreign investors on 
Cameroon soil. 
 
Even though the investments are made within the framework of bilateral partnerships, it is 
important to point out that several private Chinese companies have also been involved for 
two decades in the field of public works, logging, mining, etc.  
 
More recently, the Government of Cameroon has created a special division dealing with 
relations with emerging countries, including relations with Chinese investors. This division is 
housed at the Ministry of the Economy, Planning and Regional Development (MINEPAT). 
Cameroon has also been active in the China-Africa Cooperation Forum since its launch in 
2000, and has participated in the dialogue between the countries in the COMIFAC area and 
China on how to improve the sustainability of forest management by Chinese actors. 
 

 
 

2.4.1 Operators working under the supervisory authority of the Ministry of 
Forestry and Wildlife  

The Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife is the administration responsible for defining and 
implementing the forestry policy in Cameroon. With regard to trade, it gives companies the 
opportunity to intervene in Cameroon after obtaining the approval as a logging company, 
forestry producer, inventory agent for standing trees, and wood processor.  In this study, we 
will focus only on logging companies and wood processing companies. Our sample has been 
limited to these two actors because of the economic pre-eminence of these two actors within 
the timber sector.  
 

2.4.1.1 Logging companies  

The prerequisite for the practice of the activity of a logging company in Cameroon is to 
receive a license for the practice of logging company from the Minister of Forestry and 
Wildlife. Subsequently, the said company can practice the profession following any of the 
three options below: 

 Obtain a title after competitive bidding; 
 Obtain a forest concession through ownership transfer following the approval of 

MINFOF; 
 Sign a partnership with a title holder. As the case may be, the holder of a title may be a 

logging company, a municipality or a community within the context of the exploitation of 
community forests.  

To date, MINFOF has not yet issued a logging permit to any Sino-Asian operators. The 
application files initiated by the latter were not approved by MINFOF.  
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2.4.1.2 Wood processing companies 
 
 

  
Wood processors are industrial operators, who have obtained a Certificate of Registration as 
Wood Processor from the Minister of Forestry and Wildlife. Depending on their industrial 
capacities, wood processing units (WPU) can be classified into three categories according to 
the criteria presented in Table 1:  

Table 1: Characteristics of categories of wood processors in Cameroon 

First level 
processing  

Second level 
processing 

Third level processing  

Sawing   Panels, overlaying 
 Drying Joinery / doors and windows 
  Assembly of roof structures  

Assembly of roof structures 
 Solid wood processing Furnishing 
  Wooden constructions 
Rotatory cutting Plywood boards Parquetry works (ready to install) 
Slicing of a veneer 
sheets  

 Cabinetmaking activities (furniture)  

  Wood Crafts (Statues - decorations 
  Making of wooden crates, palettes, 

baskets 
Source: Douaud (2013)  
 

2.4.1.3 Approval of relationships  

In order to monitor actors and interrelations between them, the Ministry of Forestry gives its 
opinion on the proposed commercial relationships between certain actors. The intended 
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partners must submit to the Minister files that include specific documents. The contracts in 
question are specified in the MINFOF Procedural Manual. These contracts are:  

 The partnership agreement between an economic operator and a beneficiary 
community of the Community Forest (Procedure No. 53/DF/I);  

 The contract for the supply of logs or for the purchase of timber (PROCEDURE No. 
27/DF/I). 

However, it is important to note that the power to approve a contract is one of the items 
relating to the ownership that a notary is supposed to approve.  
 

2.4.2 Operators outside the control of MINFOF   

 
2.4.2.1 Agents - Merchants - Middlemen   

According to the trade legislation, the trade middleman is6 “an individual or a corporate 
body who has the power to act, or who intends to act, generally and professionally on 
behalf of another person, whether a trader or not, in order to conclude a legal commercial 
act with a third party”. In practice, middlemen are commonly called agents in the forestry 
sector. They work for European and Asian traders. In a bank or a stock exchange company, 
traders are operators who are specialised in the purchase and sale of securities, currencies 
and by-products. Such an agent therefore performs his professional activity by virtue of a 
mandate. The mandate of the middleman is a consensual act, which is not subject to any 
formal requirements and can be written or verbal. Article 22 (1) states that the intervention 
framework of middlemen must comply with the provisions of the Uniform Act relating to the 
general commercial law.  
 
The middlemen has the  status of a trader. Indeed, Article 3 of the Uniform Act relating to 
general commercial law provides that the operations of commercial middlemen, such as 
commission, brokerage and sales agency constitute commercial acts7. Of course, these acts 
must be performed professionally so that the person can be considered as a commercial 
middleman. This requirement provides that this activity should be conducted in a 
continuous, regular and independent manner. 
 
In practice in the forestry sector in Cameroon, agents receive 5% of the value of the goods 
from each actor involved in the transaction. Although traders have been involved in the 
forestry sector for over 40 years, the profession of trader is not recognised by MINFOF.    
Initially, the traders were Europeans, who had previously held senior positions in companies 
based in Cameroon. Their experience enabled them to acquire a mastery of the sector. 
Therefore, they have a good knowledge of the officials of the administration, the regulations, 
the costs of production for timber harvesting, processing, transportation, the auction system 
and the owners of the logging titles. Some traders started over time to establish a legal entity. 
They provide financial and material support to small and medium-sized logging companies. 
The areas in which they provide support are transportation, provision of equipment, etc. This 
is the case for companies like SOCAMBA.   
 
Some major European companies, which own concessions, have a long tradition of trading8. 
In this field, they work with traders who prospect the national territory in search of logs. 

                                                           

6Law No. 2016/004 of 18 April 2016 governing foreign trade in Cameroon 

 
7Article 170 of the OHADA Uniform Act relating to the general commercial law. 
8Here the term trader refers to a company specialised in the purchase of wood  
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Examples of such companies include ALPICAM, WIJMA, etc. These companies supply both 
the European markets and the Asian markets.  

2.4.2.2 Freight forwarders  

The freight forwarder is a professional of the organization of the international transportation 
of goods (import and export), and he works for a transport service company, or for the 
shipping service of a large company that has its own means. 
 
In a transport company, the freight forwarder or transit agent works at the crossroads of 
several activities: administrative, legal, logistic and commercial. 
 

At the administrative level, he manages all documents, forms and papers necessary for the 
formalities inherent in the transportation of goods: customs, shipping documents and 
various attestations, phytosanitary verification report, etc. 
 
From the technical point of view, he actually organizes the actual transportation in terms of 
routes, means of transport (train, truck, ship, plane, mixed transportation, etc.), destinations, 
time limits, fares, etc. At the commercial dimension, he prepares cost estimates in keeping 
with the requirements of the client whom he represents. In the event of a claim or litigation, 
he follows up the case until it is concluded.  
 

2.4.2.3 National middlemen 

In terms of relationships, the specificity of Sino-Asian investors is their tendency to avoid 
direct contacts with the various actors (administrative authorities, local populations, etc.). On 
the basis of their close relations with Asian operators in the timber sector, some nationals 
have specialised in networking and facilitating trade relations for them. They intervene in 
certain cases on their behalf, and take care of the administrative procedures. Some of them 
started working as translators.  In the areas of intervention of timber harvesting companies 
or during the establishment of wood processing units, national middlemen intervene to 
facilitate contacts with the local population.  As observed in Mali by Bertoncello et al (2009), 
the entry into the scene of elites in the category of middlemen was recently experienced in 
Cameroon. These elites are recruited from senior officials9 and business leaders, who have 
previously been in contact with these investors. The elites leverage the power conferred on 
them by their social position to facilitate the process, influence decision-making and, in some 
cases, corrupt some civil servants.  
 

                                                           
9The term Focal Point at MINFOF is used to designate the official who acts as the middleman of a company  
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As noted in previous sections, Asian investors prefer logs over sawn timber. The acquisition 
of these logs is done using strategies based on short, medium and long term objectives.  
 

3.1.1 Short-term strategies  

3.1.1.1 Signature of a partnership agreement for the exploitation of a logging 
title  

To obtain the logs, some Asian operators sign partnership contracts with license holders. 
These signed contracts are registered with a notary, or with the police services. The contracts 
specify the commitments of each signatory. In most cases, the Chinese side undertakes to 
make financial and/or material resources available to the title holder. For his part, the license 
holder undertakes to provide a quantity of logs to the financier10. Financial means are of great 
importance to the license holder. In most cases these resources help them to pay the annual 
forest royalties (RFA) and to bear the running costs. The material means consist of 
machinery, chainsaws, most of which are made in Asia.  
 

3.1.1.2 Purchase of logs   

a) Purchase with the intervention of middlemen   
Asian traders can be distinguished from European traders by their intervention approach 
dominated by discretion. In addition, they act mainly for Asian firms. Some middlemen live 
permanently in Cameroon. They occupy moderately equipped lodging facilities in the cities of 
Douala and Yaoundé. The units are made up of a group of 3 to 4 persons, who often belong to 
the same family. During this study, it was not possible to study the operating methods of 
Asian middlemen.  
 
                                                           
10In the forestry sector, the term ‘financier’ is used to refer to the financial and / or material partner  
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b) Direct purchase of logs (with invoices)  
For the Asian traders, this activity entails  buying the logs directly from the license holders. 
The purchased logs are either exported or transported to WPUs. The wood purchased comes 
from several categories of titles found throughout the forest zone. It was observed in the last 
decade that some logs were supplied from isolated parks11. Invoices are used when the client 
wants to be in good standing with respect to their tax obligations. Some transactions do not 
result in the production of an invoice.  
 

3.1.2 Long-term strategy   

Some operators find it difficult obtaining logs regularly. The main reasons include 
irregularities in the issuance of logging titles, prices charged and production costs. Faced 
with these constraints, some Asian operators put in place strategies / actions that enable 
them to obtain logs for a long time.  
 

3.1.2.1 Obtaining a logging approval  

Securing a logging permit is the entry point to access the logging profession. Some Asian 
operators have put a lot of effort from 2015 to obtain approvals for the forestry profession. It 
is important to point out that the procedure for obtaining an approval for the forestry 
profession is cumbersome, long and uncertain. Indeed, the approval is granted to an 
applicant after the opinion at first of an inter-ministerial committee, and then of the 
Presidency of the Republic. A limited number of Asian operators have resorted to this option, 
with no favourable result.  
 

3.1.2.2 Buyback of an approved company by Asian investors  

Faced with the numerous obstacles that make it difficult to obtain an accreditation as logging 
professional, Asian investors have sought to obtain accreditations for the forestry profession 
by buying back approved companies. Most of the targeted companies are Cameroonian 
owned companies that do not yet have any experience in the forestry sector. In fact, several 
Cameroonian-owned companies, rarely or hardly obtain logging titles after having been 
accredited into the forestry profession. The main reason is the selection procedure that 
eliminates some companies, but more importantly the lack of financial means.  
 
From our interviews, we learned that the amount to be disbursed for the purchase of an 
accredited logging company is CFA twelve million francs. The amount to be disbursed by an 
applicant is often CFA fifteen million francs during the logging rights award period.   
 

                                                           
11This is the case with parks that are not associated with any WPU.  
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3.1.2.3 Buying shares in the capital of an approved logging company or buying 
back a business in activity  
 

 
 
This transaction involves the acquisition of shares in the capital of an existing company, 
which has a license for the forestry profession and a logging title. The shares are bought 
either by a company or an individual having Asian capital. The decision to buy shares 
depends on the stakes and the ambitions of the stakeholders. In the majority of cases, this 
purchase of shares occurs when the initial enterprise experiences a cash flow problem in the 
course of its operation.  
 

3.1.3 Acquisition of timber by Sino-Asian companies  

 

3.1.3.1 Acquisition of logs from the logging titles  

MINFOF published the list of valid logging titles in March 2019. The study of the list revealed 
that the following titles are active: 93 FMUs, 36 communal forests and 142 Sales of standing 
volumes. It was therefore possible for us to identify, on the basis of the results of our surveys, 
the logging titles whose entry into operation requires Asian capital. 
 

Buying logs on a permanent basis  

This strategy consists mainly of buying shares in the capital of accredited companies and 
investing in the acquisition of a logging title: Forest Management Unit (FMU) and sales of 
standing volumes (SSV). Table 2 presents the companies that undertook this approach.  
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Table 2: Information on companies that obtain logs from the logging titles which they own 

No. Name of the 
enterprise Origin of capital Logging title 

number 

Nature of 
logging 
title 

Surface 
area (ha) 

Year of 
acquisition 

1 CIBC (Vicwood) China (Hong –
Kong) 10,015 UFA: 130,273 2005 

2 CFC (Vicwood) China (Hong –
Kong) 

10,001; 
10,002; 
10,003; 
10,004 
10 01 309 

UFA: 
 
SSV 

193,105 
 
2,359  

2005 
 
2017 

3 SAB (Vicwood) China (Hong-Kong) 10011 UFA: 48,554 2005 

4 SEBC (Vicwood) 
 China (Hong-Kong) 10007 UFA: 122,294 2005 

5 PROPALM-BOIS 
(Vicwood) China (Hong Kong) 09 024 

00 003 UFA: 76,002 
125,568 2019 

6 SFE China ex CFK –
WIJMA 09 022 UFA: 78,461 2019 

7 SOFOHNY China 10,043 
09013 FMUs 42,556 

66,607 
2014 
2013 

8 La Côtière 
Forestière China 10,065 UFA: 97,123 2014 

9 SEPFCO China 00001; 00002 FMUs 59,293 2017 

10 SOBOCA China 

09,015 
0801244 ; 
09 01344 
09 01345 

UFA: 
SSV 

40,363 
7,900 

2015 
2018 
2016 
2016 

11 Khoury J. (Khoury 
Group) Lebanon 08 004 UFA: 80,050 1997 

12 SMK (Khoury 
Group) Lebanon 08.003 

10 03 001 
UFA: 
SSV 

45,210 
2,500 

2014 
2017 

13 LFM China 
10,039 
09 03439 
09 03440 

UFA: 
SSVs 

47,585 
1,619 

2013 
2018 
2018 

14 JEAB China 
0901366; 
1004321; 
10 04321 

SSVs 3,080 
2016 
2018 
2018 

15 NAMBOIS China 

09 01378 
09 01379 
09 03424 
09 03427 
09 03432 

SSVs 4,625 

2016 
2016 
2018 
2018 
2018 

16 CAMWA China 07 0338 SSV 1,892 2018 
17 UNIPROVINCE China 11 02 24 SSV 1,735 2017 
18 FEEMAM China 10 04323 SSV 1,061 2018 

 Total    1174354  
 
From Table 2, it can be seen that of the 100 companies holding the logging titles in 
Cameroon, 18 have Sino-Asian capital, with 16 of them having Chinese capital. These 
companies control 18% of the surface area of FMUs. It is important to note that these areas 
are mainly based on 14% of FMUs. This tendency to acquire FMUs began in 2005 with the 
VICWOOD Group (4 FMUs). The appetite of Asian firms for FMUs is growing (Figure 3). In 
fact, the majority of the FMUs of the WIJMA group were recovered by the Asian firms (2 by 
PROPALM BOIS and 1 by SFE). It is noted that the VICWOOD group remains the leader and 
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controls to date 70% of the Asian surface areas, after acquisition by transfer of two FMU from 
the WIJMA group in 2017. This increase in the number of enterprises is positively correlated 
with the surface area of the titles.  

 
 

Figure 3. Evolution of the number of enterprises operating with Chinese capital and forest 
areas allocated to them 

Figure 3 shows an ever-increasing growth in the share of Chinese-owned enterprises in 
Cameroon’s forestry sector. The Chinese companies that started with only 4 companies that 
were awarded contracts for FMUs covering about 5 million hectares, now have 13 companies 
sitting on FMUs covering more than 11 million hectares. 
Given the difficulties faced in obtaining FMUs, some Asian-owned companies decided to 
target communal forests. To achieve this, these companies sign notarial partnerships with the 
said councils. Under such a deed, the company undertakes to finance the forest classification 
process, the development of the management plan. In return, the municipality undertakes to 
sell to this company at a preferential price, a certain volume of logs of certain tree species. In 
most cases, these contracts last for 05 years. Table 3 gives a summary of the communal 
forests that supply timber to Asian companies following the signature of a contract.  
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Table 3: Information on Communal Forests that are partners of companies with Asian 
capital 

No. Names Surface 
area in Ha 

Logging 
title 

number 

Notarised 
subcontractor Origin of capital 

1 Dimako Communal Forest 
(CF) 16,240 388 CTSC Cameroon/China 

2 Minta CF 41,087 1483 COFA Cameroon/China 

3 Mindourou/ 
Messamena CF 30,706 1484 STBC Lebanon 

4 Akom2/Efoulan CF 17,226 1485 CAMWA China 
5 Ambam CF 45,896 1487 COFA Cameroon/China 
6 Doume CF 45,359 1489 STBC Cameroon 
7 Doumaintang CF 34,718 1490 STBC Cameroon 
8 Mvangan CF 33,721 1491 CAMWA China 
9 Lomie CF 39,507 1492 GRACOVIR Cameroon/China 
10 Oveng CF 14,671 1493 BOISCAM Cameroon/China 
11 Bipindi/Akom2 CF 23,204 1494 SEXTRA Cameroon/China 
12 Bipindi/Lolodorf CF 47,547 1495 BOISCAM Cameroon/China 

13 Akom2/ 
Ebolowa 1& 2 CF 

Surface area 
to be clarified 1502 SEXTRA Cameroon/China 

14 Abong Mbang CF Surface area 
to be clarified 1504 STBC Cameroon 

15 Biwong Bane CF Surface area 
to be clarified 1507 CUF Lebanon 
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16 Yingui CF Surface area 
to be clarified 1508 SFNC Cameroon/China 

17 Batouri CF Surface area 
to be clarified 1509 DINO et Fils Cameroon 

18 Mengong/Ngoulemakong 
CF 

Surface area 
to be clarified 1512 BOISCAM Cameroon/China 

19 Salapoumbe CF 19,915 1513 BUMO Cameroon-Congo 
20 Massok/Songloulou CF  0703321 BOISCAM Cameroon/China 
21 Biwong bulu CF  1497 SFE China 

Source: list of notarised contracts approved by MINFOF  
 
Of the 21 notarised subcontracts approved by MINFOF for the exploitation of communal 
forests, 12 were signed with Asian enterprises. The two main reasons that seem to have led 
these companies to target the communal forests of the South and Littoral Regions are: (1) the 
presence of tree species cherished by the Asian market (Azobe, Tali, Ayous and Ekop ...) and 
proximity to shipping locations.  
 
Although the 17 other communal forests have not signed any subcontracts with Asian 
companies, a good portion of the timber from these forests still reaches the Asian market in 
general. Indeed, the use of cash as a method of payment  usually practised by Asians 
motivates the managers of communal forests to sell their wood to these companies.  
 

Acquisition of logs on a periodic basis   

This is the case of Asian-owned companies that acquire logs by signing partnership 
agreements with holders of titles for the sale of standing volumes. It was noted that recently 
this type of contracts were increasingly signed for the exploitation of sales of standing 
volumes issued in the areas of implementation of the structuring projects. As far as 
compliance with the legislation is concerned, several shortcomings were observed in the 
exploitation of these logging titles. The AGRECO report (2013) pointed out the following 
infringements committed in the implementation of SSV contracts: non-payment of taxes and 
duties, unauthorized harvesting of certain tree species, harvesting of timber beyond the limits 
of logging titles, exploitation below DME / DMA. An examination of the trading contracts 
with Asian companies, show that clauses relating to compliance with legal norms are not 
included in the contracts. This shortcoming constitutes a risk of interruption in supply in the 
event where the title holder is sanctioned by any administration. 41 companies involved in 
this malpractice were identified, 23 of which possessed at least 2 SSV contracts each. These 
titles are mainly found in the Littoral, South and Centre regions. 
 
Some title holders, who previously had satisfactory relations with Asian countries, are today 
middlemen / facilitators for the signing and implementation of these contracts. Although the 
responsibilities of the middlemen are unofficial, they remain indispensable for the execution 
of the contract.  

 
 
Table 4: Information relating to situations in which Sino-Asian companies obtain logs by 
signing partnership contracts for the harvesting of standing volumes. 

 

No. Name of the 
company Number of logging title Surface 

area (ha) 
1 KIFFER 070283 ; 0801241 ; 0808300 ; 110218 ; 110222 17516 

1 COFA 070283 ; 0702100 ; 0702101 ; 0901363 ; 
0901364 ; 0901365 6056 

2 SEXTRANSBOIS 0703337 ; 0804410 ; 0903402 ; 0904471 3162 
3 SEGC 0703340 1892 
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5 BMC 0801237 1898 

6 VERA 
FORESTIERE 0801238 2500 

7 AFC 0801245 ; 0903465 ; 0903466 4803 
8 MARTIAL 0801255 490 
9 ENJC 0803196 1650 
10 OYE Compagnie 070275 ; 0803226 4383 
11 IFTCA 0803228 ; 0804401 ; 0904413 6100 
12 ZTN 0804402 1800 
13 BOISCAM 0804411 1001 
14 LE ZENITH 0804236 ; 1001228 4840 
15 GRUMEX 0808216 ; 100325 3530 

16 HUGUETTE 
0808230 ; 0808231 ; 0808232 ; 0901340 ; 
0901341 ; 0901346 ; 0901348 ; 0901380 ; 
0903464 

9902 

17 WFC 0809245 2407 

18 EQUATOBOIS 0901204 ; 1004329 
1004324 ; 1004326 5141 

19 SAFE 0901337 ; 0903461 3825 

20 SBAC 0901342 ; 0901343 ; 0901376 ; 0901377 ; 
0903425 ; 0903426 5646 

21 Ets NZAMA et FILS 0901347 967 
22 ECAPRESSE 0901360 890 

23 Ste Ets TONKAM 
Marcel et Cie 0901361 1074 

24 EXAF 0901367 ; 1004329 2063 
25 MGZ 0901381 100 
26 NGO TOUCK 0901407 ; 0904411 2734 
27 SFB 0901410 1418 
28 SALI NDJIDA 0902210 ; 1004320 2025 
29 CTSC 0903357 ; 0903358 1570 
 - 10063 68 916 
30 CIC-MMB 0903428 ; 0903442 ;1004330 ; 1004330 3755 
31 GAU 0903431 975 
32 EFAF 0903438 882 
33 MANI 0903441 1070 
34 AFC 0903465 ; 0903466 ; 1004311 4267 
35 SEF 0903470 500 
36 LFIS 0903471 986 
37 LA ROSIERE 1002227 ; 1002404 ; 1004309 6287 
 - 10037 52 186 
38 MULTISERVICE 1002401 ; 1002402 3671 
 - 10028 77 692 
39 STCCF 1004327 ; 1004333 2054 
40 GFC 1004332 932 
41 SABE 0903452 ; 0903450 ; 0903451 2758 
42 BTA 0903444 ; 0904412 2521 

 
 

3.1.3.2 Sales of sawn timber by processing units   

The industrial landscape in the field of wood processing reveals two main groups of 
companies namely: large companies that are mostly owned by European investors on the one 
hand, and medium-sized companies that are owned by other small investors. MINFOF has 
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recorded a total of about 203 wood processing units in the forest zone of the national 
territory. 48 WPUs are classified in category one; 93 in category two and 62 in category three. 
The analysis of the collected data revealed that 41 WPUs are owned by Sino-Asian companies, 
representing about 20% of the industrial capacity of the whole country (see Table 5 below) 
Of the 41 Sino-Asian WPUs identified, the economic operators of Chinese nationality occupy 
the first place with 31 sawmills, five of which fall under category one (VICWOOD Thanry and 
SOFOHNY); followed by Lebanese WPUs (3 category one sawmills) and Vietnamese WPUs (3 
category two sawmills). Most of these sawmills are primarily involved in primary and 
secondary processing (Table 5). From the geographical standpoint, they are mainly 
concentrated near the major urban centres (Douala 32%, Yaounde 17%).  Some of these 
WPUs are established in the city of Douala as a result of the investor’s desire to be closer to 
the source of supply, consisting mainly of non-functional wood parks that they controlled 10 
years ago. Sino-Asian companies mainly focus on sawing (96%). Only 04 of them intervene in 
rotatory cutting. It was noted that the FELICIA factory at Abong-Mbang only peels logs.  
 
Unlike logging titles where partnerships are often observed, Asian WPUs are established 
solely with the funds of these Asian companies. The exception here is the case of CAMSWA, 
for which the shares of the original German partners were bought by Chinese.  
In the majority of cases, the administration in charge of forests is not associated in the 
process of design and implementation of WPUs. The project promoter only requests for 
exploitation permits when the machines are already installed. MINFOF cannot therefore 
require the developer to put in place processing systems that secure a higher added value 
for the wood. Therefore, Asian operators take advantage of this loophole in terms of WPU 
requirements to put in place rough plants.  
 

Table 5: List of WPUs with Sino-Asian capital  

No. Name of WPU Origin of capital 

Type of 
processing 
activity of the 
WPU 

Products Venue 

1 CFC (VICWOOD) China 1 – 2 Sawing Lokomo 
2 SEBC (VICWOOD China 1 – 2 Sawing Ngola 35 

3 PROPALM  
(VICWOOD) China (Hong –Kong) 1 -2 Sawing Eseka 

4 CAMSAW 
Partnership with an 
unidentified Chinese 
operator 

1 – 2 Sawing, 
veneer Yaoundé 

5 SOFHONY China 1 – 2 
Sawing, 
veneer and 
plywood 

Yaoundé-Ahala 

6 GRACOVIR/MBI Partnership with Asian 
operators 1 Sawing Ebolowa 

7 SEPFCO China 1 -2 Sawing Eseka 
8 SABM (Khoury) Lebanon 1 -2 Sawing Pela 
9 EFMK (Khoury) Lebanon 1 -2 Sawing Ngoro 

10 SN COCAM  
(Khoury) Lebanon 1 -2 

Sawing, 
plywood 
and veneer 

Mbalmayo 

11 SOBOCA China 1 -2 Sawing Yaoundé 

12 MEKOGECAM 
ENTERPRISES (PR) 

Partnership with 
unidentified Chinese 
operators 

1 -2 Sawing Douala 

13 KAILINTONG 
Wood company China 1 -2 Sawing and 

veneer Mbankomo 
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14 LFM China 1 -2 Sawing Yaoundé 
15 BWBC China 1 -2 Sawing Yaoundé 

16 SCT China 1 -2 Rotary 
sawing  Yaoundé 

17 STB China 1 -2 Sawing Yaoundé 
18 EXOWOOD China 1/2 Sawing Mbalmayo 
19 Ets CTB China 1/2 Sawing Edéa 
20 CAME LTD China 1 and 2 Sawing Douala 
21 CATALI Africa China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
22 JEAB China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
23 LCF China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
24 LONG HUNG China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
25 ELDORADO China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
26 SBF China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
27 SI HAI SARL China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
28 SON HAI EXIM China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
29 ZNG WOOD China 1/2 Sawing Douala 

30 PAN AFRICAN 
WOOD China 1/2 Sawing Douala 

31 SONIC Wood Vietnam 1/2 Sawing Yaoundé 
32 CAMWA China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
33 NAMBOIS China 1/2 Sawing Douala 
34 FEEMAM China 1/2 Sawing  

35 
JIN CHENG XIANG 
INTERNATIONAL 
(JIXI) 

China 1/2 Sawing Sangmélima 

36 WANLONG China 1/2 Sawing Sangmélima 
37 TCI China 1/2 Sawing Bertoua 
38 SCTW China 1/2 Sawing Bertoua 
39 SCBD Vietnam 1/2 Sawing Bertoua 
40 VICAM Vietnam 1 – 2 Sawing Bertoua 

41 FELICIA China 1/2 Sawing and 
veneer Abong Mbang 

 
 

 

Unlike wood from Community Forests, which mainly feeds the Asian market, the wood from 
the other titles is sold both on the European and Asian markets.  
The wood that is supplied to the Asian market is also characterised by multiple sources of 
supply (for which the legality is not always guaranteed) and transit points before its export 
(rupture parks). This specificity is highlighted in Table 6 for the woods supplied to some 
WPUs of the Centre and East regions.  
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The arrival of Asian operators has helped to revamp the timber trade. Several operators have 
created transit parks that are supplied with wood that does not always come from the titles 
they own. Nowadays, these transit parks are the supply points for several Asian operators.     
 

Table 6: Illustration of the diversification of the sources of supply of certain WPUs (Source: 
Regional Delegations of Forestry and Wildlife for the Centre and East) 

Company 
name 

Date of 
creation Sources of supply 

EXOWOOD 2016 SOBOCA (FMU 09015), VC 0801244, BTI (transit park) 
and LFM (transit park) 

SCT 2016 GIC Angouognini, Association Ognoul , Association 
Darkoza 

LFM 2015 FMU 10 039, VC 09 03 439, VC 09 03 440, SBAC, 
FEEMAN 

Bois de 
Yaoundé 2017 Contract with LFM (transit park) 

SONIC BOIS 2018 Contracts with CFM and SFB 

SOFOHNY  FMU 10 048, UFF 09 013, SEXTRANS, BOISCAM, SIM, 
SBAC, DINO et Fils 

STB 2016/2017 Undeclared 
CAMSAW 2015/2016 Undeclared 
KAILITONG 2016 The Bouaka Forestry Company (SFB) 
SCTW 2015 Belabo / Diang Forest Reserve, GIC KO’OMO 

SCBD 2018 Equato-Bois SSV, Belabo / Diang Forest Reserve, GIC 
SOCAPE, GIC Zangana, GIC Sanka Dina, GIC Gbenmo 

VICAM 2018 
GIC Gbenmo, GIC KO’OMO, GIC SOCOPEC, Belabo / 
Diang Forest Reserve, Equato-Bois SSV, GIC Zangana, GIC 
Sanka Ona 
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CF 2016 
CTSC, BUMO, PANAGIOTIS MARELIS, GIC GBENMO, 
BMC SSV, Express Affaire SSV, Equato-Bois SSV, FMU la 
Côtière Forestière, GIC les Dix Doigts 

 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Material cycle when the market was dominated by Europeans   

 

 
Figure 5: Current material cycle under the influence of European capital 
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Figure 6: material cycles under Asian capital  

Asian operators are gradually moving away from two practices that they implemented in the 
past. These include the application for accreditation into the forestry profession and the 
signing of partnership agreements with Cameroonian companies prior to the application for a 
title. Today, the Asian companies are minimising risks by sourcing mainly from companies 
that already have titles. These companies are showing an increasing interest in forest 
concessions (FMUs and Communal Forests).  This has been observed in the last 4 years with 
the entry into the scene of the following companies: SFE (02 FMUs), PROPALM BOIS (02 
FMUs), SOBOCA (01 FMU and 03 Communal Forest), COFA (01 Communal Forest). 

Initially Asian investors signed exclusive contracts with title holders. The Asian investors 
used to market only five main wood species (Ekop, Sapelli, Tali, Okan and Bubinga). This 
limitation represented a real shortfall for title holders, who could not market the other 
species, in spite of the existence of a demand for them on the market. Furthermore, these 
main species are in most cases sold on the Asian markets, in which the demand for wood is 
not regular. In most cases, the exclusivity clauses were sources of conflicts. The title owner 
witnessed a slowdown of his activities resulting in the reduction of his profit margin.  
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Nowadays, the title owner can have a partner other than the Asian company who contributed 
funding at the beginning of the process. 

Asian investors who were initially interested mainly in logs,  are now investing in wood 
processing. It is important to point out that the technological equipment they use are quite 
rudimentary and not sufficiently developed. These processing units do not offer enough 
added value to the wood, even if the material yields are interesting. Quality requirements 
during the production process are limited. Most of them are set up thanks to the investments 
mobilised by their owners. These investors have an increased preference for sawn timber that 
does not undergo the drying operations.   

Chinese investors are no longer limiting themselves to providing only the financial resources. 
Nowadays, we find an increasing number of Asian workers in lumber camps. and WPUs. In 
the lumber camps, Asian workers are involved as tree fellers, chainsaw operators, although 
there is no guarantee that they have the technical skills needed to perform the logging 
professions. They also intervene in the support activities using their expertise in the 
maintenance of Asian-designed equipment. Asian workers are seen in the project sites of 
SEFCO, la Côtière Forestière, BOISCAM and SOFOHNY. Some companies are trying to 
establish a forestry operations control system, which is limited to the inventory of wood 
leaving the site on trucks. The persons in charge of these control systems have no knowledge 
of Cameroonian legislation in the fields of forestry, labour and the environment. The Asian 
WPUs mostly recruit Asian workers. The reason advanced by the owners of these companies 
is the mastery by the latter of the technological equipment. The issue of foreign labour shown 
should be taken into account within the framework of the legality of employment. 

These types of transactions are dominated by cash payments of the products accompanied by 
administrative documents and seals (seal of the forest administration) to launder the forest 
products which are objects of the transaction. The financial liability for these timber 
laundering operations rests on the smuggler suppliers. The Sino-Asian operator integrates all 
transaction costs when buying the products at the ports of Douala or Kribi. To minimize the 
risks, some smugglers are paid in stages: Departure from the lumber yard, arrival of the 
goods in Douala in a transit park, parking of the wood in containers and shipment. More 
often than not transactions are carried out at night in one of the many transit parks located in 
one of these two port cities and / or in Yaounde. This type of trading is practised in most 
cases by Asian actors who do not comply with any requirements relating to the legality of the 
timber they buy. A freight forwarder in Douala said that “some Asians buy wood without 
asking for the transportation documents”. These actors are recruited among agents, owners 
of transit parks and owners of WPUs. 
 
In most cases, smuggled timber is obtained from non-permanent forest estates (DFNP), in 
particular the sales of standing volumes, Timber Salvage Permits, etc. This wood passes 
through the transit parks of companies that do not have a logging permit. The lack of a 
computer tool to monitor the timber that passes through the transit parks, has reinforced the 
use of the transit park as points for the laundering of timber. The most common destinations 
of the woods that are bought sporadically are the names of cities. These names of cities are 
rather imprecise and do not allow to find out the origin of the timber. It is desirable that this 
timber should be destined for points recognized by MINFOF such as transit parks, sawmill 
park).  
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In this case, logs and / or sawn wood are delivered to exporters or traders at the level of the 
sea port. It is the responsibility of the exporter and / or the trader to carry out all the 
administrative operations inherent to the export of the purchased products. Land 
transportation and administrative documents are the responsibility of the vendor-supplier up 
to the sea shore. 

Wood shipment operations are carried out by authorized freight forwarders. In the Douala 
City, there are many Asians of various professions involved in the timber trade. Over time, 
they are beginning to have a good mastery of the timber export operations. Some Asians are 
increasingly present in the sea port and are involved in jobs that were previously done by 
freight forwarders. These jobs include the payment of export taxes, the tracking of shipments 
at the forestry posts.  

In this case, Sino-Asians negotiate directly with licensed logging companies to access the 
resource. The wood may be delivered in the ship (FOB price); the proof of payment is 
traceable.  

It was noted that most Asian traders pay their timber suppliers in cash. The amounts of the 
payments range from hundreds of thousands to tens of millions of CFA francs.  This method 
of payment does not comply with the legislation and creates a loss of earnings to the State. 
This practice prevents the Asian buyer, who does not have any tax file, from paying the VAT 
and the other taxes accruing from the purchase of the logs. Furthermore, this practice does 
not allow the wood seller to lose ownership of the wood. The seller’s documents or those of 
another partner are subsequently used for other transactions. This practice gives rise to the 
payment of commissions / royalties.   
 
Our investigations revealed that the money used by Asian operators does not come from 
banks, as pointed out by some actors. It is observed that the money is borrowed from a local 
merchant. This borrowed money is used for timber purchases, and to pay for the logistics and 
the export charges. After the timber has been sold in Asia, the timber buyer buys goods in 
Asia worth the wood received, and exports them to the merchant in Cameroon from whom 
the money was borrowed. 

One of the specificities of Asian actors is their resolution not to be easily accessible to 
outsiders and to work in isolation.  
 
 



TIMBER TRADE IN CAMEROON CONTROLLED BY ASIAN COMPANIES : Page 37

 
Table 7 presents the directory of actors involved in the timber field. 

Table 7. Directory of actors involved in the timber trade 

Area of 
intervention Name / Location Contact details of 

manager 
Origin of 

capital 
Trade union in 
the making 

Group of Asian actors of the 
wood industry in Cameroon Contact Camille Simo  

Freight forwarder  
Ambassa Michel Ange 
67288 0380 Cameroonian 

SOCANEC Francis Pom 675857804 Cameroonian 

Wood processing 
and trading 

EXOWOOD (Yaoundé) Mr. Essi 677329315 Chinese 
SCT (Yaoundé-Wood 
processing) Mr. Mbogni 677236715 Chinese 

LFM (Yaoundé) Wood 
processing and trading Mr. Ali 678585858 Lebanon 

Bois de Yaoundé (Yaoundé, 
Wood processing and trading) Mr. Nkengni 697709406 Vietnam 

SONIC BOIS (Yaoundé) Mr. Hien Harry 
675706170 China 

SOFOHNY (Yaoundé) Mr. Chérif 698778888 
Mrs. Lyly 675706170 China 

STB  (Yaoundé) Mr. Séraphin 664244464 China 
CAMSAW (Yaoundé) Mr. Mamouda 677140757 China 
KAILITONG (Yaoundé) Mr. Nkoulou 678962102 China 
SCTW (Bertoua) 677236795 China 
SCBD (Bertoua) 699978690 Vietnam 
VICAM (Bertoua) 690649767 Vietnam 
CF (Bertoua) 691007117 Vietnam 

 SON HAI TRADE and Export 
SARL (Douala) 

Esai James Ndam Njoya 
677545248 Vietnam 

 Panafrica Wood (Douala) Mr. Minlend 6 99 83 22 
59 Chinese 

 Ets Belinga (Douala) Tabeco 693333180 Chinese 
 

In the last 10 years (2009-2018), Cameroon has exported 13.34 million m3 of wood to 96 
destinations (countries) in the world. The proportions by continents are as follows:  60.1% to 
Asia, 33.5% to Europe, 4.3% to Africa, 1.9% to America and 0.08% to Oceania. Figure 7 shows 
the evolution of Cameroonian timber exports to the five largest destinations in the last ten 
years. 
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Figure 7: Evolution of the volumes of wood exported to the 5 largest destinations 

Figure 7 shows that during the period from 2009 to 2018, China alone imported 4.92 million 
m3 of timber from Cameroon, or 36.9% of the total volume of timber exported. China is 
successively followed by Vietnam (2.07 million m3), Italy (1.22 million m3), Belgium (0.96 
million m3) and France (0.5 million m3). These 5 countries recorded accumulated imports of 
9.78 million m3 of wood, representing 73.29% of Cameroon's timber exports. The rest of the 
exported wood was shared between the 91 other destinations. 
 
Figure 7 also shows that timber exports to Asia (China and Vietnam) have steadily increased 
over time. Exports to China increased from less than 300,000 m3 in 2009 to a peak of 
700,000 m3 in 2017, that is, more than double the initial figures. If China in Asia is the 
largest importer of Cameroonian timber, Vietnam’s appetite for this product is equally great. 
In fact, exports to Vietnam have quadrupled, moving from 100,000 m3 in 2009 to 400,000 
m3 in 2018. However, exports to Europe (Italy, Belgium and France) and to the rest of the 
world remained fairly stable. This strong growth in exports to China could be explained by 
the increase in the number of Chinese-owned enterprises that have established in Cameroon, 
as presented above. This demand for Cameroonian timber covers the main products needed 
in the first class and second class industries. These products include: logs, sawn wood, 
veneer, plywoods and chipboard. Figure 8 shows the evolution of exported volumes for each 
product type from 2009 to 2018. 
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Figure 8. Evolution of the volumes of the different exported products 

Figure 8 shows that the main products exported are logs (51.7%) and sawnwood (44.1%). 
There is a gradual increase in the volumes of these two products (logs and sawnwood) over 
time while the volume of veneers, plywood and chipboard have remained constant. The 
policy of limiting or even reducing log export quotas advocated by the Cameroonian forestry 
administration, is not enough to curb export rates for this product. Indeed, although slight 
drops in exports have been recorded (in 2011-2012 and then in 2016 and in 2018), the overall 
trend shows an increase in volumes of logs exported over time. Meanwhile, the exports of 
processed products have remained stable (sawnwood, plywoods and veneer).  
 
Chipboard exports ended in 2012 while plywood exports ended in 2018. Between 2017 and 
2018, there was a decline in log exports  in favour of sawn timber. This reflects the 
willingness of Asian investors to increasingly patronise the exploitation and processing of 
Cameroonian timber. The establishment of these wood processing units could be a 
preparation for a possible total ban on log exports, as was the case in Gabon in 2010.  

Although the Asian continent is the main destination of Cameroonian timber, the demands of 
countries differ in terms of products and their quantity. Figure 9 shows the evolution of 
volumes of timber exported to the major Asian destinations.  
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Figure 9. Evolution of volumes of timber exported to different Asian destinations 
Figure 9 shows that China and Vietnam are the main export destinations for Cameroonian 
wood in Asia receiving 87.6% of the timber exported (61.3% to China and 25.8% to Vietnam). 
These countries are followed by Bangladesh (4.2%), India (3.4%) and the United Arab 
Emirates (1.1%). The rest of Asia shares the remaining 4.3%. Exports to China and India are 
growing, while those to other Asian countries have remained stable. This reflects the appetite 
of China and Vietnam for Cameroonian woods. 
 
Figure 10 shows the evolution of volumes of different products exported to Asia in the last 10 
years. 

 

Figure 10. Evolution of the volumes of different products exported to Asia 

Logs and sawnwood are the most exported wood products to Asia, accounting for 99.1% 
(79.3% logs and 19.8% sawnwood) of the volume of all wood products exported to Asia. This 
reveals that Asian countries prefer unprocessed products (logs) and those from primary 
processing (sawnwood and veneers), to the detriment of those which have undergone 
secondary or tertiary processing. This may be justified by the fact that Asians have adequate 
equipment for further processing of logs at home.  
 

Exports of wood products to Asia also depend on the physical properties of the wood, as well 
as the associated taxes. The consumers prefer particular tree species (figure 11).  



TIMBER TRADE IN CAMEROON CONTROLLED BY ASIAN COMPANIES : Page 41

 
Figure 11. Evolution of volumes of tree species exported to Asia 
Figure 11 highlights a strong dominance of Tali as the most traded tree species on the Asian 
market. This species represents 24.3% of the total volume of wood exported to Asia. In terms 
of importance, Tali is followed by Okan / Adoum (17.2%), Ayous / Obeche (11.9%), Awoura 
(6.3%), Dabéma (5.5%) and Sapelli (5.1%). The other species represent 29.7%. It is clear that 
the Asian market is turning to the species abandoned by the European market, which prefers 
high value or noble species like Iroko, Azobe, Moabi and the red Padouk. The quantities of 
these complementary species harvested in the past 10 years warrants that particular attention 
should be paid to the sustainability of their exploitation.   

Between 2009 and 2018, 271 companies exported Cameroonian timber abroad. Figure 12 
shows the proportions of wood volumes exported by these firms. 
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Figure 12. Proportion of volumes of timber exported by companies 

The six main companies exporting Cameroonian wood, in a decreasing order of importance, 
are: SFID (9.3%), SIM (9.1%), ALPICAM (6.9%), CCT (5.5%), GRUMCAM (3.8%), FIPCAM 
(3.2%) and PALLISCO (2.8%). The other 264 companies share 59.4% of the volumes 
exported. It is clear that these companies do not have Sino-Asian capital. The first Asian-
owned company in this ranking is FEEMAN. It ranks 10th with only 2.3% of the wood 
exports. The COMCAM databases used in this study did not provide information on the 
destinations of timber exported by firms. However, discussions with business managers 
revealed that European-owned companies export significant quantities of timber to Asia.  

The Sino-Asian countries are not only interested in the wood products of Cameroon’s dense 
rainforests. Of the ten products whose marketing is subject to authorization from the forestry 
administration (Ebony, Pygeum, Yohimba, Voacanga, charcoal, raffia nuts, arabic gum , 
Cinchona, rattan and  recovered products), 07 are exported to Asia. Figure 13 illustrates the 
evolution of volumes of special products exported to Asia over the past ten (10) years. 
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Figure 13. Evolution of volumes of special products exported to Asia 

Ebony is the main tree species used for the manufacture of luxury objects. It is the main 
product exported to Asia (72.4% of exports), with a peak (738,000 tonnes) in 2012. This 
product is followed by Yohimba (10.1%) which is  sought-after for its aphrodisiac properties. 
Other special products to this destination include Voacanga (5.5%), raffia nuts (3.5%), 
charcoal (1.3%), cinchona (0.2%) and rattan (0.1%). 
 

The arrival on the scene of Sino-Asian actors in the past two decades has caused changes in 
the Cameroonian forestry sector. 
 
Although the Sino-Asian actors have shown a growing interest in acquiring non-permanent 
forest estate (DFNP) titles, most of them are now collaborating with titleholders. In the 
background, they provide financial and material support for the exploitation, processing and 
marketing of wood. 
 
The marketed products are mainly logs from permanent forest estate (DFP) titles. In the 
majority of the cases, logs from the DFP intended for China pass through the facilities of the 
titleholder. 
 
Logs from the DFNP estates pass through the transit parks, and are often exported under the 
cover of a third party.  
 
The specificity of the transactions carried out by these operators is the cash payment of 
transactions for amounts higher than the regulatory requirements. This practice creates a 
loss of earnings to the State resulting from the non-payment of certain taxes. The state is not 
the only loser in this practice. In some cases, the owners of the wood resource do bad 
business by making transactions without the issuance of sales documents. These transactions 
are carried out under the control of several middlemen.  
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At the end of the workshop for the validation of the consultant’s report, the following 
recommendations were made as summarized in the following table:  

Table8: Summary of recommendations made at the end of the report validation workshop 

No. Problems WWF Action MINFOF Action 
1 Non recognition by MINFOF of 

an important group of actors 
involved in the timber trade 
chain (intermediate traders, 
national freight forwarders) 
some of whom are involved in 
illegal activities 

Facilitate dialogue 
between the actors 
(MINFOF, 
MINCOMERCE)  
Traders should be 
recognized as business 
entities 
 

 

2 Limited compliance with the law 
when signing partnership 
agreements on forest exploitation 
for small-scale logging titles 

Raise the awareness of 
stakeholders, support the 
various actors by helping 
them to draft model 
contracts that give due 
consideration to the 
regulations 

 

3 Late information of the forest 
administration during  the 
establishment of many WPUs 
(The owners apply for the 
authorisation for implantation 
when the machines are already 
installed 

 The size and source of 
wood supply should be 
taken into account in 
the issuance of CEQTB 
to small-scale 
processors (joineries, 
 Lighten the 
procedures for groups 
of small-scale 
processing units 
planing mills, joineries) 
 Verify the quality of 
imported machines 
(modernity, output)  

4 Financial transactions in cash. 
These transactions do not follow 
the normal channel (bank) 

The attention of MINFI 
should be drawn to these 
practices that do not 
comply with the 
regulations 

 

5 Increasing employment at all 
levels of Asian personnel who 
have very little understanding of 
the Cameroonian legislation in 
the area of trade. 

Prepare a guide for 
compliance with labour 
regulations concerning 
foreign workers and a 
sectorial legislation 
(Forestry, Trade, 
MINFOF) 

 

6 Trading with smugglers Conduct an investigation 
on smuggling 

 

7 Official documents are not used 
to give information about the 
woods that enter sawmills 
The way bills bear destinations of 
cities  

 Require processing 
actors to use notebooks 
to track goods entering 
the factories 
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Prohibit logging 
companies from 
mentioning the names 
of cities as destinations 
on way bills   

8 Limited consideration of the 
environment in the operation of 
some Sino-Asian investments  

 Make licensing / 
authorisation subject to 
the legislation on the 
environment  

10 Sino-Asian WPUs no longer 
operate at full capacity as a result 
of conflicting regulatory 
requirements of MINFOF and 
MINFI on product groups   

Conduct a study on the 
economic profitability of 
log export versus 
processing (eco-
certification context, 
legality and low legality) 
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Full name Function /Responsibility Contact number 
NTI MEFEU  
Salomon  

MINFOF Divisional Delegate for Wouri  ntimefesolo@yahoo.fr  

Ella Cyrille  Regional Service Head for Forests in the 
Littoral  

675 33 05 37 

MINLED Francis  Deputy Director Panafrica-Wood  699 83 22 59 
NDAM NJOYA 
Esai James  

Administrator of SON HAI TRADE and 
Export 

 

Kamdem Simo 
Camille  

Forestry Expert  677 43 09 97 
ckamdemsimo@yahoo.fr  

M Le Hong  Supply Manager of SON HAI TRADE and 
Export 

654 49 34 68 

BILONG Cathy  Head of Forestry Post Port 1 670 89 26 81 
Ndoube 
Cathérine  

Customs post 7  

Nnanga Evarist  Forestry Operations Manager SOFOCAM  697 04 58 93  
evarist_nnanga9@hotmail.co
m  

Biloa Francis  Regional wood processing Service Head for 
the South  

698 49 89 92 
biloa.joseph@yahoo.fr  

Adama Moute  Regional Forestry Service Head for the South  674 17 17 05 
adamamout@yahoo.fr  

Ngalim Olive  Regional Forestry Service Head for the Centre  675 82 19 20  
ngalimolive@yahoo.fr  

Didier Nyansi  Controller at the MINFOF East Regional 
Brigade  

674 34 13 64 
nyansididier@yahoo.fr   

Moneye Jean Joel  Regional Forestry Service Head for the Centre  monyejoel@yahoo.fr  
Essi Jean  Public Relations Officer of EXOWOOD  
Nanfack Borel  Head of Forestry Station for Bertoua  Telephone No.: 695 62 40 24 

  696 15 80 09 
Amougou Achille  Support staff at the Department of Forestry 

MINFOF / SIGIF  
Telephone No.: 673353716 

Samuel Nguiffo  CED Coordinator  Tel: 699 623 754 
Toumouksala  Director of Promotion and Wood Processing  Telephone No.: 677454169 
Tiebou Joseph  Deputy Director of Wood Processing  677673012 

jtiebou@yahoo.com  
jtiebou@gmail.com  

Blandine Oulguia  GFBC 679270960 
ouoguia@yahoo.fr  

Ndoumou Jacque  Service Head at the Department of Foreign 
Trade  

 

Salah Marcel  Service Head for Statistics DPTB MINFOF  
Ngo Badjeck 
Marie-Ange  

Service Head for Wood Processing at 
MINFOF 

Telephone No.: 674521427 
 

Gerard Fokapi  Chinese Middleman  Telephone No.: 699093382 
Anges Ambassa  Accompanying agent of Asian operators in 

transit and taxation  
Telephone No.: 699920086 
ambassa21@yahoo.fr  
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