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The forestry sector as an inequality 

machine? 

Agents, agreements and global politics of 

trade and investment in the Congo Basin

- FOREQUAL -



Maatalous-metsätieteellinen tiedekunta

1. Defining infrastructures of inequality

2. Unpacking flows of ideas, policy influence and discourse and advocacy 

coalitions – methods and approaches

3. Transforming infra-structures of inequality
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What enables and who benefits from flows of biomass, incl. 

timber? 

How to break and transform long-standing infra-structures of 

inequality towards more just and equitable futures?
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POWER, COLONIAL EXPLOITATION AND THE 
(RE) PRODUCTION OF INEQUALITY 

A definition of Social inequality

within and among societies in different parts of the world 

starting points (opportunities) and finishing lines (outcomes) are multidimensional, socio-

political processes that often feed into a machinery of increased ‘production’ of social 

inequalities (Afonso et al., 2015)
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MYRIAD OF ACTORS AND INTERESTS IN FORESTS 
AND FOREST LANDS IN GLOBAL SOUTH
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INFRASTRUCTURES OF INEQUALITY

Plantations, concessions, roads, buildings 

Interconnected processes, 

with institutional path dependencies and power relations 

with material, financial and ideational flows as part of infra-structures that 
(re)produce inequalities  

 Flows of biomass over time to the benefit of selected actors

 Narratives that legitimate infrastructures of inequality over time

Definition: Infrastructure is defined as the basic physical systems of a business, region, or 

nation and the flows of material, finance and ideas linked to production processes. 

Term from late 1880s, derived from French, with infra- meaning below and structure

meaning building. Infrastructure can mean the foundation upon which the structure 

of an economy is built. 
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2. Flows of ideas, policy influence and discourse and advocacy 

coalitions – methods and approaches
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Unpacking infrastructures of inequality
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OUR APPROACH : FLOWS OF BIOMASS, 
HEGEMONY  AND COMMERCIAL PRACTICES

- Archival research, company histories 

- Analysis of available datasets, maps  

“We must tend to develop the inexhaustible wood 

reserves of our Colony, as the tenacious effort of our 

early pioneers has exploited its bountiful mineral wealth.”
Pr. Joseph Fouarge (1950) –

director of the State Forest Laboratory, Gembloux University.

"The exploitation of Congolese forests is still not very 

profitable at present. [...] It is therefore in our interest to 

look for ways to make better use of the woody material by 

studying the possibility of creating new industrial 

complexes capable of making greater use of the forests.” 
Istas, (1959) –

engineer at the Laboratoire de Recherches Chimiques du Ministère des 

Colonies

2022: Politicians, business leaders, YouTubers and celebrities

are calling for the planting of millions, billions or even trillions of 

trees to slow climate change – but on who’s land ? 

JRC – biomass flows

https://www.doi.gov/pressreleases/trump-administration-furthers-commitment-one-trillion-trees-initiative
https://www.businessinsider.com/elon-musk-pewdiepie-jeffree-star-donate-mrbeast-youtube-tree-planting-2019-10
https://www.vogue.co.uk/news/article/gisele-bundchen-40-birthday-trees
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OUR APPROACH: 
INVESTIGATING THE ROLE OF SCIENCE IN THE MAKING OF 

INFRASTRUCTURES OF INEQUALITY 

Wong, G.Y., Holm, M., Pietarinen, N., Ville, A. and 

Brockhaus, M., 2022. The making of resource frontier 

spaces in the Congo Basin and Southeast Asia: A 

critical analysis of narratives, actors and drivers in the 

scientific literature. World Development Perspectives, 

27, p.100451.
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OUR APPROACH : INVESTIGATION OF 
ACTORS, AFFILIATIONS AND ARGUMENTS 

Adapted from 

Philip Leifeld: 

Discourse 

Network Analyser 
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INVESTIGATION OF ACTORS, AFFILIATIONS 
AND ARGUMENTS 
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Coalitions in the multilevel policy process for 

halting deforestation in the Democratic Republic

of the Congo based on the retweet network

among 156 policy actors spanning the period of 

January 2017 through May 2022; nodes at the

lower and upper levels refer to Congolese and 

international organisations, respectively

Establishment+
Science-policy

regime

Forest 

watchdog

Development

industry

Financial 

justice
Family farming

A. Malkamäki, M. Brockhaus. F. Kengoum, R. 

Kimpesa, B-P. Ntirumenyerwa Mihigo. 2022. 

Connective action and the boomerang pattern for 

halting deforestation in the Democratic Republic of the

Congo. In Osei-Kojo | Weible (eds). Advocacy

Coalitions and Policy Change in Africa. Forthcoming. 

OUR APPROACH : INVESTIGATION 

OF POLICY INFLUENCE  THROUGH 

TWITTER -

ADVOCACY COALITIONS in DRC 
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Influencing policy

Policy actors that share policy beliefs do pool resources and align strategies to achieve joint policy 

goals (Weible et al. 2020, Sabatier 1988) 

� (Advocacy) Coalitions

� understanding the contribution of coalitional politics to policy gridlocks as in DRC is important 

Actors accessing the state from the outside, diverse roles (and interests), interaction across levels  

� The ”international”

� understanding role of internationals in coalition formation and for policy change towards less 

deforestation  (Kukkonen et al., 2018; Nwalie, 2019), e.g. through brokerage of selected or 

societal interests, resource transfer (aid), domestication of global norms, etc. 

� Connective Action, Boomerang effect

� New media (e.g. twitter) removes costs, 

� more internationals, more change?  

� Legitimacy? 
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Data and methods to analyse Twitter data on deforestation in DRC

Twitter data on retweets and mentions among 159 policy organisations since 2017 - May 2022

Retweets – belief homophily as an act of endorsing and spreading political content.

Mentions – extra-coalitional influence attempts and intra-coalitional relevancy boosts.

Organisational presence on Twitter – different types of accounts [Chen 2021] – (6148 accounts). 

initial roster of organisations (205), not all are active … 

Coalitions identified from the weighted + undirected + keyword-filtered retweet network via 

consensus Leiden partitioning [Traag et al. 2019; Peixoto 2021].

Influence attempts inferred from the binary + directed + keyword-filtered mention network via 

exponential random graph modelling [Cranmer et al. 2017].
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2 transnational coalitions 

09/11/2022 15
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Forest watchdog coalition

- Connects 23 national non-governmental organisations working on the environment and social

justice with their 13 international counterparts putting pressure on the government and 

international third parties.

- Structural power (operationalised through eigenvector centrality) with International Institute 

for Environment and Development (research), Greenpeace (activism), and Mongabay

(journalism)

- some recent social movement organisations, the Extinction Rebellion and 

the Rise Up Movement both of which have Congolese chapters. 

 More or less radical ? 

09/11/2022 16
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Establishment+

- largest of the six coalitions with 50 members, connecting the powerful organs

of the state (e.g., Office of the President) with the main political

blocks and business interests in the DRC with international

organisations, namely transnational corporations

- + = foreign aid bureaus from the US, the UK, and China, assigned

to this group based on their online interactions – hence, do not qualify as third parties. 

- most central is youth activist organisation Lutte pour le Changement (Fight for 

Change) – youth dominance contributes to understand centrality; belonging to internal

camps, professionalization during transition from Kabila to Tshisekedi regime all

provide possible explanations for coalition belonging

 More change within establishment or more international B –AU ?

09/11/2022 17
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4 other coalitions, 

3 of which predominantly operate at the international level and are 

largely divided by sectorial focus: land use, aid money, and 

financial integrity.

09/11/2022 18
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36 members, most central actor the relatively small but

media-present CongoPeat Programme, FAO, WWF, captures the collection of 

established scientific and intergovernmental organisations that constitutes the

cornerstone of international forest policy. 

- specialises in producing expert knowledge of forests and facilitating

science-policy dialogue for national institutions

- more conservative in rhetoric, have been operating professionally within the

existing institutions for decades, and collaborate more closely with

governments and corporations to steer policy. 

 close or too close to power to speak ‘truth’- implications for credibility

and reachability?

09/11/2022 19

Science-Policy Regime:
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coalition of international finance institutions with financial leverage over 

deforestation policy in recipient countries. 

- All major donor governments (except the American, British, and Chinese agencies which are 

in the Establishment+), endorsing the deforestation-oriented content of one another on social 

media.

 Implications for accountability of state towards donors rather than society? 

09/11/2022 20

represents organisations that work on financial integrity (e.g., capital flight, financial 

secrecy, tax evasion)

- Even though it focuses on an important structural dimension underlying tropical deforestation, it shares 

few ties with other coalitions, 

suggesting that financial integrity has not penetrated current 

debates on deforestation?

comprises three Congolese agricultural interest groups 

 implying that smallholder farming is not well embedded in the politics of deforestation? 

Development Industry:

Financial Justice:

Family Farming:



Maatalous-metsätieteellinen tiedekunta

Selected key findings : 

09/11/2022 21

Connective action, but largely to build coalitions, missing 

boomerang as transnational coalitions not necessarily pressure 

domestic establishment → trust in who’s willing to put the pro-

change agenda forward? (since some powerful third parties are 

already bed fellows with establishment) , except for some INGOs 

inside the Forest Watchdog which are however outside the Forest 

Science Policy regime 
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3. Key findings and possible implications for research
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How to break and transform long-standing infra-structures of inequality towards 

more just and equitable futures?
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IDENTIFYING AND ENGAGING IN 
TRANSFORMATIVE JUST PATHWAYS

What are infra-structures that (re)produce inequality? 

Histories, politics and capital & material flows reflected in narratives that are persistent over time, with

‘Quiet’ private sector interests

Enabled through established state and forest regime actors (incl. science)

Promising development and welfare at the expense of local people and nature

How can research contribute to break and transform these towards more just and equitable 

futures?

Questions the politics and dissects the discourses – whose interests are served and who benefits.

Examines power relations in policies and practices related to forest access, forest land conversion, 

trade and finance.

Engages and gives voice to those not heard in policy processes.
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Figure 3. Retweets by

deforestation-related

topic; colours match

the coalitions in 

Figure 2; aggregate

network is simply

another visualisation

of the network in 

Figure 2.

Regardless of 

the topic, 

retweeting

patterns occur

→ consistent

retweeting

behaviour
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Mention network
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Forest watchdog

putting pressure

on powerful third

parties (financing

organsiations) 

when also

intergovernmental

organsiations are

included


