Young Forester Guyana Newsletter Article
The story of Young Forester Guyana begins about 18 months ago in South Australia perusing the Commonwealth Forestry Association website article on the Young Forester Award. What an amazing opportunity to go and experience forestry in a developing country.  I did my research and decided this position was a challenge I was ready for.  As you can imagine I was extremely pleased get news that I had been selected for the position.  I went about making the required preparations at home before I embarked on a 44 hour journey across the globe and arrived in Georgetown, Guyana, South America.
Having never traveled outside of Australia before, arrival in Georgetown after traveling for such a long time was a bit of a shock to the system.  It wasn’t long and I was on my way to the Interior – North Rupununi where I would begin work with a group of Amerindian village loggers, the Makushi Yemekun Cooperative (MYC).  I was picked up from the airport in a 4x4 and taken to the village that I would be calling home for the next three and a half months - Surama.  My bedroom consisted of a hammock with mosquito netting and a towel rack, what else does a girl need?  I was expecting this; however it was a shock in reality.  I was amazed how rapidly I was able to adjust to the conditions, after a couple of days this was the norm. Mozzies, frogs, lizards and snakes in the shower were all part of daily life.  Believe it or not, you don’t really need much more than food, water and shelter to live.  I learnt a very valuable lesson within those first few days with respect to the food.  I walked to the local shop to buy some flour so that I could make some bread. I returned home empty handed, unfortunately I did not have a bag to carry the flour in.  From then on, bags became an extremely valuable commodity.  Thankfully the ladies in the village took me under their wing and helped me to find supplies.  This is not an easy task for an Amerindian, let alone a young white lady.
Work here in the North Rupununi has broadened my knowledge of rainforest species and chainsaw logging.  Most of my time was spent working as an independent forester, with assistance from my supervisor based in the UK.  Most of my time was spent working with a small group of loggers, the Makushi Yemekun Cooperative (MYC).  These men are a group of Amerindians that are cutting lumber from a State Forest Permission (SFP) area that has been allocated to the local Amerindian managed development board, the North Rupununi District Development Board (NRDDB).  The NRDDB includes 16 communities.  The SFP area is property of the Guyana Forestry Commission (GFC) and is a designated area of production forest.    The aim is to have all of the 16 communities involved in the management of the forest concession as a Community Forestry Program.  In reality, issues of distance, lack of transport and difficult communications result in only some 4 – 5 villages being involved in timber harvesting within the SFP area.  

From discussions with villagers it became apparent that the highest priority of the Makushi people, including the loggers, is to ensure that the forest be managed in a sustainable manner so that their children could utilize the forest in the same way that they have.  The Makushi use the forest for so much more that timber, including hunting, medicinal requirements and other Non Timber Forest Products.   
Harvesting by the MYC is very low impact logging as far as environmental impact is concerned.  Essentially all felling and ripping is done by chainsaw and sawn lumber is carried out of the forest either on their shoulders piece by piece.  For larger orders a small tractor may be used to extract the lumber, however, the majority is extracted by hand.  The loggers are essentially living a subsistence lifestyle and therefore are harvesting timber as a means of a small income in order to purchase basic goods such as flour, sugar, toothpaste, and washing soap.

I spent the first couple of weeks chatting with the key loggers of the group to get an understanding of the current situation.  My brief was to assist them in harvesting techniques, business management, marketing and extraction techniques.  After investigating a number of fronts it became apparent that these loggers had not actually done much harvesting over the past few months.  In fact the level of morale within the group was very low.  They had tried to make a small business from logging and run into a number of issues resulting in community debt and criticism.  To make matters worse, the GFC were increasing pressure for payment of acreage fees and royalties.  The loggers were under a large amount of pressure to perform, the spotlight was definitely on them and political forces were unfortunately working against them. 
My first task was to try and assist the MYC in finding the cause of all of this debt and to determine a way of ensuring that the situation was improved.    This lead to work in job planning and costing, review of their pricing schedule, some marketing, review of the financials, a debt repayment plan and a number of addition things that have lead to an increase in moral amongst the MYC.  I worked with some individuals to build a “logging arch” of sorts, in order to assist in extraction – one of the least productive aspects of their operation.   I also spent some time training a young lady that had recently completed secondary school in book keeping and basic computer skills.  I found this a very challenging and also very rewarding task.  In addition to this I spent some time with the Agriculture staff at Bina Hill Institute.  We designed an agroforesty plot, propagated seed and planted out some seedlings.  The aim of this project was to increase the soil quality, provide a fuel source other than the forest and provide a food source for grazing stock.  This will now act as a demonstration site for people from surrounding villages to visit and learn about the advantages of agroforesty. You can check out my work diary at http://www.cfa-international.org/Rachel.html for a more detailed description of my work tasks.
The main difficulties that I faced during my time in the North Rupununi were transport, communications and coordination of people.  Transport included anything from foot, bicycle, motorcycle, old Bedford truck, tractor and if I was really lucky a Toyota Hilux.  All communications were done by radio or by sending messages on paper with a person heading to the next village.  A response may take a few days or even longer.  The logistics of getting from place to place or planning a meeting was a tough task in itself.  Then there is the Guyanese time factor.  Times such as “just now” (between 10 minutes and 3 hours prior or after), “after breakfast” or “after lunch” had become part of life.  I have learnt to be “on standby” for transport for the most part of the day, however there was always something to do. I also had to learn to take paper notes again, many hours were spent scribbling down note, to be put into the computer when I managed to get a lift to BHI.  All of this gave me a great appreciation for the things that the people of the NRDDB have achieved under such difficult conditions in the North Rupununi.
Overall my experience has been nothing short of amazing.  I have learnt much about rainforest timber harvesting, the qualities of rainforest timbers, negotiating between cultures and within difficult political circumstances.  I have also learnt a lot about Amerindian culture and definitely patience. 
The skills that I have gained through the Young Forester Award will remain with me as I continue my career as Forester at home in South Australia.  I encourage all young Foresters to take every opportunity that becomes available to them, maybe they could be the next one traveling abroad as the Commonwealth Forestry Association Young Forester.  An experience never to be forgotten.
I would extend my sincere thanks to the Commonwealth Forestry Association and Pro-Natura UK for allowing me this opportunity.  A special thank you to my supervisor and mentor Mr Donald Thompson, for lending me his advise and wisdom gained over many years as a professional Forester working both abroad and in the UK.

Signing off,
Rachel Murray
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