Crisis in the Kenyan Woodcarving Industry —

options for ecological and economic sustainability

Conference of the WWF-UNESCO initative on " People and Plants" to be held on 18-19 Septerber 2000
at the Kenya College of Communications Technology (KCCT), Mbagathi Campus, Tel.: 891201

Programme Outline

Monday, 18 September 2000

8-9 am

9-9:30

9:30-11:00
11-11:30
11:30-12:30
12:30-2 pm
2-3 pm
3-3:30
3:30-4
4-5:30

6:30

Registration of participants
Welcome remarks — Paul B. Vitta, Director UNESCO Nairobi Office

Opening of the Conference — Francis M. Nyenze, Minister for Environment and Natural
Resources

Presentations by Carvers, Forest Department, Oxfam, Ten Thousand Villages, UNESCO
Tea

Presentations (ctd.)

Lunch

Group work: review of problems in the woodcarving sector

Groups presentations

Tea

Group work: recommendations for solving problems in the woodcarving sector

Cocktail

Tuesday, 19 September 2000

8-9 am
9-10:30
10:30-11
11-12:30
12:30-2
2-3:30

3:30

Presentation of group work: recommendation for problem solution
Review of group presentations

Tea

Plenum discussion

Lunch

Conclusions and recommendations

Closure
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The Kenyan woodcarving industry: important facts
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The Kenyan woodcarving industry supports approximatel y 80,000 woodcarvers with
an estimated 500,000 dependants.

Kenyan woodcarvings are worth more than 1.5 billion Kenya Shillings per year.

The Kenyan woodcarving industry uses over 50,000 trees equivalent to almost 8,000
m’ of wood annually. This is equivalent to ten trees being felled per hectare of natural
closed-canopy forest in Kenya every year.

Until recently, the Kenyan woodcarving industry relied to about 90 percent on three
preferred tree species: mahogany (muhuhu, Brachylaena huillensis), ebony (mpingo,
Dalbergia melanoxylon) and olive (mutamaiyu, Olea europaea ssp. africana).

The selective harvesting of preferred species has led to a decline and locally to a
collapse of the tree population and contributed to the degradation of forests and
woodlands.

The selective harvesting of mature trees of the preferred species has limited the
species’ regeneration ability (due to removal of the seed source) and endangers the
survival of small mammals, birds, reptiles and insects who depend on these trees for
food or shelter.

The collapse of Kenyan populations of muhuhu, mpingo and other carving species has
caused the problem to be exported into Tanzania, with hundreds of logs being
smuggled across the border to meet the Kenyan demand for woodcarvings.

Because of the shortage of traditional carving woods, carvers have explored the
possibility to use alternative species, most of which are fast-growing introduced
multi-purpose species grown on farms. These include neem (mwarobaini,
Azadirachta indica), Jacaranda (Jacaranda mimosifolia), grevillea (mukima, Grevillea
robusta), mango (mwembe, Mangifera indica) and others.

Because of their fast growth, general availability and suitability to produce quality
carvings they have been termed “good woods”.

The use of “good woods” has minimal ecological impact. The trees are planted
primarily for other purposes than for carving (medicine, fodder, shade, ornament,
timber), they can be pruned, they coppice and they grow five times faster than forest
or woodland species

A neem trees grows to a diameter of 80 cm in 50 years. A muhuhu tree requires more
than 200 years to grow to this size.

Carvings from “good woods” can make excellent art objects with innovative designs.
Large importers increasingly demand for carvings produced from sustainable wood
sources. Only “good woods” can qualify as they originate from managed farms.

The Annual Allowable Cut (AAC) of neem trees with diameters greater than 50 cm in
the Kenyan coastal strip is over 200,000 m>. This species alone could therefore supply
a woodcarving industry 25 times the size of the current without negative ecological
consequences.

To help Kenyan carvers fulfill the criteria increasingly required for export, WWF and
UNESCO work with the Forest Stuartship Council (FSC) to achieve certification for
“good wood” carvings.

At the same time, efforts are being supported to establish plantations of trees suitable
for carving.



2. The Tentative Agenda

During the discussions with the stakeholders a number of issues which are important for
the improvement of wood carving industry came up. These issues and the observations
made (by the researcher) during the visits were used when making the tentative agenda

given below:-

(a) Discuss and look for effective ways for involving stakeholders in the wood carving
industry and farmers in the pIan_ting of “good wood” plant species other local
species used for wood carving and any other species for the improvement of the
environment.

(b) Discuss problems which can hinder massive tree planting campaigns and the
modalities of doing it and find oyt the possibility of using community based groups

(CBGs) particularly in places where wood carving industry is intense e.g.

Wamunyu and the other surrounding areas.
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(b)

Discuss problems which can hinder massive tree planting campaigns and the

modalities of doing it and find oyt the possibility of using community based groups

(CBGs) particularly in places where wood carving industry is intense e
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| et

Rucd

A

| =

=)

e
il

L

L

E-&};ﬁ.a

| Sl

o
3
i)
e

(c)

(d)

(e)

()

(8)
(h)

0)

(k)
D

Discuss the problem of pricing wood carvings to avoid exploitation of carvers by
middle men.

Discuss the problem of wood wastage and ways of minimizing it.

Discuss marketing strategies by co-operatives and by individual carvers for the
purposes of making them more effective and expand markets. This should include
other measures for improving the trade.

The need for educating carvers, which areas they need education in and the effective
approaches to adopt and adapt.

Discuss the leadership crisis affecting the co-operatives

Discuss the corruption problems facing the co-operatives and KCCU e.g. in the
distribution of orders, elections and the education of voters e.t.c.

Discuss the use, and the popularisation of “good wood” and its products here and
elsewhere (even abroad).

Discuss the problem of overcrowding and the overtaxing of facilities in working
sites which can result to health problems.

Ways of dealing with wood carving waste.

Problems of migration and belonging to more than one co-operative.

(m) Possibility of using wood from other countries (?)

(n)

Way of making “good wood” carving products more appealing to buyers and the

preservation measures needed e.t.c.
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United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization ” [ s E " Organisation des Nations Unies pour |'éducation, la science et la culture

UNESCO Nairobi Office
Bureau de ’'UNESCO i Nairobi
P.O. Box 30592, Nairobi, KENYA

Cable: Unesco Nairobi United Nations Offices
Telex: 22275, Nairobi E-mail: NATROBI @ UNESCO.ORG Gigiri, Block C
Fax: (+254-2) 215991 Telephone: 621234

Reference: NAI/ECO/5866/36.1

11 September 2000

Dear Prof. Mutiso,

Invitation to participate in Conference on the Kenyan Woodcarving Industry

Since 1994, UNESCO and WWF have collaborated with national institutions such as National Museums
of Kenya, Kenya Forestry Research Institute, Forest Department and others to help Kenyan carvers operate
more sustainably. In particular, efforts were made to promote farm-grown tree species suitable for carving
instead of destructively harvested slow-growing forest species. Through certification of products made from
sustainably harvested wood, returns to carvers are likely to increase and markets abroad will be opened up.
Large buyers increasingly demand for such products. This provides opportunites for Kenyan carvers, both
economically and ecologically.

We would be delighted if you could participate in this 2-day conference/workshop which will be held on
18-19 September 2000 at the Kenya College of Communications Technology, Mbagathi Campus. A programme
outline as well as a factsheet on the Kenyan woodcarving industry is attached for your information. Please also
note that a Cocktail will be served on Monday evening.

We look forward to welcoming you at Mbagathi.

With kind regards.
Yours sincerely,

[

// /jPau/B.{Vit[a /
Director
UNESCO Nairobi Office

Prof. Gideon C.M. Mutiso
Muticon Litd.

P.O. Box 14333 Nairobi
KENYA

Fax: 254 2 860771

Your correspondent: Paul B. Vitta, Tel.: (+254-2) 622353, Fax: (+254-2) 215991, Email: p.vitta@unesco.org
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SUSTAINABLE WOOD CARVING
September 1998
Wamunyu Co-op

The last report on Wamunyu in April stated that the KCCU board
had resolved to jump start the work on the main rain tank which
was stalled at the excavation stage. Wamunyu was revisited in
May when co-op officers gave assurances that a serious effort
would resume. In June progress was noted at last. An enormous
tank was underway with walls already constructed to a 4 foot
height. The tank was much larger than originally planned and it
was reported that in addition to the initial funds of $2830.00
received via KCCU, the co-op also contributed $400.00 from their
own sources. Still it was apparent that even with the extra
cash, the budget for this ambitious undertaking would be depleted
by the time the walls reached full height.

In September the KCCU board met to discuss the distribution of
reforestation funds which had accumulated in KCCU accounts over
the past few months. At this point the Wamunyu tank had reached
the stage where internal plastering and casting of a concrete
roof slab were still incomplete. It was decided that a further
$2820.00 would be allocated to Wamunyu. This final allocation of
funds should be sufficient to complete the tank and prepare the
nursery plot in readiness for raising seedlings for the upcoming
rainy season,

During a September site visit to Wamunyu it was reported that an
arrangement has been secured with government water authorities
regarding the use of a borehole which had been recently drilled
near the co-op site. This borehole had been equipped with a
diesel pump but because there was no accompanying reservoir,
water remained at the bottom of the well, inaccessible to the
people in the surrounding community. In the deal, the co-op
negotiated to make their tank available as the needed reservoir
and to this end, plans have been made to connect pump to tank
with an underground pipe. The co-op now plans to sell water from
their tank to the public and when the tank is depleted of rain
water it can be refilled by pumping from the borehole. Perhaps
some explanation for the building delays and the oversize
construction can be found in this latest development.

If this plan is managed properly it is possible that revenues
from water sales could subsidize the tree nursery and ultimately
profit the entire operation. However, there is also a danger
that the lure of immediate revenue from water sales will appear
more profitable than using that water to raise tree seedlings.
It will be important that the management at Wamunyu be reminded
that their tank was constructed for the purpose of sustaining a
tree nursery. Hopefully all will go well and Wamunyu Co-op will
enjoy a profitable tree nursery operation in a very short time.



Progress on the Wamunyu tank as noted in June.
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By September the Wamuniyu tank had reached full height but strll
lacked a concrete roof and some internal plastering. The upper
photo shows a trench dug for layving a pipe which wIill connect the
tank to the borehole.



Makindu Co-op

In July a quick visit to Makindu was made to show some visltors a
good example of a well run project. Their tank has been in use
for several months and is serving them well., The tree nursery
continues to expand. Records provided by the Makindu Co-op tree
nursery Iindicate that production has steadily risen from about
2,500 seedlings per year in 1989 to about 7,200 seedlings per
year in 1997. The new rain tank will have been in use for the
whole of 1998 so it will be interesting to review production
figures for this year when that information becomes available.

At the September KCCU board meeting Makindu was also nominated
for further funding from the KCCU reforestation fund. Pending
their submission of a detailed proposal to the board, $750.00
will be made available to Makindu to aid in the expansion of
their nursery.

Nairobi Co-op

The fledgling nursery at the Nairobi co-op mentioned in the April
report suffered a complete washout in a flash flood in late May.
The Nairobi Co-op tree nursery was established on the bank of the
Nairobi River which forms one of the co-op boundaries. After
extremely heavy rains on the night of May 27 the river rose to
record levels and flooded the co-op site. During the flooding
the river cut itself a wider channel which resulted in a loss of
a small area of land on a low corner of the co-op property. A
number of carvers' shelters disappeared and many pieces of work
were swept away. For several days after the flood carvers
searched the river banks downstream in an effort to recover their
work. ©Some items were salvaged but losses were great. All of
the seedlings in the nursery plot were included in those losses.
Perhaps one of those seedlings will have taken root on the river
bank downstream and has marked a beginning of the Nairobi Co-op
reforestation program.

Fortunately the nursery plot did not slide into the river and
even the fence surrounding it remained intact so in spite of the
set back, financial losses to the nursery were minimal. Since
the flood co-op members have focussed on tending the few dozen
trees planted on the co-op site.

At the September KCCU board meeting the Nairobi co-op was also
nominated to receive funds from the reforestation account.
Approximately $1880,00 have been allocated for development of a
nursery at the site. Details and progress on the Nairobi
initiative will be reported on later in the year.



Mombasa and Malindi Co-ops

In late August both of these locations were visited. At this
point neither co-op had received funding from KCCU for tree
nurseries but in September Mombasa Co-op was nominated to receive
about $370 from the reforestation fund. This money will be use
to establish and fence off a nursery plot at the co-op site. Work
will begin soon. 1In the meantime there are a few observations
from these places that are worth noting in connection to
reforestation and the use of good wood.

In Mombasa a substantial volume of neem is now being used by
carvers. It was reported that nearly half of the wood now being
delivered to the co-op for carving is neem. wWithout proper
documentation it is not possible to substantiate this claim,
however, it is apparent that in this co-op neem wood is now more
widely used than ever before. Neem wood can be seen in the hands
of carvers through out the co-op and there is an entire section
of the place dedicated to carvers who use only neem. In the
retail showroom there are many neem products however, unlike the
mahogany and ebony items, no signs indicate to customers that
these products are made from good wood. Indeed, there was no
evidence anywhere that the co-op was attempting to inform
customers of the significance and meaning of good wood.

In the Mombasa co-op it was also most interesting to note a very
active but informal tree nursery program., There could easily be
over one hundred small collections of tree seedlings being tended
by individual carvers scattered throughout the co-op. Each of
these collections may contain only 10 to 20 seedlings but if a
total inventory would be made, Mombasa co-op could claim a
sizeable nursery operating within its grounds. It was reported
that these trees were owned by the individuals tending them and
they are ultimately destined to be planted on the private lands
in rural areas held by those carvers' families.

Mombasa co-op is unique in that it occupies a piece of land large
enough to accommodate many small spaces where water drips from
the shed roofs. Seedlings in these places thrive and are always
under the watchful eye of the owners. It is quite possible that
these seedlings are tended more carefully than seedlings in a
large nursery bed. While this sort of nursery operation does
have limitations, it is virtually free of any investment in
administration, maintenance or infrastructure. This informal
operation is definitely an activity to encourage and should be
accommodated in the proposed formalized tree nursery program now
being planned at the Mombasa co-op.

Photos on following page: An Iinformal tree nursery at Mombasa
co-op and a good wood poster on display at Malindi co-op
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At Malindi co-op it was pPleasing to see numerous good wood
posters displayed very prominently in the retail showroom and
around the carvers' work areas. Though probably representing
less than 10% of the total inventory in the showroom, products
carved from neem wood were given a prime location on the shelves.
The sales people on duty were also very quick to explain that
neem is a good wood for carving and they have only recently
started to use it in larger volumes. Initially the impression
could be gained that the conservation message had taken root at
Malindi co-op. However, deeper inquiries about the meaning of
good wood reveal that considerable effort at building awareness
on this topic is still required at Malindi.

In specific reference to the posters, sales staff indicated that
all wood is good, regardless of which species of tree it may come
from. The posters were seen as a promotion to tourists
encouraging them to simply buy any wood product. It was clear
that the conservation ethic represented in the poster was not
well understood nor was the problem of deforestation in Kenya
fully appreciated by those co-op staff who are in direct contact
with customers purchasing carvings.

It should also be noted that most of the tourist resorts in
Malindi cater specifically to visitors from European locations
where English is spoken as a second language. It is possible
that in Malindi the English language posters are an inadequate
means for communicating directly to these visitors. This could
also be true, though to a more limited extent in Mombasa. Along
the coast many tourist locations provide information to visitors
in Italian, German and French as well as English. Consideration
of language issues will be important in any education program
directed to the tourists purchasing carvings at the coast. It
was also pointed out that taxi drivers and tour operators are
important contacts in any education program as these individuals
exXert a strong influence in determining where tourists shop.

Good Wood Retailing in Nairobi

Following the Nairobi exhibition and demonstration of carving
with good wood the owner of the exhibition space invited the
carvers to remain in the space to retail their products. Since
all the exhibition pieces and educational materials were shipped
to Canada, copies of the information was reproduced and new good
wood products brought in from the Nairobi Co-op. The co-op also
provided additional inventory of products made from mahogany,
African olive, and some ebony. Sales were modest., certainly not
high enough to be commercially wviable in such a location, but
still significant for the Co-op. Sales were also informative,
In spite of the good wood promotion, consumers still preferred
products made from the traditional hardwood species.



It would seem that when offered a choice of gimilar products in
different woods, consumers perceive good wood as a low quality
substitute for the '"real" thing. Clearly the environmental
message alone is not enough to sell good wood. In order to be
acceptable to consumers good wood must be used to develop good
quality products that are different from the traditional offering
of Kenyan carving.

Due to taxation questions the owner of the building was obligated
to cease the retail operation in mid September. His contribution
to the promotion of good wood has been significant and highly
appreciated,

Good Wood in North America

In late 1997 a 20 foot container was filled with a variety of
large sized good wood sculptures selected from the KCCU co-ops.
These products have reached retail locations across Canada and
reports now emerging indicate that they have been well received.
Many of these products were one of a kind or very large and
impressive. For these products, good wood has not been seen as a
negative factor.

The demonstration pieces completed during the Nairobi exhibition
have also been shipped to Canada and should be arriving there
soon. As a follow up to the 1997 carvers vigsit to Canada these
sculptures along with videos, posters and promotional information
will be put into a travelling exhibition and will be displayed at
Ten Thousand Villages store locations across the country.

Following the good wood design competition held across the KCCU
co-ops late last year, Ten Thousand Villages USA ordered a number
of new good wood products in large volumes. These products began
arriving in the USA by mid 1998 and in one particularly notable
instance the results were completely disappointing due to damage
from mould on the product. Management at the co-op where this
batch of work was produced has suggested that the logs they used
may have required more drying time than would have been expected
had mahogany been used,

This learning experience has some rather direct implications for
all the co-ops as they shift to greater use of good wood. Clearly
it is important for the co-ops to stockpile good wood logs in
order to let them dry adequately before carving. Also, stacking
the logs carefully and storing them in sheltered areas to protect
against rain would also improve drying. Such changes will mean
greater investments in inventories of raw material, more care in
managing those inventories and even cash investments to provide
shelter in the drying areas. For co-ops operating with a chronic
shortage of working capital the temptation will be great to give
these requirements low priority. Ten Thousand Villages could
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assist here by increasing the time given between advance payments
for raw materials to start an order and final delivery of
finished products but this is only a solution for one specific
buyer. To optimize the use of good wood the co-ops must make
adjustments to their production routines and quality control
measures as a matter of course.

Finances

Currently Ten Thousand Villages is completely paid up on all KCCU
orders. Since October 1996 when the Ten Thousand Villages began
paying KCCU an extra 3% for reforestation the total of all funds
collected to date is USA $11,860.00. KCCU reports that by
January 1998 funds were distributed as follows:

Wamunyu co-op $2830
Makindu co-op $2830
Nairobi co-op $ 380

The use of these funds have been documented in this collection of
reports. In September the KCCU board met and agreed to
distribute the remaining funds as follows:

Wamunyu co-op $2820
Makindu co-op £ 750
Nairobi co-op $1880
Mombasa $ 370
total $11, 860

Upcoming reports will document progress in the use of this latest
distribution of funds.

Posters and Videos

To date approximately 500 good posters have been sent to Canada
and the USA for distribution to Ten Thousand Villages stores, 200
posters are being sent to Europe to be distributed through the
fair trade network of retailers there, 300 posters have been
distributed to the six KCCU co-ops and 200 posters to a variety
of Nairobi based institutions, NGO's, businesses and individuals.
Both versions of the video have been sent to North America,
duplicated and made available to Ten Thousand Villages locations.



Summary

[f wood carvers in Kenya are to achieve a sustalnable Industry [t
is crucial that advances proceed simultaneously in reforestation,
product design/quality control and marketing efforts. KCCU
represents 40% of all the carvers in Kenya and with such an
influence it is the obvious local institution to lead in the
above mentioned initiatives. As a major purchaser of Kenyan
carved wood products and as the major RKCCU partner for more than
15 years, Ten Thousand Villages and the Mennonite Central
Committee have an important role to play in support of KCCU in
these challenges. MCC and KCCU must continue work together to
explore the options that can lead to constructive change in this
very significant Kenyan industry.
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