Forestry Mafia works for the state 
Since year 2000 more than 9 millions cube meters of wood are illegally cut in Macedonia, if we count commercial value of this wood, state Macedonia is damaged for more than 450 millions of  euros. Together with legally cut wood by forestry enterprises amounts circulating from wood cutting are passing billion euros for last ten years. 

These huge amounts of money are one of the reasons why Public enterprise Macedonian Forests is one of most corrumped and un transparent enterprises in Macedonia.  
Destroyed and cut forest, lakes and rivers without fishes, mountains without wildlife and rear animals… this is the picture which counties of western Balkans will leave as heritage to next generations. Exhausted from transition and economic crises lasting for almost 20 years people from western Balkans find way to earn for existence from destroying natural resources. Difficult social position of big percent of the population especially from rural and deprived regions forces the governments of the western Balkans states to pretend blind for this sort of crime and illegal activities. Unfortunately very quick this activities of uncontrolled use of natural resources grow up in well organized sort of crime ensuring enormous profits for different criminal groups.
If 2 decades ago during following a part of Yugoslavia and establishing of new independent states excuse for this sort of crime could be find in lack of low regulation and internal capacities, now days no excuse for connections between different criminal groups which destroys natural resources and political oligarchies from the region cant be found. It’s a common practice between different forest mafia groups and local politicians to share the profits made from illegally cut wood, sale and urbanization of land where forest was destroyed from forest fires, or trade with illegally cathced fish or wild animals meat. 
According our calculations, on this way groups and individuals from Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia and Hertzegovina, Kosovo and Montenegro during last 10 years illegally earn more than 12 billions of euros.  
Forests are most endangered category of nature and if illegal exploitation of the forest in western Balkans countries continues, in near future landscapes in the mentioned regions will be drastically changed which will have long term consequences to whole biodiversity including people. Only light point in the Balkans considering forest devastation in Montenegro where approach ti this issue is treated with almost “religious” respect because Montenegro is declared as Ecological state. 

Even EU state members Greece and Bulgaria were not part of this research they also have to be mentioned in negative connotation considering this issue. Last couple of year’s urban mafia in Greece set up several forest fires in order to create building areas near the sea coast. 
Reporting and helping firefighters in several big forest fires in Macedonia and Greece with full personal responsibility I can confirm that most of these fires were set up, in order to secure free cutting of wood or building area. It is interesting that according Macedonian low regulation fires forests are free for cutting. 
Macedonia is typical example where structures of organized crime are connected with the political structures and public enterprises especially with some local branch offices of the Public enterprise Macedonian Forests. Here is concrete evidence: 

Researching routes and amounts of wood cut for heating I find out that yearly amount needed (cut) only for heating in Macedonia are around 1.6 millions of cube meters. According annual plans of P.E. Macedonian Forests only 600-650.000 M3 of wood are cut. Heating wood which is coming from private forests is in the amount of around 100-130.000M3. Difference to 1.6 million M3 of wood is around 800.000M2 of fire wood is with unknown origin, practically this is the amount which is cut and sailed illegally mostly by “organized forest mafia”.  
Income from this crime is around 45 milion Euro on yearly level, so according this calculation in last ten years state is shorter form more than 450 million Euro. Big part of this money are going to secret funds of political parties, private pockets and some parts of this money are miraculously going in to the state Budget. 
Researching deeper this issue I also find out that part of profit is made during different in methodologies for calculation of amounts of wood. According plans for cutting amounts of wood are calculated in space meters and exploitation and trade of wood is calculated in cube meters. Difference between this two measuring system is 1:1.4 and average price for one cube meter is around 50 euros. 

Inter title – Golden chicken 

Branko Skenderovski is president of association of private forest owners and member of executive board of Public enterprise Macedonian forests, he says: I responsibly declare that P.E. Macedonian Forests is big money laundering machine and there is serious crime in the forests exploitation. Also big parts of this money are use for financing political parties in Macedonia.
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and waters is seriously concerned about situation in the P.E. Macedonian Forests and about uncontrolled exploitation of the forests in Macedonia, and because of this reason process of transformation of Macedonian forests is ongoing, says Vojo Gogovski from this ministry. 
Forest mafia is seriously involved in some branch offices of the Macedonian Forests, this situation has to be cleared but this will last for at least 4-5 years or until European institutions don’t press the government to clarify this sector, says Marijan Kostovski from headquarters of Macedonian Forests. 
Forestry engineers and other experts from the headquarters office of Macedonian Forest are claiming that only “cosmetical” surface changes of the regulations are made and these changes are not in function of preservation of forests and environment in Macedonia. Macedonian forest will be for a longer period gold mine of the politicians, which can also be seen from the act of pointing executive director of the enterprise (done directly from the government) a person who was previously director of local prison in country side of Macedonia and who has no connection or knowledge about forestry and environment.  
Analogically to this municipality’s, political parities leaders and mayors on local level are appointing for directors their people of trust in 30 branch offices of P.E. Macedonian forests, without any influence or approval from the headquarters of Macedonian forests of Ministry of Agriculture Forestry and Waters. Says Skenderovski. 

Macedonian government and P.E. Macedonian forest in last 3 years organize twice a year action of forestation of bare mountains titled as “A forest your future”. Forestry engineers who want to stay anonymous are saying that action is mask for big financial abuse and explain why. 
In first year 2 millions of trees were planted, next year 3 millions were planted and this spring citizens of Macedonia plant around 5 milions of young trees. This is even theoretically impossible experts says.

That this actions of a forestations are only cover for something can be seen from the fact that most of the actions are organized in March when is totally wrong period for planting trees and than lass than 10% of the plants can survive and continue to grow. 
Inter title 

Brussels is informed

For all chaos in this field we inform international community (EU) says representatives from National forest Association, we also send to all factors of international community detailed analysis of temporary situation with forests in Macedonia. 
With support from Netherlands development organization SNV we create 20 local organizations in order to protect the forests and to create basis for sustainable use of wood – says Darko Skenderski from National Forest association. Our activities are also aimed on changing of “Low for forests” and transformation of public enterprise Macedonian Forests - says Skenderski. 

National Forest association is blaming government for silent nationalization of the forests, they appoint a fact that before 1945 26% of the forests were possessed by individual owners and now that percent is only 10%.  

According research we made in the field, price of wood as a cheaper heating energy is not changed in last 10 years in all region of western Balkans which is indicator that illegal cut is in enlargement. In the villagers which are close to the bigger cites numerous illegal ware houses for wood are functioning. 

Forest authorities have no control in some forest regions in Macedonia where illegal wood cutting is present. One attempt to establish control in these regions was fatal for two Forest Policeman’s who were killed near village of Matejche in northern Macedonia.

In the triple bordering region (Macedonia, Kosovo and Serbia) forest mafia from Macedonia, Kosovo and Serbia work together selling wood in surrounding cities in all countries. 
Picture from the region 

From the situation seen on field, Albania has identical problems as Macedonia, and forest mafia in this state is well connected with state structures as well as with other forest mafias from the region especially Macedonia and Kosovo. 

Spase Shumka – professor of biodiversity at Tirana University says that reason for low interest of the state in preservation of natural resources is actually buying social peace for different categories of citizens which destroy nature in order to fulfill family budgets. In this situation unfortunately change of the living environment for many living creatures is not so important. 
In last couple of years Serbia succeed to create order in the economical exploitation of the biodiversity, so Serbia is now example how problems can be solved if there is political wish. After the transformation of Public Enterprise Serbia Forests this state owned enterprise is no longer obligated only for preservation and use of forest but now duty of Serbia Shume is complete preservation and protection of natural biodiversity and wildlife in Serbia. Also this enterprise (Serbia forests) is obligated to work on crating preconditions for sustainable development of forest and mountain regions in Serbia. Unfortunately local communities are not always agreeing to these plans. As example we can point out region of Stara Planian (Eastern Serbia) where local communities are complain on government plans to build big Ski center in Stara plananina, instead of this they want to use funds intended for ski center for development of agricultural production – especially farming of sheep’s and cows.  
In Montenegro forest are mostly seateled among 800-1200 meter above sea level. Procedures for forest exploitation in Montenegro are regulated with low for protection of forests and with rule book for marking and cut of forests. Taking in to account great richness of forests in Montenegro, exploitation of beech tree is not restricted and with its export in Italy state is earning serious amounts of money. Mostly wood ready for burning in the fireplaces is exported. Price is around 40 euro for cube meter of beech tree which is ready for use ( cut on 33 cm long peaces and packed in packages of 2m3.
Couple of years ago government of Montenegro declare Montenegro as ecological state, this was well accepted between total population in all regions of Montenegro. Last year Montenegro creates National policy for managing with forest until 2025. Project was supported from governments of Luxembourg and Netherlands. 
Aleksandar Shurakovic – retired forestry engineer says that base of strategy is that forest are not any more only a wood but they are treated as multifunctional resource.

But even in Montenegro everything is not ideal. Predrag Nedic from association for Prevention and advancement of the environment is warning that local population from the Adriatic cost especially in Bar region is cutting old olive trees for fire wood, and also in this region several fires were set-up in order to create land for building. The same organization also has serious remarks on route for new road (Adriatic-Ionian highway) which rout pass trough high number of old olive forests. 
Branko Giolic forestry engineer from Montenegro says that strategy is good because illegal cut of wood is enabled.
Exploitation and cut of technical and fire wood has to be made according state plans and through concessions. Conditions for getting concessions and prices are equal for all subjects, so that ensure that any misuses can’t be made – says Djoko Elezovic from Andijevica. 
Monteengro is cutting around 800.000 m3 different sorts of technical wood annually. From total surface of the state 1.381.200 hectares forests are spread on 743 609 hectares or 54% of the territory are under forests. More than 60 % of the population of Montenegro is living in the forest regions. According value of the forests and forest biodiversity Montenegro and with 0.9 hectares of forest per capita Montenegro is one of the richest (with forests) countries in Europe. 
These are only some remarks of situation and use/misuse of forests in western Balkans more about use and destroying of natural resources of Balkan countries will be published in our next number. 
Framed feature

Out of control 
Forest Police and forest rangers avoid controlling some parts of Macedonia, especially parts where local forest mafias are rune by un-socialized ex soldiers of Albanian Liberation army from 2001. Several times foresters, forest police members and forest ranges were killed or kidnapped in these regions. “We are afraid to control the regions near villages of Dolno and Gorno Kolichani, Preslap, Aldinci and Crvena Voda, Pateshka Reka on mountain Kradzica, also we avoid whole Lipkovo region as well as places Tahushevsi and Debalde near Kosovo border. Well armed groups are present in this regions and they control those territories, several our colleagues were kidnapped by those groups and local population. It’s a public secret who this people are, but they are protected from some political centers of power – says member of forest police which want to stay anonymous. 

