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The UN

One could argue that the UN owes its own existence to the effort by countries of the world to reduce the source of wars and conflicts in general. So it is not surprising that we find the issue of conflict prevention, peace-building and development as a multi department preoccupation of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the UN. For instance the Expert Group Meeting was held on that issue in late November 2004. Several policy challenges were identified:
The interrelationship between underdevelopment and eruption of violent conflicts needs a multidimensional approach. Clearly, there are direct links between environmental problems and political instability. We can see that unsustainable forest management practices, environmental pollution and global atmospheric change, for example, are having significant impacts on life and human developed systems and often hamper development. 
There is also the need to develop above the national level, regional and global approaches to enable better integration of conflict prone countries to the global economy. Policy actions should seek to attain equity of outcomes. But, translating concepts of conflict prevention and peace building into operational priority can be a daunting task for the UN system in particular and the world in general. The business sector must also be engaged in arresting or reversing its involvement in conflicts instead of fueling them. Finally given the complexity of the interface between security and development, and the uniqueness of each conflict, integration and coordination should be pursued through flexible means rather than rigid structures.
This expert group meeting, as well as its outcome, was seen as innovative, broad-based and inclusive as it brought together UN Departments, think tanks, and Bretton Woods Institutions.

Last December, during its 66th plenary meeting, the General Assembly created The Peace Building Commission whose purposes are: to bring together all relevant actors to marshal resources and advise on strategies for post-conflict peace-building and recovery; focus attention on reconstruction and institutional building efforts and support strategies for sustainable development; and to provide recommendations and information to improve the coordination of all relevant actors within and outside the UN. But the countries have not been idle on the issue of SFM and are still working on the world policy to improve forestry practices.

The UNFF

In 2000, the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations decided to give a higher profile to forestry and establish the United Nations Forum on Forests. The Forum is serviced by a Secretariat based in New York and supported by the Collaborative Partnership on Forests .The issue of conflicts related to forestry was raised during a number of international fora on forest. For instance during the recent UNFFs, panels on Asia and Africa raised clearly the issue of challenges caused by violent conflicts over the control of forest areas and resources.

Discussions in previous fora recognized the fundamental importance of governance for SFM and the negative link between conflicts and natural resources conservation; and the need of skills and training in conflict management and forestry. Also it was mentioned that SFM involves reconciling diverse and sometimes conflicting interests that can be extended to land use conflicts and explode into violence over resources.

Practical examples

Since we talk about forestry and conflicts, it is essential to repeat the truism that: what is important is not that there are conflicts, it is their resolution in an equitable and sustainable manner. Here are examples based on personal experience of exposure to African forestry for over 3 decades:
An important policy exchange platform is the biennial meeting of the African Forestry and Wildlife Commission of FAO. It regularly includes issues or reflection on the situation of countries suffering from violent conflicts and calls for solutions, partnerships and support from other countries and friendly organizations.

The devastating and violent conflicts in both Mozambique and Angola have put these nations in dire human and economic situations. Since peace claimed back its place, one can see especially in Mozambique after more than a decade the installation of an improved forest management system and supportive projects in the management of forest resources. There is still a lot to do but much has already happened to improve the knowledge of the resource and put in place organizations and infrastructures to properly plan, establish policies and implement them. The strong collaboration and good coordination among donors and the countries certainly helped progresses tremendously.
In Angola, peace is more recent, but one can already see signs of improved sensitization to ameliorate the management and conservation of forest resources.
DRC has a vast reservoir of natural resources and benefited since independence of development assistance in forestry and conservation. Unfortunately in the past 15 years, the chaotic internal situation makes the implementation of any policy very limited and hazardous. Nevertheless, there are many organizations which are already active, FAO and some bilateral .They are active despite the handicap of localized conflicts; this shows a positive approach to post conflict reality; the message is : positioning  to be ready to help now and more sustainably as the situation improves.
What lies in the Future
The relationship between environmental problems and political instability is still poorly understood, and policymakers have not developed reliable interventions in the area. The international community — including the UN and the G8 and other partners— should consider ways to build additional capacity to analyze and address in a coordinated and collaborative fashion the potential instabilities emanating from international natural resource disparities. 

Work has already begun at the UNFF Secretariat and with the assistance of consultants on good Forest Governance as international policy tool. This is built on research done on Sustainable Forest Management and criteria and indicators, landscape level government and conflict resolution and peace building. It is expected to be an important contribution for the future of the International Arrangement on Forests, Country or Organizations-led initiatives and other intergovernmental meetings dealing with the improvement of forest policies. 
In the next meeting of the UN Forest Forum and the following meetings, Governance, conflict resolution and peace building for SFM are likely to be on the agenda of discussions. 
In the larger picture, it is worth recalling that the system had lacked a dedicated entity to oversee peace building and sustain it through the long haul. To this end, the establishment of the Peace Building Commission is a historic measure and it is vital that the momentum is sustained with the support of the EU, the US and other partners. With political interests increasingly focusing on peace building, there exists a real opportunity to promote the concept of sustainable development and forest management with an emphasis on their value for peace building. 
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