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Abstract  
 
One classical industrial organization has dominated the production and the trade of rainforest 
tropical timbers up to the 1990s. Heavy investments, a lack of flexibility, actual harvesting 
policies with clear preferences for high value hardwoods, and a low level of specialisation in 
the actual marketing strategies among the operators, form the footprint of this organization. A 
new industrial organization of flexible production develops since the mid-1990s. Based on 
very reactive and mobile inter-firms networks, it presents a high level of specialisation in the 
actual marketing strategies among the networks. This organization is essentially displayed by 
communities of overseas Chinese, Indians, Lebanese, and Italians. These 4 types of networks 
are very similar in their structure. Involved firms are simultaneously in cooperation and in 
competition, which leads to the concept of "coo-petition". Information exchanges and the 
minimization of transaction costs constitute the basement of their competitiveness. At the 
crossroads of economy, geography, regional sciences and business sciences, network 
production is theorized and generalized into one model. The model explains simultaneously 
the different types of networks. Trust and reputation are institutionalized. Middlemen and 
brokers have a key role. The concept of "transaction dimension" is proposed. Within this 
dimension; firms optimize their location through the hierarchy of relations between the 
actors, and their communautarism. The model also explains the dynamics of the networks, the 
resilience of their properties and the multiscale nature of their structure. 
 
Introduction 
 
Since the 1960s, the global timber trade has gradually evolved from a South-North trade to a 
South-South trade, with an acceleration of the phenomenon from the mid 1990s.  Asia 
consumes more than 70% (in round wood equivalent) of the forest products originating from 
the tropics, and nowadays, Africa becomes the new frontier for the supplies of wood material 
for Asian giants, as it is illustrated by the evolutions of the international trade of tropical logs 
between 1997 (Figure 1) and 2003 (Figure 2). Relaying this Asian demand, Asian industrial 
actors play within the African forest sector, and become an important, if not a major, feature 
of the wood products production in this continent. 
 
One distinctive feature of these actors, compared to typical economic actors, is their 
propensity to display collective efficiency under the form of informal and intergenerational 
social networks organized across the globe. While most of the Asian actors are ethnic 
Chinese, other networks of industrial actors, also display similar communautarist 
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characteristics, and collective efficiency within the forestry sector. They consist into 
Lebanese, Indian and Italian networks (Roda and N'Sitou Mabiala 2005). 
 

 
Figure 1: International trade of tropical logs in 1997 : major fluxes (Food and Agriculture 

Organisation of The United Nation 2008) 
 

 
Figure 2: International trade of tropical logs in 2003 : major fluxes (Food and Agriculture 

Organisation of The United Nation 2008) 
 
Questions and Approach 
 
Objectives 
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The present work belongs to an ongoing research of wider scope, which use the tropical 
timber economics throughout the world in order to analyze how the traditional as well as the 
new forms of transnational industrial networks are taking opportunity of the globalization, to 
model this networked and flexible systems of production, and to understand the contrasted 
opportunities for the development and the threats for the natural resources that it creates.  
More specifically, the objectives of this paper are to characterize, to describe and to 
contribute to a better understanding of the actions and functions of these specific social 
networks within the African forest sector. What is at stake is to understand the complexity of 
both their positive and negative influences on sustainable development in Africa.  It is to 
catch and to explain what links their human, economic, and political factors, and how these 
factors contribute to shape the formal and informal institutional environment of the 
production systems of African tropical timber. 
 
Questions, Hypothesis and Fieldwork 
 
The initial aim is to know “what are the negative and positive impacts of these networks on 
the environment, and on the socio-economic development of the region”.  Based on the rare 
literature about the activities of Asian and other social networks within the African forest 
sector (Karsenty 1996;Karsenty and Debroux 1997;Guilguy 1997;Debroux 1998;Sizer and 
Plouvier 2000;Roda and N'Sitou Mabiala 2005;Roda 2005;Karsenty and Debroux 
1997;Guilguy 1997;Debroux 1998;Roda 2005;Roda and N'Sitou Mabiala 2005), we  
formulate two major hypothesis. A largely widespread perception is that these networks 
(compared to the traditional industrial actors of the African forest sector) behave like 
“predators” of the natural resources, and really hamper the sustainability of the forests where 
they directly or indirectly operate. Thus our first hypothesis is that this perception has some 
ground, and in the absence of any environmental assessment truly independant of markets 
conditions1, we confront this hypothesis to our analysis of the networks organisation. Our 
second hypothesis, is that the business network shave an intrinsic ability to run economic 
activities, to bring economic activities as well as some forms of credit,  despite the worst 
economic  and unstable conditions, and as such, to bring at least  a minimum of economic 
services where and when it is the most needed.  
 
This allows refining the questions into the following set of research questions: What are the 
strategies of exploitation and valorisation of the forest? What is the modus operandi? What 
these networks exactly bring to the local development in Africa? What are the real extent and 
limitations of their economic efficiency? Supposed to be ethnically very homogeneous, can 
these networks connect themselves to the local society, and how in this regard, can they 
really socio-economically interact with it? What regulates these networks, and subsequently 
how to regulate them if needed? What are the strategic and policy implications which result 
from all of this, for the forest governance in Africa? 
 

                                         
 
 
1 The only available environmental criterium allowing some sound comparison throughout Africa would be the 
number ecocertified or ecolabeled companies. But this criterium is dependant of the market conditions. The 
companies which markets are not ecosensitive, and which do not care to display a green image, actually have no 
reason to obtain such a label, independently of their environmental impact. Thus, its absence is not a proof of 
low environmental performance. This concern is especially true when considering business networks which 
primary markets are Asia or Middle-East, which are not eco-sensitive markets. 
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Approach 
 
Taking the Marshallian definition of industrial activities as a set of human activities which 
range from the individual workshop to the big integrated industry (Marshall 1890), our 
approach tackle the analysis of the social business networks  operating in the African forest 
sector with the concepts of industrial organization and of anthropology. As such this 
approach is at the crossroads of the new economy (Baroncelli and Assens 2002) and of the 
regional science (Vicente 2004). 
Our work consisted into socio-economic surveys in Africa (supported by other surveys 
outside Africa, studying the same networks which were analyzed on the African field), 
leading to descriptions of the social business-networks. This has been followed by the 
analysis of these networks, and their theorization, in order to formulate an appropriate 
economic model to represent them. 
 
Fieldwork and socio-economic surveys 
 
Over a period of several years, from 2000 to 2006, the field surveys were targeting the 
tropical rainforests of Africa (with a main focus on the Congo basin) but complementary and 
relevant field works from Côte d’Ivoire and from Mozambique were also used, because 
relevant for the study of Asian networks in Africa (Error! Reference source not found.). 
The surveys were using both anthropological open questionnaires, in order to capture the 
social complexity of the studied networks, and firm economics and industrial organization 
analysis, in order to link the social analysis with the economic and market realities faced by 
the business networks, and their subsequent strategies. Inspired by classical anthropological 
methods used for the study of trade networks and flexible specialization (Cadène and Vidal 
1997), the methodology was refined and designed specifically for the networks dealing with 
forest products (Roda 2004), where the information is very opaque and the sensitiveness of 
the operators very high, because of the occurrence of informal operations by some actors. The 
detailed descriptions of the case-studies and lessons from the 1996 to 2005 selected 
fieldworks (Table 1) have been extensively documented in (Roda 2005), and descriptions are 
given in the present paper, regrouped under Chinese, Indian, Syro-Lebanese and Italian 
networks in the heading “Error! Reference source not found.”. Further context analysis 
have been documented with the 2006 selected fieldwork (Table 1) in order to complement the 
analysis (Roda 2006). 
 
Table 1: List and location of the fieldwork providing the ground of the paper, including the 

type of business-networks studied. 
 
Location Year Duration Type of Business-Metwork Related publication 
Cameroon 2006 3 weeks Chinese, Lebanese, Italian (Roda 2006) 
Gabon 2005 

1.5 week 
Chinese, Lebanese, Indian, 
Italian 

(Roda and Rathi 2005) 

DRC 2003 5.2 weeks Lebanese, Italian, Indian (Roda and Erdlenbruch 2003) 
DRC 2003 4.5 weeks Lebanese, Italian (Roda and Erdlenbruch 2003) 
Gabon 2003 1.7 week Chinese, Italian, Lebanese (Roda and Gérard 2003) 
RCA 2003 5 weeks Lebanese, Italian, Chinese  
RCA 2002 2 weeks Lebanese, Italian  
Mozambique, 
South Africa 

2001 3 weeks Chinese, Indian (Roda 2001) 

Gabon 2000 1.7 week Chinese  
Côte d’Ivoire 1996 3 weeks Lebanese, Indian (Roda 2000) 
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Analysis and conceptual framework 
 
All along this period between 2000 and 2006, a step-wise analysis of the organization of the 
studied networks has been conducted. The conceptual framework of this analysis was 
inspired by three major streams of theory. First, within the new economy and following the 
footpath of the neoclassical approach of industrial clustering (Porter 1990), the theory of 
small and medium enterprises collective efficiency (Becattini 1987;Brusco 1982), the theory 
of postfordism and flexible specialization (Piore and Sabel 1984), and the school of 
regulation (Boyer 1986)2(Salais and Storper 1993). Second, with the regional science, how 
industrial actors tend to cluster according to various factors of cost, competition, and then 
seek networking externalities (Bernard and Vicente 2004). Third, how to integrate sociology 
and industrial organization (Castells 1998), within a continuum of networks, where business-
networks optimize their strategies according to the links they can tie following local, national, 
and international up-scaling (Rallet 2000) 3(Veltz 1996;Braudel and Wallerstein 2000). 
What is new in our approach and analysis, is to combine such streams of theory into one 
conceptual framework. It allows us to model these business-networks in order to capture 
them into one synthetic vision. Finally, this analysis allows us to draw some implications for 
the forest policies in Africa. 
 
Lessons Learned and Discussion: A New Economy for African Timber? 
 
Specificities of the Social Business-Networks which Operate in the African Forest Sector 
 
Actually, when referring to the timber trade evolutions, it is since 10 to 15 years ago that a 
major industrial reorganization has begun. Most of the industries traditionally operating in the 
African forest sector have seen their influence to decrease over this period. Typically they 
rely on a relatively narrow base of private capital, within one family. They have specific 
small market niches. Thus they specialise in harvesting and processing a very limited number 
of timber species. Being fragile in the countries with weak governance, and/or a high 
economic uncertainty, they tend to limit themselves to the activities with the highest possible 
gross margins4. It doesn’t prevent them from having nowadays a high bankruptcy rate. Only a 
small number have been able to survive over the long term, and almost all of these belong to 
big western groups. In uncertain economies, these groups can internally finance the activities 

                                         
 
 
2 This stream of theory has been influenced by the multi-layer concept, among others, of Social Capital (Weber 
1968(1922);Bourdieu 1980;Coleman 1988;Putnam 1995). Its various definitions have been very influential for 
the analysis of production systems (social capital: - at the firm level, - of industrial districts, - of 
entrepreneurship, - in developing countries, etc.) 
3 This theoretical corpus defines precisely the concepts of flexibility, efficiency, networked production which 
are very usefull to analyse and understand all kinds of business networks. More specifically, post fordism, 
flexible specialisation, and the regulation theories especially theorise the flexibility of production (and trade) 
systems, and their economic efficiency. In these theories, the terms “flexible”and “flexibility” refer to both 
functional and numerical flexibilities, which can be detailed into  1/ flexibility in output volume, 2/ product 
flexibility, allowing the firm to change its product configuration over the short run without marked losses of 
efficiency, 3/ flexible employment, 4/ flexible working practices, 5/ flexible machinery, 6/ flexibility in 
restructuring, 7/ flexible organisational form; e.g. networks of specialist producers. In our paper, we follow 
these definitions. 
4 For example, in West and Central Africa, one of the activities offering the highest margins, in regards with 
various production costs, have typically been the export of “red timbers” high grade logs and standardised sawn 
wood. 
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of their subsidiaries, where traditional banking services do not exist or are extremely costly in 
order to cover the risk. Regarding the others, quite a number of them have simply 
disappeared, or have been purchased by newcomers belonging to a range of social business-
networks, which organization and mode of operation is radically different from the previous.  
While the literature on the social business-networks operating in the African forest sector is 
rather limited, the media and NGOs began only in 2002-2003 (subsequently to the civil war 
in Liberia) to significantly raise the issue of a so-called breakthrough of Asian interests in to 
Africa. Since the mid 1990s, different business-networks are more visible in all the world 
rainforests, not only the African ones. These networks are not formed by multinationals, but 
by a web of transnationals (by opposition with multinationals, we define transnational 
networks as networks were the companies, even if they do have similar names, i.e. WTK or 
Vicwood groups, have no direct nor legal links like being subsidiary of the other:  rather, the 
links take the form of close or extended kinship between the owners of the companies, and 
the form of personal loans from an individual to another one). 
 
Chinese networks 
 
The “breakthrough” of Asian social business-networks in the forest sector of Africa have 
stimulated the imagination of the media and of the professional associations. Indeed these 
new actors, mainly ethnic Chinese from South-East Asia (especially overseas Chinese from 
Malaysia and Philippines, but also recently Chinese from mainland China), are now firmly 
settled in Africa, relaying the huge demand of China and the rest of Asia for primary 
resources. Typically, they are formed of forest companies associated with logistic companies, 
which are themselves associated to other sectors in order to optimise the transport costs. They 
first tried to strictly duplicate their Asian logging methods on the African ground. Some 
continue up to now to operate in a specific Asian way, with a lot of imported workers. Others, 
after a series of spectacular failures, adapted themselves more deeply, and they now tend to 
buy former western-owned companies, to hire western managers able to interact as well with 
the African authorities and societies, better than the ethnic Chinese can do themselves. All of 
these networks, contrary to the traditional western companies, have segmented the production 
into several subcontracting and legally independent companies. They also use a lot of local 
middlemen and subcontractors. This subcontracting structure is not always obvious, and it is 
not rare to see a apparently integrated company were various components of workforce in 
fact belong to various subcontractors5. Through the Asian partners specialised in logistics, 
they organise a triangular trade between Asia, Africa, Middle East and even Europe, 
importing manufactured products from Asia, and exporting raw timber to Asia. Instead of 
specialising on a few timber species, they harvest a larger range than the western companies, 
accepting a wider range of qualities and acceptable defaults. The sorting function is not held 
on the African ground before export, as western companies typically do, but is supported 
after transport by intermediate buyers and brokers in Asia. 

                                         
 
 
5 The subcontracting structure, which can also been observed in the Italian, Syro-lebanese, and Italian networks, 
as well on the African ground than overseas, allows to spread the risks across the sectors. For example, in one  
Syro-lebanese  forest company operating in Central Africa, the  road timber transport operations are 
subcontracted to another company, which is also subcontractor for an agro-industry and for a fuel dealer 
belonging to the same Syro-lebanese network. Thus the transport costs are optimised, the trucks never travelling 
empty. When the need for timber transport seasonally decreases, the transport activity doesn’t slow down thanks 
to the needs of the other sectors. 
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Indian networks 
 
Similarly, Indian business-networks (mainly based on Indians originated from Gujarat) 
source a wide range of timber products and of qualities from Africa, essentially in order to 
supply India. Maybe more eclectic than Chinese networks, Indian networks source all kind of 
timbers, from the large and beautiful rainforest species, to the small and tortuous semi 
deciduous species from East Africa, as well as plantation species. They also transfer the step 
of material sorting to the intermediate buyers and brokers in India. Originally well settled in 
East Africa, their action is now also extended to West and Central Africa, but very discreet, 
even if they mobilise large volumes of wood.  Indeed, except for a fistful of Indian companies 
directly operating in the forests, they prefer to trade and to buy directly from the producers, or 
through African agents. Their propensity to work through brokers and various types of agents 
explain their low visibility. Their strategy of sourcing is quite similar to the ethnic Chinese’s, 
except maybe that their companies or buyers do not hesitate to simultaneously handle a range 
of non timber natural resources, precious ores and other minerals. 
 
Syro-Lebanese networks 
 
Conversely, Syro-Lebanese networks are long established on the African ground, and already 
belong to the typical African ethnic mosaic (some of them have the nationality of the African 
country where they are settled, but they almost always originate from the region bordering 
Lebanon and Syria). Their strategies usually depend on the development of a local and 
regional transport business, often as transport subcontractors. Then they diversify in various 
agribusiness sectors, as well as in the forest sector, and others (i.e. fuel transport and 
distribution), optimising their core logistic activity. Once they are operating in the forest 
sector, they export various timber products to the countries of the Mediterranean basin and to 
the Middle East. Unlike Chinese and Indian business-networks, they don’t hesitate to develop 
their industrial activity up to the furniture and other finished products. As they do in the 
agribusiness sector, in the forest sector they increase their scales economies by supplying the 
huge (and usually ignored by the literature) domestic demand of Africa. In order to do so, 
they lower the costs and the quality standards, matching with the African purchasing power. 
In the same time they can use a lot of wood material, which is usually rejected by other 
industrial operators who focus on export markets. For example, Syro-Lebanese sawmills are 
the only to reach 60% of material recovery for tropical hardwoods, while classical western 
sawmills usually difficultly reach 35 to 45% of material recovery, due to the specificity and 
selectiveness of their own customers. 
 
Italian networks 
 
Finally, Italian business-networks carved themselves a very distinct niche. Instead of the 
three other types of business-networks, they avoid to invest into forest logging activities, as 
much as they can, preferring to buy directly the logs. They focus on what they claim to be 
their core competency: the process of highly transformed finished and semi-finished 
products, with innovative, automated, and highly mechanised industries. Doing so, they 
represent the sourcing branches in Africa of the industrial districts of northern Italy, famous 
for their machine tools, design innovations, already famous in the literature about “post-
fordism” and flexible specialisation (Rabelotti 1995;Roda 2005). With their high 
specialisation and their specific processes, they are usually more tolerant to the shocks, 
shortages, and other hazards which may affect the other western actors of the African forest 
sector. They work as firm networks, usually diversifying around the machine tools, 
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automation, heavy machinery and public works sectors. Beyond that, their distinctive strategy 
is to carefully prepare semi finished or finished products in order to transfer them at relatively 
low prices to their sister companies in Italy and Europe, which master the marketing step and 
then are able to capture the most of the added value in Europe, instead of Africa. The capture 
of added value is not done per se through the degree of finishing or of transformation, but 
through the fine knowledge of the market and the management of a “marketing mix”, seeking 
designs, innovations, and constant flexibility. 
 
Structural Similarities between Chinese, Syro-Lebanese, Indian, and Italian Business-
Networks 
 
Predator, or efficient relay? 
 
In terms of various legal irregularities, and according to the companies we have surveyed, we 
observed no differences of behaviour between networked business networks and traditional 
western companies, and legal irregularities, when occurring, where observed in both 
categories. In this regard, Africa seems to be like everywhere else in the world, including 
developed countries: all private companies balance all the costs of their activities (including 
organisational and “image” costs). That is to say, they balance the costs of paying given 
penalties associated to given irregularities, with the other costs (organisational, etc.), not 
seeking a moral perfection, but an optimum between profit, market opportunities, and 
reputation according to the relevant markets niches. 
 
Regarding forest management plans, the differences we observed between companies came 
from the different natures of forest concessions (with or without compulsory management 
plans, according to the nature of the forest class6 , and according to the country regulations). 
The only significant difference between categories of companies was the high proportion of 
Italian and Indian groups buying exclusively their logs to third parties within the domestic 
market, avoiding to be involved in forest operations, and thus not being concerned by the 
question of forest management. 
 
Regarding the question of ecocertification, even though its development is still limited in the 
natural forests of Africa, it seems that only the companies with a significant share of their 
traditional markets being in western countries (relatively ecosensitive markets) have 
undertaken the process of being ecocertified. We have seen only one Asian company being in 
the very preliminary steps of an ecocertification procedure; it was a former western company 
with a very large share of its markets in Europe, and it was recently bought by a Chinese 
stakeholder. 
 
While the networked business networks are able to maintain economic activities in the most 
unstable and difficult conditions, thus bringing at least a minimal form economic 
development in places where the other traditional companies fail to, these networks finally 
are not specifically more predatory than the traditional companies. Rather, they typically 
display better marketing capabilities, thus allowing then to harvest a wider range of tree 

                                         
 
 
6 The countries which have compulsory management plans for forest areas under a given classification, have 
also other classifications where harvesting is allowed under certain conditions and licensing procedures, such as 
non-permanent forests, community forests, and other denomination according to the country. 
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species, which are not harvested by the traditional western companies, limited to a few 
specific markets. This entails a better productivity per hectare, which even if it do not any 
meore the extremes that was observed in the mid-1990s (up to 60 m3/ha !), still are above the 
3-10 m3/ha that are commonly observed among traditional western companies (Karsenty and 
Debroux 1997). Typically, they also just do faster and more efficiently what the other 
companies already do. In this regard, they might seem to be “predators”, but they actually are 
doing the same, just faster, and with more economic efficiency.  
 
The comparison between the same networks operating in various African countries as well as 
outside Africa show that the same groups and networks can behave very differently from one 
place to another one(Roda 2005). They seem to closely fit their behaviour to the level of local 
governance, strictly applying the rules when there are some and when they are enforced. In 
some countries a group of companies very closely linked operate exemplary, following long 
term sustainable management plans, while in some other countries, because of the extremely 
high level of economic uncertainty and very low level of governance, the same group just “hit 
and run”, even facing the fees of access to the forest resource under the form of barter trade, 
which can eventually include arms if requested by the local governments or local war lords, 
but also infrastructure developments, buildings, etc.... In fact they prove to be very versatile, 
their flexible organisation allowing them to adapt to most of the economic environments, to 
behave accordingly, and to organize many different ways to perform economic transactions, 
by transferring the debt through different firms dealing with different products and sectors.  
They act as ”go-between”, connecting the African forest resources with the demand related to 
the development and growth of urban entities of the transition countries, among which 
especially the Gulf countries, India, and China. In the African forests, they begin to supplant 
more classical industries which had dominated the ground until in the mid 1990s. 
 
“Coo-petition”, trust, intergenerational reputation and finance 
 
The main common feature of all these social business-networks is a form of “coo-petition”7, 
that is a mix of fierce competition and cooperation between the actors of the network. In this 
coopetition process, transnational companies keep their links across the borders, not through 
ownership or subsidiaries, but through acquaintances based on extended kinship and on 
cultural proximity. They use calculated cooperation within the framework of a general 
cutthroat competition. More specifically, even if one specific company is usually specialised 
into one specific sector, the business-network itself takes advantages of a multi-sector 
cooperation through the links that the forest sector keep with other sectors like agribusiness, 
mechanics and machinery, logistics, public works, media... This also usually allow some 
forms of negotiations with the local authorities, under the form of a kind of barter trade : for 
example one contract ordered to one public work company can be paid in the form of logging 
rights given to another company specialised in the forest sector (Roda 2005). Even if the two 
companies do not belong to the same owner, they can cooperate, contracting a debt within 
their network. The debt can be paid as a service between to other companies in a different 
country, of through monetary exchange across the globe, or can be transferred over 
generations. 

                                         
 
 
7 Coo-petition is a neologism created by (Cawthorne 1995) in order to express the paradoxical mix of fierce 
competition between the actors of such business-networks, along with necessary cooperation in order to 
compete with actors which do not belong to the network. 



 10 

In a nutshell, the relationships within the network denote calculated cooperation, purposely 
resilient over several generations8, but where competition and opportunism are the rule. The 
decision as well as the production are segmented and decentralised, and one can witness very 
fast life cycles where companies don’t cease being created or closed, following what appears 
as some sort of “entrepreneurial Darwinism”: only the companies which are created at the 
right time on the right niche or concept, survive and form bonds with other enterprises of the 
network9. Information flow within the network is the key of its competitiveness. In fact the 
entire network can be seen as an organisation designed to optimise the transaction costs 
instead of the production costs. This is a critical advantage in places or times where the 
information is opaque, where the economic uncertainty is high, or when the adaptations need 
to be quick. 
 
Trust and reputation within the network are the essential elements federating the business-
networks. On the basis of common cultural values, which form a social capital, the economic 
actors show a certain degree of innate trust, and further degrees of acquired trust, built after a 
repetition of economic exchanges. The unconditional trust, related to kinship, does exist, but 
its limits are very quickly reached when the financial amounts in stake are substantial. 
Actually, it is less the trust than the reputation which shapes the business-network. 
Reputation is attached to a name, and can be transmitted from one generation to the other. 
Thus, reputation forms a very operational entrepreneurial capital, of intergenerational nature. 
On its only basis, it allows to obtain means to start new activities or to obtain financial loans, 
which importance is proportionate to the strength of the reputation. 
 
In the four groups of business-networks, the mix of competition and cooperation is regulated 
by a strong hierarchy of the business relationships, even when this hierarchy is only implicit. 
This hierarchy is structured according to priorities given to kinship, community, elective 
relationships, occasional business partners, and external actors. Actually, the levels of this 
hierarchy correspond to levels of levering power on the reputation. 
 
Scales encasing, intermediation and dimension of transaction 
 
Furthermore, all the four types of business-networks studied here, share another structural 
trait: they present a continuum of organisation between on one hand, some industrial districts 
(or localised systems of production) which were at the origin of the business-networks, and 
on the other hand non-localised clusters spread all over the globe, and not only within the 
African sector. The original locations are still functional, in Gujarat, in Malaysia and 
Philippines, in Northern Italy, and at the border of Lebanon and Syria. With this structure, 
spatial scales are encased like Russian headstocks “Matryoshkas”, connecting the demands of 
large urbanised systems in transition countries, to the African forest resource.  
 
In all these networks a key function is the function of intermediation, linking the economic 
actors of different groups and subgroups or of different locations. Either specialists or 
generalists, obvious or hidden, middlemen and brokers always have a pivotal role for the 

                                         
 
 
8 In our fieldwork, we documented a case of an Indian family-business reimbursing a debt on the 3rd generation. 
9 (Cawthorne 1995) use the metaphor of “amoebaean capitalism” in order to picture the phenomenon of 
companies budding into other companies when employees quit one to create their own, while keeping privileged 
bonds with the mother company. 
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operational aspects of the systems of production and trade, by allowing a transfer of trust, the 
middlemen engaging their own reputation for others. Some allogenous intermediates, with 
whom some actors of the network have established some acquaintances along their business 
life, have also a pivotal function by eventually facilitating the transactions with other actors 
who do not belong to the network. 
 
Despite the cultural differences of the four networks which have been studied, each of them 
forms a social institution having the same major functions: 

- A relative endogenous regulation of the network 
- A framework for the resilience of reputation (thus of trust and distrust) 
- A set of rules of reciprocity and redistribution of the services and even of a share of 

profits 
 
Finally, in all the networks, there is a hierarchy of the relationships, according to a dimension 
of transaction shaped by kinship, cultural community and acquaintances, in which the 
transaction costs are proportionate to the “distance” between the actors. 
 
From Tropical Timbers in Africa, to a Generalised Model of Flexible and Networked 
Production 
 
Beyond the African forest sector, the structural similarities of the observed business networks 
which now firmly occupy the African ground, allow to theorise a more general model of 
flexible production, adapted to contexts with some degrees of economic or political 
uncertainty. Classic and neoclassic theory interpret the integrated firm as a social 
organisation optimising negotiations and standardising transactions among actors exchanging 
“inputs” and producing “outputs”, and as a vector of coordination of the production, for 
minimising the transaction costs in stable and predictable economic environments (Coase 
1937;Coase 1988;Williamson 1985;Porter 1990). Conversely, the social business-networks 
which are analysed in this paper can be interpreted as a social organisation optimising 
negotiations and transaction costs among economic actors when the processus of evolution is 
highly evolutive, within an unpredictable economic context. This definition can be connected 
to similar insights from the studies of industrial districts and localised production systems, 
and of value chains in uncertain environments of some developing countries (Schmitz and 
Musyck 1994;Humphrey and Schmitz 1996;Nadvi and Schmitz 1998), in order to propose a 
generalised model of flexible and networked production.   Then such a network of flexible 
production can be defined as an organisation, tangible or not, which optimise the negotiation 
and transaction costs among the actors constituting this network. 
 
Table 1: Formulation of a generalised model of flexible and networked production 
 

1 
A network of flexible production can be characterised through the trust and distrust which 
links its actors, and through the reciprocity of their relationships. 

2 Trust and reciprocity form a set of social contracts which are resilient and transferable. 

3 
The capital which guarantees trust and reciprocity is the reputation, which can be 
intergenerational. 

4 
The actors of the network are hierarchised and localised within one meta-dimension: the 
transaction dimension. 

5 
Two actors close of each other within the dimension of transaction present low transaction 
costs. 

6 Two actors far of each other present high transaction costs. 
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Implications for Forest Governance in Africa 
 
Forest governance and business-networks: from perceptions to objective facts 
 
The notion of forest governance has evolved from strict definitions centred on public 
administration at national scales to a broader conceptions, where governments are “not the 
only actors in governance, but a wide range of other societal interests groups and actors [also] 
have an important role to play in decision making structures”, at various scales (FAO 2004). 
Our work does not intend to consider exhaustively the studied business-networks through all 
the conceptual components of forest governance. Here the focus will be rather on the two 
layers which received evidence from our field work and analysis, that is to say, first the 
component of strict legal dimension (public sector management, accountability, law 
enforcement, information and transparency), and second, the broader component of 
environmental performance and control (how large or transnational companies eventually 
make profit weak forest governance and undermine environment control and forest 
sustainability). 
 
Considering the strict legal dimension of forest governance, the widespread common 
perceptions are that the studied business-networks (and especially the relatively new comer 
Asian networks) are actively seeking to bypass the law (through either direct corruption or 
political influence), and that they are also active (through corruption) in the dysfunctions of 
administration. But the surveys didn’t show any significant difference between business-
networks and other classical western companies. The differences we observed were greater 
between different companies in each group than between the groups themselves. In all the 
groups, there were cases of “services” such as fuel gifts to local administrations, per diems 
paid to various agents, etc., forming what have been theorised as “practical norms” 
Nguinguiri (Nguinguiri 2007). Actually, some companies were very strict into not 
compromising in this kind of “services”, while some others were deeply involved. The 
factors explaining these differences have to been studied further, but from our surveys, first 
indications seem to show that there is a complex interaction of factors like how ancient the 
company is in Africa (the more ancient, the more practicing “practical norms”), how far their 
activity is from the forest (companies with forest concessions, compared to companies just 
transforming the wood), etc. We didn’t observe one company (western or not) not being 
involved in the numerous “mechanisms of compensation, remuneration, redistribution and 
solidarity into which corruption is deeply embedded and indistinguishable”, as Olivier de 
Sardan describes the nature of many economical relationships (Olivier de Sardan 2005). 
  
Considering the broader component of environmental performance and forest sustainability 
of forest governance, the common perceptions are that there are noticeable differences 
between large western companies who are implementing management plans, while the Asian 
companies are not, and would conduct unsustainable practices. But again, as discussed in the 
previous chapter, the surveys didn’t show any significant difference between business-
networks and other classical western companies. Again, the differences we observed were 
greater between different companies in each group than between the groups themselves. In 
our observations, the implementation of management plans or not was influenced by the 
status of the forest concessions only (management plant compulsory or not, with which legal 
delay of implementation). And for all the companies observed, western or not, the choice of 
securing the wood supply through a specific kind of concession, or licensing and 
subcontracting system, or through direct purchases on the local market was typically driven 
by the market orientation and the industrial strategy (for example creation of new industrial 
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facilities versus purchase of a formerly existing mill, etc) of the involved companies, rather 
than by any normative consideration and specific commitment about the  environmental 
performance. 
 
We observed that, apart from the politically correct and marketing discourse, the economic 
actors, whatever their origins are, perceive environmental performance as neutral, and  act 
according regulations and effective enforcements similarly as they are acting according other 
external factors which influence their costs and their competitiveness. Clearly, except for the 
companies which main markets are critically captive in Europe (such as Azobe market in 
Netherlands), the tradeoffs are more influenced by critical factors such lack of remuneration 
of environmental efforts, transport costs, political uncertainty at short term, infrastructure 
costs, costs of administration dysfunctions, financial costs, than by environmental 
responsibility. It doesn’t mean that the private actors have no sense of it, but that for them, 
the actual cost and benefits of environmental responsibility are limited compared to other 
industrial risks and national competitiveness flaws, which are critical in most African 
countries compared to western countries and to some other tropical countries of Africa and 
Asia (Roda 2006). 
 
Policy lessons 
 
As a first major policy lesson,  it seems that with this new forms of economic actors (yet with 
some ancient organisational features), all the policies using market tools supposed to promote 
good management of the African forests (i.e. ecocertification, boycotts10), and legality 
enforcement processes (i.e. the FLEGT11) are probably quite limited in terms of impacts on 
the chains which go through the social business-networks studied here, and which represent 
an ever increasing share of the volume. This is because these policies’ leverage power lies 
within the Western market, eventually preferring legal or ecocertified products, and thus 
favouring those through the willingness of the producers to continue to sell their products. 
But except for the Italian networks, the business-networks have their primary markets in 
transition countries of Asia and in Middle East, where scores of other factors like price, 
availability of the material, etc, are the essential drivers of the demand. Policies with 
environmental criteria have so far little or no effect on these markets.  In the specific case of 
the Italian networks, most of the policies using such market tools might also be quite 
ineffective, but for different reasons. In the specific case, they deal with semi-finished and 
finished products, which are not under the scope of FLEGT, and while the ecocertification 
tools may still have an impact, they would apply on market niches where the wood material is 
not as much important as the technological innovations, the design and other attributes of the 
product, making the impact also quite limited. 
 
These networks could be also seen as an ideal gate for the local governments and actors 
which would like to continue to export and to valorise their forest resources, and get an 
income from it (sustainable or not) despite the increasing international12 pressure on 
                                         
 
 
10 Such market tools have different intrinsic nature: ecocertification is a tool inciting a producer to have certain 
behaviour according to the preference of some consumers for certain labels and the eventual associated price 
premium, Whyle a boycott is a sanction through the suppression of the access to a market). 
11 Process called “Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade”, consisting into bilateral negotiations 
between the EU and selected countries, in order to insure the legality of some products imported into Europe. 
12 But mainly initiated by the civil society of the Western countries. 
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environment and legality issues. Given the fact that south-south trade of primary sources is 
now well established, supported by the geopolitics of China and that these flexible networks 
take an increasing importance within the African sector, a total disconnection becomes 
dramatically possible, between the western policies and the real use of African forest 
resources. Even with new formulations and institutional mechanisms like the fiscal tools 
which are experimented in the Congo basin and in Cameroon, the flexibility of these 
networks let imagine an infinity of possible shortcuts and way to turn the environmental 
constraints, if the national governance and law enforcements are not improved. 
 
This leads to a second major policy lesson: it becomes more urgent than never that the actions 
and policies focus on the structural problems of the African societies, prior or simultaneously 
to any forest governance issue. By their very nature, which makes them able to adapt and to 
use all the available degrees of freedom, the flexible networks can be seen, rather than as 
predators, as revelatory of the true governance, entrepreneurial environment, and associated 
risk of a specific country. This fact underlines the critical dependency of the forest 
governance on the forest potential sustainability and on the underlying factors of the 
development (or lack of development) of some African countries.  Traditional North-South 
axes are challenged, as the massive rush of African leaders to Beijing pointed out in 2006. 
The fact that nowadays the global and geopolitical chess game sees the giant transition 
economies being more attractive than never for African states, implies that the flexible 
networks will continue to gain in importance on the African ground. This fact added to the 
growing demand for African timbers in Asia make the questions of forest governance 
completely subordinated to the eventual problems of some African countries such as chronic 
instability, civil unrest, chronic corruption, or maybe just poverty and inequality. Without an 
adequate addressing of these structural problems by development policies, the only question 
of the impact of the flexible networks on the natural resources is probably outside the track. 
These networks may help to bring economic development to African countries, but at the cost 
of the forests sustainability. Reducing these problems would on the contrary help to regulate 
the behaviour of the flexible networks, favouring a better forest governance, while maybe 
even transforming such networks as an excellent way to valorise the diversity of timber 
resources on the global market, making the dream of African forest managers to become true; 
that is, finding global markets for the secondary species. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Since the mid 1990s, the dynamics of the tropical timber trade have been increasingly 
powered by the demand from large transition countries, among which China plays a major 
role. Before this period, a classical fordist organisation was the rule for harvesting, 
processing, and trading operations of African hardwoods. This organisation was typically 
involving large investments and slight gross margins, if one considers the economic risk13. 
Only skimming the resource, the typical strategies were focusing on a few species of high 
value, with a limited base of customers, thus being quite rigid. In the last past years, the 
traditional organisation has been challenged in Africa as much as in the rest of the world, by 
the development of new systems of production. Based on social business-networks, these are 

                                         
 
 
13 We observed gross margins inferior to 15% for classic integrated western forest companies. This is very low, 
considered the investments, machinery costs, and country risks, compared to gross margins around 25% for 
companies operating in Europe with similar equipments and investments (Roda 2006). 
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very mobile, very reactive, and show specific specialisations on specific markets. Each of 
them involves a specific cultural or ethnic group. The most active in the African forest sector 
are overseas and mainland Chinese, Indian, Syro-Lebanese, and Italian networking cultures. 
Despite the apparent cultural differences, the four types of business-networks are actually 
very similar in their structure. The companies are simultaneously cooperating and competing 
(“coo-peting”), and their competitiveness is based on a flow of information and a 
minimisation of transaction costs rather than production costs.  
 
Beyond the forest sector, this unprecedented development of flexible firm networks illustrate 
the deep industrial reorganization which now takes places in the global economy and in the 
developing economies. Traditional North-South axes are challenged, but it is also the roots of 
competitiveness which are redefined. In our globalised world, now more interconnected than 
ever, the economic activities throughout the world and the local enterprises which run it are 
pulled into a global arena of cutthroat competition. Sort of mirror of very ancient modes of 
production, today’s competitive production is based on networks of enterprises, and seems to 
have the same determinants, whatever is the cultural background. Reputation and trust are 
institutionalised within the network. The concept of transaction dimension becomes essential. 
Within this dimension, the enterprises optimise their position through a hierarchy of 
relationships between actors and their communautarism. 
 
The forest sector in Africa reveals itself a unique tool to approach the complexity of global 
economic evolutions, which are now relayed by the media, when journalists cite the aiming 
of China on African resources, or when echoing the offensive in Europe of “multinationals” 
from the South. 
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