Proposal
On "Reforestation as a Condition of Sustainable Economic and Social Development" program to be submitted to Millennium Challenge Corporation
 

Problem Background
The environmental problems are directly related to the economic and social progress of any country. It is impossible to solve one of the problems faced, even if sufficient funding is provided, failing to proportionately address the others. The forests of Armenia are facing an extremely critical situation in terms of their preservation and reproduction. During the years of economic and energy crises the forests and Lake Sevan were the main natural resources that were overexploited to help the survival of people.

By experts' assessments, about 80% of the territory of Armenia are facing the danger of desertification, mostly due to the destruction of vegetation. Thus, the elimination of forests and vegetation will have the following adverse consequences: 
- Fertile layer of soil will be lost;
- Greater negative impact of climate on the agriculture will be made, thus endangering the food security of Armenia;
- The 80% reduction of field and road protection layers has already resulted  in decreased efficiency of irrigation and shortened exploitation terms of the roads;
- The damage made by floods and slides grows and by such endangers the energy security of the country, closely related to the hydropower production, since for the regulation of a river flow the bank vegetation and proportionate distribution of snow melting water in terms of time and space has enormous importance. 

Also, if tourism is considered an important industry with regard to economy development, it should be noted that the desertified landscape do not contribute to the increase of attractiveness of Armenia as a tourist destination. 

Thus it is difficult to give an economic assessment of the soil-protecting, water-preserving, climate-regulating and other qualities of forests, which should necessarily be taken into account when the forest is viewed to be only a source of raw wood-either for processing or for burning. 

One of the development targets of UN in Armenia is the restoration of the forest areas of the country, which, in case of a positive scenario would make 12% in 2015, and in case of a negative scenario (continuation of illegitimate tree cutting, absence of forest-strengthening activities)-would only make 7%. In the 1950s the wood areas made up 7% of the total territory of Armenia, while by 1990 this figure amounted to 11.2%. 

The preservation of forest ecosystems is also imposed by a number of international conventions, ratified by Armenia, such as the UN campaign against climate change, desertification and for biodiversity, and the forest preservation is viewed to be a guarantee of sustainable development. 

Situation overview
By the statistics of 1993, the forest resources of Armenia made up 459.9 thousand hectares, with the pure forest lands making 334.1 thousand hectares, namely 11.2% of the total territory of the country. The  forest lands thus made 0.1 hectare per capita. 62% of the forest resources are concentrated in the north-western regions, 36% are located in south-eats of the country, the forest lands in the central areas of Armenia are 2%. Before 1993 the total timber resources of Armenia made 41.76 mln. cubic meters. 

The main forest cuts were made during the energy crisis of 1992-1995, when the annual cuttings reached 800 thousand cubic meters of wood, the permitted norm being 50-60 thousand cubic meters. Presently, by the assessments of experts, about 7,000 hectares of forest land are completely cut out and 30 thousand hectares of forest land has been thinned out to the extent of losing its reproductive capacity. The forest lands currently make less than 10% of the total territory of Armenia. 

By the assessment of experts, currently about 0.5 mln. cubic meters of wood is cut out, of which only 10-12% are on record. 
 
The program of the World Bank, "Management of Natural Resources and Reduction of Poverty", stipulated solutions for a number of important problems: implementation of forest husbandry work, development of forest management plans and their fulfillment, establishment of a forestry training center and professional education, development of a forest management policy and strategy, as well as of a national forest program, improvement of legislative and institutional frameworks, prevention of illegitimate actions, forest certification, etc. 

All the actions described above will certainly contribute to the improvement of forest management practices, however the program only calls for transplanting 1100 hectares of forest specimen and make sanitary cutting on 1,000 hectares of juvenile forests. 

The Government of the Republic of Armenia, placing particular emphasis on the need for reforestation in the country, has introduced a number of organizational and institutional reforms. Thus, the Resolution #4 of January 1, 2003 of the RA Prime Minister stipulates the establishment of a council on assisting the prevention of illegitimate wood cuttings, presided by the RA Minister of Environment, the Resolution #891, June 10, 2004 referred to establishing foundation of reforestation and forest development (the Chairman of the Board of Trustees of the Foundation is the RA Prime Minister). Besides, the institutional program for forest assistance, funded by the Swedish agency for international development, provides for developing a plan of action against the illegal forest cuts. 

The dynamics of state subsidization of the forest development is also marked by a positive trend during the past several years: 114 mln AMD in 2003, 178 mln. AMD in 2004, 300 mln. AMD in 2005. However, this funding is insufficient for restoration of the forest areas. At these rates it would be possible to restore the forest land percentages to the levels of 1990 only in 40 years. It is for this reason that both additional funding and a stricter control over illegal cuttings as well as effective management aiming at reforestation are necessary.  

Purpose
For two years already the process for transferring state-owned lands to the communal management is being stimulated. The state-owned lands are being transferred to the communities they are physically located in with no charges, with a right of their allocation to natural and legal persons by amortization or lease. 

The land privatization has resulted in new social, economic and legal conditions in the country, which are not accompanied by adequate environmental activities. The main reasons for that is the absence of environmental expertise and little awareness of the environmental processes that the communities currently have.  

The funding can be directed to tree-planting lots on non-arable lands that can serve the restoration of the field and road protecting layers in the communal territories as such and also become a source of revenue, as the saplings cultivated in the lots can further be sold for forest husbandry purposes. The programs implemented by communities must be guided, assisted and monitored by organizations, possessing the necessary forest expertise, and the appropriate state structures (Academy of Agriculture, Botany Institute of the National Academy of Sciences, Ministry of Environmental Protection, Forest Research Center, Ministry of Agriculture, "HayAntar" agency). The NGOs, specialized in the sphere, can provide technical assistance to the implementation of programs, along with supervision, monitoring and consultancy ("Green Armenia", "Armenian Tree Planting Project", "Forests of Armenia"). 

Besides the purely environmental benefits, such programs will also contribute to the creation of new jobs in the communities, the cultivation of non-arable lands, will provide an additional source of income to the rural communities and will thus become a basis for creating communal forests. 

