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Foreword

After two decades, in which forests and trees had limited visibility in the pro-
grammes of bi- and multilateral development cooperation agencies, they are now 
back on the international agenda. Trees are recognised as key, multifunctional 
elements of rural landscapes. Be it as precious assets for nations and communi-
ties in their adaptation to climate change or in their estimated potential to buffer 
several times the amount of annual global CO2 emissions until 2030 – forests 
and trees have an important role to play – if nations decide to take the necessary 
measures. Sustainable forestry and agroforestry have positive impacts on com-
munity organisation, and influence water and soil quality and availability – sup-
porting productive agriculture. Products and services produced and yielded by 
trees and forests both satisfy basic energy, construction and nutritional needs of 
local people and provide significant income generation opportunities.   

The recent work of a highly motivated and dynamic group of people working in 
international forestry and governance issues in a large number of countries and 
programmes sheds light on key factors for success in the field. Gathered together 
by Working Group “Trees and Forests in Development Cooperation” – in two 
workshops supported by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC) – one in Punakha, Bhutan, organised by Helvetas, and one in Interlaken, 
Switzerland, organised by Intercooperation – the participants reached the strong 
conclusion that integrating basic governance principles into the design of forest 
programmes is more decisive in achieving results than is the accuracy of more 
technically oriented measures.

Switzerland’s own forest policy only became successful (at least in densely pop-
ulated zones) when important elements of subsidiarity were realised – that is, 
when management responsibility for large forest areas and corresponding tenure 
rights were clearly entrusted to lower levels of government. At the same time, it 
was necessary to create local social and economic incentives (and/or resource 
alternatives) to promote the sustainable use of forest resources by local people. 

It can be seen that the growing interest in forestry measures in the context of 
developing global carbon markets has significant associated risks. Technocratic 
approaches to forestry appear to be on the rise again. Such approaches may 
work in some sparsely populated areas; however, these are becoming rare on 
earth. Looking back on decades – if not centuries – of global experiences, all the 
evidence including that in this publication suggests that in more densely popu-
lated areas, forests and many of their services and products are essentially public 
goods. Thus only socially oriented policies for them will be sustainable – and 
influence the future development and use of rules, institutions, tools and technol-
ogy.

We recommend this lively text to every reader interested in the value of forests, 
natural resources and the preservation of nature for local development, whether 
they be a practitioner, a policy or decision maker or a researcher. Approaching 
the “woody” subject of forestry with a governance lens, this publication is easy 
and interesting to read, and will inspire everyone who feels that the self organisa-
tion capacity of rural societies to (re-)integrate multifunctional trees and forests in 
their landscapes is essential for reaching international development goals. 
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Hoping that this publication contributes to the fulfilment of this worthy role, we 
would like to thank all the hosts, participants and facilitators of the two workshops 
and all the members of the Working Group for their dedicated work, and the 
unique spirit, in which the results of these two international events were com-
piled. We would like to express particular thanks to Jane Carter, Kaspar Schmidt, 
Patrick Robinson, Thomas Stadtmüller and Arjumand Nizami, who did the hard 
work of the final editing of the document that you are holding in your hands. 

Lyonpo Dr Pema Gyamtsho   Dr Jörg Frieden
Minister of Agriculture,    Directorate Global Cooperation,
Bhutan   Swiss Agency for Development and  
   Cooperation (SDC)
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Summary of the findings of the two 
workshops

1.  Forest and landscape governance is an urgent, major 
current issue

Forests are an integral part of rural livelihoods and the rural  economy

Throughout much of the world, forests represent an important source of subsist-
ence for people living in and around them. They also have increasingly wider 
significance in the rural economy – as a source of many diverse livelihoods based 
around the sale of forest products and forest services. 

Making history

Viewed from a historical, global perspective, the narrative of local people’s 
involvement in forest management – particularly in developing countries – has 
shifted dramatically over the last 40 years. From being widely perceived in the 
1970s as hapless (even villainous) destroyers of the forest, local people came 
to be viewed in the 1980s as important stakeholders in afforestation and forest 
conservation. By the 1990s, local people were seen as partners in forest man-
agement, and now, in the first decade of the 21st century, they are actors at the 
forefront of forest reform and good forest governance.

Colonial past

Nevertheless, in many developing countries there are important factors stemming 
from colonial legacies (concepts, laws, regulations, terminology, power-distribu-
tion, training, etc.), that still influence development processes concerning natural 
resources and local communities. Their tendency to undermine local ownership 
and responsibility for forests needs to be recognised and addressed.

Taking a landscape perspective

The sound management of forests must be viewed as part of the sustainable 
management of all renewable natural resources, and is closely inter-linked with 
socially inclusive (multiple stakeholder) planning, decision-making and manage-
ment. To ensure a holistic approach, this needs to be focused at the landscape 
level.

Global importance

Trans-national and global issues in forestry are gaining importance and require 
new approaches at the local community level. These include the opportunity for 
well organised forest communities and their networks/federations to become 
involved in the carbon trade, as well as being paid for other environmental serv-
ices such as benefits accrued downstream from the management of trans-bound-
ary watersheds.

2. Change is driven by people

Bottom-up change

The active involvement of local people in promoting good forest governance 
is most likely to occur when linked with a strong bottom-up desire for change. 
Community-based organisations (CBOs) and NGOs can play an important role in 
triggering, supporting and channelling such change processes into empowering 
social movements. 
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Attitudinal change

Disproven beliefs and attitudes that label governments as the sole responsible 
custodians of the forest and local people as ignorant users (or even destroyers) 
of the resource, are still quite widespread in many parts of the world. Attitudinal 
change is needed at all levels (community, administration, policy making). This 
will only come about through a thorough re-orientation of perceived roles and 
responsibilities, and consistent on-the-job capacity development. 

Reluctance of government authorities to hand over forest to communities

Linked to the above, state officials are often still very reluctant to hand over use 
and control rights over forests to local communities. One reason is that handing 
over a resource is perceived by officials to represent a loss of power, revenue 
and jobs. Another is that state officials do not trust the capacities of communities 
to manage forests in a rational and sustainable way. There is a need to challenge 
the “zero sum” mentality that devolving responsibility to local people means a 
loss of power. 

Champions amongst decision-makers

Conducive policy changes are often linked with generational changes and/or a 
critical mass of champions or change agents who manoeuvre to develop political 
and administrative leverage. This varies according to country context, but vision-
ary individuals can play a crucial role.

3. Appropriate policy and legislation is crucial

Policies responsive to reality

Land use policies as well as policies over forest products and services must cor-
respond with the current realities of multiple forest use by multiple stakeholders. 
This is most likely when they are developed in a consultative process with multiple 
stakeholders, and take into account lessons derived from field experience. Their 
enforcement is, in turn, most likely where there is clear supportive legislation, and 
the commitment of the stakeholders. Yet the reality is often that policies are out-
dated or ill-conceived, and/or implemented in a corrupt or ineffective manner. 

Addressing forest crime

The enforcement of forest laws designed to ensure sustainable forest manage-
ment, whilst respecting local community needs, is a necessary part of good gov-
ernance.

Good natural resource governance is often linked to effective 
decentralisation

Effective decentralisation – where both decision-making and budgetary authority 
is transferred to local level – is highly conducive to good natural resource gov-
ernance, in that the mechanisms are in place to respond to bottom-up demand. 
However, there are cases of good forest governance occurring in countries that 
do not have effective decentralisation.

Practical legislation: rules and regulations that are readily implemented

Rules and regulations in support of local forest governance must be practical and 
readily understood. Often building on indigenous or local norms is an effective 
way of ensuring their local ownership – as long as equity issues (full participation 
of women and other marginal groups) are taken into consideration. It is important 
to build in opportunities to appraise and update rules and regulations in the light 
of practical field experience. 
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Balancing local, national and international forest priorities

Quite commonly, the priorities that frame national policies and laws regarding 
forests are contrary to local needs, and vice versa. National priorities may also 
be different from international ones, raising issues about the power of sovereign 
States to decide matters on their territory. The most effective way to deal with 
such issues is through collaboration and negotiation between the concerned par-
ties. Various international agreements and conventions, even if non-binding, can 
serve as leverage to balance priorities at different levels.

Ensuring coherence within the wider policy framework

Policy contradictions may also occur at a wider, inter-sectoral level. Thus contex-
tual developments or government policies and associated legislation in sectors 
such as transport (roads), energy, health and others can have powerful (negative 
or positive) impacts on natural resource governance at the landscape level. A well 
coordinated approach, including fiscal policies, is essential to ensure national 
policy coherence. This is also true at supra-national levels (regional/transbound-
ary and global) in bilateral or regional agreements. Ideally, the costs and ben-
efits of developments/impacts should be shared on an equitable basis by the 
concerned countries. International laws and conventions (on biodiversity, human 
rights, indigenous peoples’ rights, etc.) help to promote overall coherence and 
guide appropriate national legislative change. 

4. Pro-activeness in promoting equity

Rights

It is essential that all members of communities are fully informed of their rights 
and responsibilities, especially where these are denied. Furthermore, they need 
the confidence and ability to demand their rights, and the means to fulfil their 
responsibilities. Rights imply clear benefits – unless such benefits are forth-com-
ing, there will be little incentive for community members to invest their time and 
labour.

Equity

Equity in decision-making over forest management, and particularly over benefit 
sharing, remains a major challenge in forestry. It will not happen unless pro-active 
steps are taken to ensure the full participation of women and other marginalised 
groups. It is also important that poverty is defined in local terms, encompass-
ing social as well as economic parameters, and promoting local awareness and 
sensitivity. 

Indigenous peoples

International recognition of the rights of indigenous people and their growing rep-
resentation in decision-making over forests is a very positive development. At 
the same time, it is important that the rights of non-indigenous people who live 
in and around forests and are dependent on them for their livelihoods, are also 
recognised.

Tenure

The complexity of tenure issues surrounding forestry and other natural resources 
in the landscape is increasingly recognised in national and international circles, 
yet there is still often failure to fully clarify different tenure rights (both use and 
control rights – which may be different for different tree products, forests, water 
and land) when practical interventions are made on the ground. This is essential 
as a first step, and should form part of a pilot phase in interventions (see below).
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5. An intervention culture that builds on local ownership 

Understanding the context

Projects involving forest (or other natural resource) management with and by 
local communities require a sound situational analysis before launching a project 
of any scale. Ideally, a short (1-2 year) pilot/exploratory phase should be imple-
mented first, using action-research and participatory learning and action (PLA) 
approaches. 

Long term commitment is crucial

The time needed for a given development process may vary considerably accord-
ing to country context, and sometimes sudden leaps in development may occur. 
Such leaps often lead to the identification of important further challenges – some-
times referred to as different generation issues. Long-term commitment, dedica-
tion and patience are required from all actors in such development processes. 

6. A multi-stakeholder approach is essential

Pluralism and continuous negotiation 

The demands upon forests made by different interest groups at different levels 
are diverse, complex and sometimes conflicting. Continuous and inclusive nego-
tiation between these stakeholders is necessary and vital to find acceptable ways 
to manage forests in a sustainable manner. Indeed, good governance implies a 
dynamic, on-going process.

Institutionalise multi-stakeholder platforms

Often, multi-stakeholder platforms are the only possible mechanism to manage 
deep-rooted conflicts. These may need to be institutionalised into legally recog-
nised bodies which serve as a forum to plan new initiatives, discuss management 
issues, agree upon roles and responsibilities, and continuously control, monitor 
and evaluate activities. 

7. Different stakeholders have different roles

Role of Community Based Organisations (CBOs)

CBOs can play a very important role in promoting pro-poor and environmentally 
sound forest management, representing the interests and views of local people 
at local, national and even international level. In this respect, their credibility is 
greatest where their membership is genuinely representative – especially with 
regard to issues of equity and discrimination. Networking and/or federating are 
important mechanisms for CBOs to be effective in advocacy and contribute to the 
elaboration of forest policy. 

Role of NGOs

Many participatory/community based forest management initiatives involve facili-
tation by local NGOs, sometimes coordinated by national or international NGOs. 
Local NGOs have a particular role in building the capacities of local people and 
empowering them to claim their rights. The role of international NGOs lies more 
at the national level, and includes facilitating multi-stakeholder platforms, building 
networks and alliances, providing outside expertise and experience for develop-
ing capacities at all levels, informing forest policy discussions, and profiling rel-
evant issues of international importance. 
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Role of national and local governments

Operating according to the important principle of subsidiarity, under which deci-
sion-making takes place at the lowest responsible body, the role of local govern-
ments should be to plan, implement and channel funds for local development 
initiatives. The main role of national governments is primarily that of providing 
an enabling environment – ensuring that appropriate policy, legislation, and rules 
and regulations are in place and enforced, as well as coordinating different actors 
and monitoring and evaluating development activities. Democratic elections play 
an important role in making government representatives downwardly account-
able to the electorate. 

Role of donors

There is still a need for better donor coordination in some cases, despite efforts 
made both before and after the Paris Declaration, and it is important that donors 
recognise the role of national governments in leading this coordination. One way 
in which “small” donors can make a particular contribution to development is 
through bringing relevant field experience to the attention of both national policy 
makers and other donors. Another is through their own behaviour and values, 
and the implicit messages that this gives. 

Role of research organisations

Research organisations can play an important role in supporting good forest 
governance by investigating relevant aspects, and making the results of their 
analyses available to a broad public. They should ensure that research is as ori-
ented to local demands as possible, working within integrated, multi-disciplinary 
approaches. They should also be pro-active in communicating research findings 
to local people, development practitioners and decision-makers – building local 
ownership of their findings in the process.

Role of the private sector

The private sector can play a very important role in forest governance, especially 
where there is strong commercial utilisation of natural resources (or where private 
companies promote land use which competes with forestry). The active participa-
tion of forest companies and entrepreneurs of all sizes in multi-stakeholder plat-
forms is needed. It is important to test innovative ways to facilitate collaboration 
between local people and wider civil society, private companies and government 
bodies, and to build on the findings made. 
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A landscape carved from the forest – North East Madagascar 
(Photo: Jane Carter)
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1. Introduction
A workshop series on forests, landscape and governance

Kaspar Schmidt and Thomas Stadtmüller

1.1 Why forests, landscape and governance?

The members of the Working Group “Trees and Forests in Development Coopera-
tion” chose “forests, landscape and governance” as a topic for two workshops held 
in 2008 because of its significance for human development and sustainable man-
agement of natural resources. Over the last few years, “governance” has become 
a key transversal issue in development thinking (cf. SDC 2007), and the concepts 
“governance” and “good governance” have gained increasing importance for nat-
ural resource management in general and forest management in particular. 

Forests, and with them the products and services they provide, continue to dis-
appear or to be threatened in many places throughout the world. Given this situ-
ation, improved forest governance is essential for slowing down and eventually 
halting the destruction of these multifuctional ecosystems and for getting closer to 
the goal of sustainable forest management. The threat of climate change further 
accentuates the importance of governance of forest resources, as forests play 
a crucial role in the global carbon cycle. Sound forest governance can be con-
sidered as a cornerstone and precondition for sustainable forest management. 
Mitigation of the negative effects of forest and other natural resource degradation 
requires combined efforts in governance as well as in sustainable resource utili-
sation (Intercooperation 2007). 

Member organisations of the Working Group have gained a wealth of experi-
ence on governance issues, including in the domain of forests, landscapes and 
natural resource management. This is documented i.a. in a range of publica-
tions by the two workshop organisers Helvetas and Intercooperation (Crettaz et 
al 2005, Intercooperation 2007, Schärer and Füeg 2007, Robinson and Wehrli 
2009. In the Swiss-supported development cooperation and international policy 
dialogue concerning forests and people, governance has gained considerable 
importance. From this stronger focus on governance, a range of experiences 
and lessons learned from a multitude of countries and contexts (eg. the Andes, 
Bhutan, Kyrgyzstan, Mali, Nepal, Vietnam) and from different multilateral proc-
esses and initiatives (eg. the National Forest Programme Facility of the FAO, 
the Forest Law Enforcement and Governance FLEG process of the World Bank, 
the United Nations Forum on Forests UNFF) is now available. Thus, the Swiss 
development cooperation and its partners have longstanding international expe-
rience in supporting improvements of forest governance. This draws also from 
Switzerland’s own forest history. 

1.2 The 2008 workshop series on forests, landscape and 
governance

In 2007, SDC, with the support of Helvetas and Intercooperation, undertook a 
survey amongst the natural resource projects it finances, to better understand 
the potentials and constraints to improved governance in natural resources man-
agement. The results of the survey showed that a number of common issues, 
constraints and challenges emerged despite considerable differences in frame 
conditions in different countries. The respondents also outlined the issues on 
which they felt they would benefit from sharing experiences with development 
practitioners from other countries.  
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Based on these outcomes, the Working Group “Trees and Forests in Develop-
ment Cooperation” initiated the following two workshops documented in this pub-
lication*:

• “Forests, landscape and governance – the roles of local communities, develop-
ment projects, the state and other stakeholders” held on 3-7 September 2008 
in Punakha, Bhutan;

• “Forests, landscape and governance – the roles and responsibilities of bilateral 
and multilateral cooperation” held on 29-30 October 2008 in Interlaken, Swit-
zerland.

The overall aim of this workshop series was:

• For development practitioners (from donor agencies, projects/programmes, 
NGOs) to exchange relevant experience for their work in the field of forest 
governance and particularly for the conceptual development of working 
approaches;

• To provide conceptual input is provided for future coordination of the work of 
Swiss agencies and organisations in the field of forest governance.

The specific goals of the two workshops are given in Sections 2 and 3 respec-
tively. The recommendations and conclusions from the discussions held during 
the first workshop in Bhutan were fed into the workshop in Switzerland via a 
presentation delivered by participants of the Bhutan workshop and a condensed 
summary distributed to the participants at the Swiss workshop.

1.3  Defining governance and good governance

Governance can be defined as (adapted from UNDP 1997) “the exercise of politi-
cal, economic and administrative authority” to manage a country‘s or any other 
social or political system’s “affairs at all levels”. It “comprises the complex mecha-
nisms, processes and institutions through which citizens and groups articulate 
their interests, mediate their differences and exercise their legal rights and obli-
gations.”

This definition underlines the process nature of governance. Governance hap-
pens on all geographical levels, from the local, over the sub-national, national, 
and regional up to the international level (“vertical dimension of governance”). It 
happens as a dynamic interplay between different actors (“governance spheres” 
(Byrne pers. comm.)) including civil society, governments (the State) and the pri-
vate sector (“horizontal dimension of governance”).

The concept of good governance emphasises the importance of the benefit for 
the society at large as the ultimate goal of the process of governing. Thus, good 
governance refers to the quality of the governance process. 

Good governance “ensures that political, social and economic priorities are based 
on broad consensus in society and the voices of the poorest and the most vulner-
able are heard in decision making over the allocation of development resources” 
(UNDP 1997).

Good governance is based on the observation of a series of principles such as 
(compiled from UNDP 1997 and SDC 2007): 

* The international workshop “Forest governance and decentralization in Africa” held in Durban, South Africa, in 
April 2008 as a country-led initiative in support of the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF), another relevant 
workshop co-funded by Switzerland and held in 2008, is documented in a separate report available online on the 
website of the UNFF at http://www.un.org/esa/forests/pdf/cli/cli_durban_report.pdf.  
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• Accountability

• Transparency

• Non-discrimination

• Participation, participatory decision-making, empowerment

• Efficiency and effectiveness

• Legitimacy and legality

• Rule of law and compliance with rules and decisions 

The observance of these principles can be interpreted as indicators of good gov-
ernance. Other definitions of good governance include additional principles, such 
as government effectiveness. As far as forests are concerned, the conceptualisa-
tion and application of the principles of good governance in their management 
have become important issues in the international debate surrounding forests 
and development (see for example ODI (2002) and Ojha et al (2003)). 

Important aspects of governance can be structured as follows:

1.  Rules and values
  - Values in society in general and overall framework conditions;
  - Legal framework, rules and prescriptions;
  - Property rights and their distribution (tenure);

2.  Power
  - Distribution;
  - Relations;
  - Decision making area of influence;

3.  Structure and organisation
  - Stakeholders: state and non-state stakeholders;
  - Roles and responsibilities of stakeholders (participation, devolution, etc.);
  - Organisation and mode of work of the administration 
    (decentralisation, transparency, accountability, etc.);

4.  Processes
  - Implementation and observance of legal and other rules 
    (local conventions, voluntary agreements, etc.);
  - Interplay between the stakeholders.

These aspects are closely interlinked, which is illustrated by the following key 
question: How can rules for the conservation and the sustainable management 
and use of forests be elaborated and, in collaboration between the different stake-
holders concerned, be applied effectively and efficiently?

1.4 Inclusive understanding of governance

In the last two or three decades, there has been a shift of focus away from a nar-
rowly defined sector-governance with the State, although often also including the 
large private sector, as the dominant governance player to an increasing opening 
towards non-state stakeholders, i.e. an opening of the horizontal dimension of 
governance; a change that can summarised as “from governments to govern-
ance”. The increasing application of participatory approaches to natural resource 
management, in particular in developing countries, and the stronger involvement 
of different interest groups in the planning of the management and use of forests, 
also in industrialised countries, illustrate this change of paradigm. 

In the discussions at the workshops, local communities received particular atten-
tion amongst the non-state stakeholders. They can be seen as groups of people 
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with an interest in certain common issues or resources. With regard to natural 
resources management, they are groups which form around uses or user rights 
and have developed certain norms regarding rights and responsibilities. It is 
important to remember that local communities are usually rather heterogeneous  
and include many sub-groups and horizontal power sharing or struggles (Inter-
cooperation 2007). 

Forests are part of the wider landscape the latter being defined as a geographi-
cal space on the earth’s surface and is conceived as a unit. Forests are strongly 
influenced by governance, dynamics and developments in other sectors, such as 
agriculture, infrastructure, demography or landscape/rural land planning, and by 
general macro-economic development. This underlines the significance of other 
policy areas for the conservation and sustainable management of forests and of 
an integrated approach to governance at the landscape level. This widening per-
spective can be expressed in short as “from forest governance to the governance 
of landscapes which include forests”. 

1.5 Governance of forests, local governance and sustainable  
development

Forest resources pose some specific challenges for their governance. These 
include (a) the simultaneous provision of environmental services in the public 
interest and of goods for private subsistence and commercial use, (b) the overlap 
of competing interests and expectations, and (c) unclear or contested property 
rights to forests. There is also a frequent imbalance between private use and 
benefit from forests, versus the social costs of forest conservation and/or destruc-
tion.

While posing many challenges, the governance of forests is also regarded as a 
promising and important entry point both for improving natural resource govern-
ance and overall local governance. This is partly because of the significance 
of forest and tree resources for the livelihoods of local people and for poverty 
alleviation. It is also because of the nature of forests as common pool resources. 
Other resources belonging to this group, such as pastures or water face similar 
governance problems. It is widely accepted that there are strong positive link-
ages between good governance, sustainable management of natural resources 
and positive social involvement and development (eg. reduced poverty). With the 
increasing focus on governance in development cooperation, the question arises 
as to what can be learned from the experience gained from development inter-
ventions in the field of forestry, and how aspects of governance can be further 
strengthened in the future in development programmes and projects working on 
issues related to people and forest and tree resources.

Undoubtedly, there are still many instances of ineffective or even “bad” govern-
ance in the forest sector throughout the world (eg. intransparent decision-making, 
hidden agendas, corruption, abuse of power). At the same time, there are also 
encouraging examples of improving governance of forest resources (eg. suc-
cesses of community forestry in various countries). While there is thus consid-
erable potential for improving forest governance, there are also many positive 
experiences gained in the field of forestry from which to learn for the future, even 
for other fields. 
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Villager preparing the non-timber forest product, bamboo, for weaving – Bumthang, Bhutan
(Photo: Markus Wild)
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2. Punakha Workshop, Bhutan
The roles of local communities, development projects, 
the state and other stakeholders in the governance of 
forests and landscapes 
Held in Punakha, Bhutan, September 3-7, 2008

2.1 Introduction

The overall aim of the Bhutan workshop was to gather together knowledge and 
experience in forest and landscape governance across a wide geographical 
range and variety of settings. The workshop was a truly international one, the (just 
over 30) participants coming  from 18 different countries (Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Bolivia, Cambodia, Cameroon, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan, Liberia, 
Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Switzerland, Thailand, the United States 
and Vietnam). Some were invited because of their close involvement in Swiss-
supported forest governance initiatives; others had no previous links with Swiss 
initiatives, but had responded to a web-based announcement. Selection sought 
to maximise the range of stakeholder representatives and bring a good gender 
balance. Travel grants were offered to secure the attendance of those facing 
funding constraints. To the participants’ geographical origin may be added their 
field experience elsewhere; collectively, they brought substantial experience from 
other countries such as Madagascar, Mali, Ukraine, Costa Rica, and Honduras. 
Held in the peaceful setting of Punakha over a period of 4 days, the objectives of 
the workshop were as follows:

1. Provide the opportunity for an exchange of experiences between the partici-
pants

2.   Describe and discuss current and future challenges and opportunities
3.   Develop and propose – based on successes and failures – approaches and 

solutions appropriate to different contexts
4. Produce recommendations for different target groups (project and programme 

advisors, desk officers, relevant NGOs, research organisations and donors)
5.   Provide conceptual input for better coordination of support by Swiss agencies 

and organisations in the field of natural resource governance, to be subse-
quently specifically addressed at an inter-institutional international workshop 
in Switzerland (Interlaken). 

The workshop was organised according to knowledge management principles 
– with substantial time being allocated for small group discussions, mostly on 
topics defined by participants themselves. 

Of course any workshop having a limited number of participants cannot claim 
to be truly representative of international thinking. The findings of the workshop 
participants should be seen in the light of who was present. Some participants 
noted that the gender balance was not 50:50 – although this had been a factor 
in participant selection; nonetheless with a 30% participation of women, the rep-
resentation of women’s views was better than at many other forestry gather-
ings. The experience of non-government organisations (NGOs) was particularly 
well represented, and to a more limited extent, community-based organisations 
(CBOs), donors (notably SDC), research organisations and governments. It was 
felt that numbers of government representatives (particularly by those in impor-
tant decision-making positions) could have been greater – but most importantly, it 
was regretted that representation from the private sector was missing. Neverthe-
less, the participants’ wide range of experience made for rich discussions – and 
resulted in clear, evidence-based findings. The text that follows seeks to outline 
these findings in a coherent manner, organised around a number of key topics. 
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Whilst the workshop brought together people predominantely (though not exclu-
sively) specialised in forest governance, many of the findings are applicable to 
natural resource governance in general.

2.2 Change is driven by people

Many examples exist showing how a group of motivated people – or even certain 
far-sighted individuals – can be strongly influential in bringing about change. In 
the heavily populated, interconnected world of the 21st century, there is a grow-
ing risk of individual voices having little weight. At the same time there is greater 
individual awareness of global issues. This awareness can serve to heighten the 
potential for local, decentralised decision-making, and community action.

Bottom-up change

Local people are most likely to be active in promoting good forest governance 
when there is a strong bottom-up desire for change. This is often linked to a per-
ceived threat to natural resources – either through heavy use or through devel-
opments coming from outside (concessions for forest exploitation; dam building, 
etc.). As common property theory suggests (Ostrom, 1999), resource users come 
together when they share a common interest – such as wishing to manage a 
resource themselves. Photographic illustrations from Nepal strikingly show how 
increased pressure on a resource does not necessarily lead to its decline; there 
can be more trees and more people if those same people have assumed respon-
sibility for sustainable forest management, and have the right to its benefits.

Community-based organisations (CBOs) and NGOs can play an important role 
in supporting and channelling change processes into empowering social move-
ments. An example of such a CBO is the Federation of Forest Users of Nepal, 
FECOFUN, whose membership comprises some 15,000 Community Forest User 
Groups (CFUGs), who altogether manage some 1.2 million hectares of forest. 
FECOFUN represents the interests of these users at national level, and is active 
in influencing Nepal’s forest policy and legislation. Examples of NGOs that are 
highly influential in supporting social movements can be noted particularly in 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Thailand, Indonesia, Bolivia and Ecuador. NGOs 
are, nevertheless, much more prevalent in some countries than others. They are 
often particularly weak in countries in transition, where the organisation of civil 
society is relatively recent – and may also be strongly donor-driven. This can 
result in NGOs being representative of only a small segment of society – usually 
the most articulate and outside-oriented segment, which interacts with foreigners 
with greater ease. At the same time, bottom-up processes are often particularly 
difficult to introduce in countries in which centralised control used to be the norm, 
since the change in mindset required is so great. 

Attitudinal change

In many parts of the world, a common perception amongst those in authority is 
still that the state is the sole reliable custodian of the forest, whilst local people 
are ignorant users (or even destroyers) of it. Practical evidence from many coun-
tries disproves this view. Nevertheless, there is a clear need for attitudinal change 
and capacity building at all levels. Amongst local communities, this includes rais-
ing awareness of their rights and building skills and confidence in more techni-
cal forest management, in forest product processing and marketing, and in gov-
ernance aspects. At the level of administration, capacity building should include 
awareness of and exposure to successful examples of community-managed 
resources, and training in participatory approaches. Policy makers may need 
particular exposure to examples of policies and legislation that devolve both the 
use rights and management of natural resources to the local level. Particularly at 
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the higher levels, there is a need to challenge the “zero sum” mentality that power 
is finite and that devolving responsibility to a local level will therefore entail a loss 
of power. Instead, all stakeholders can gain power and status through greater 
local involvement in the governance of forests at a landscape level – if (and this 
may be a big “if”) improper financial transactions and all other forms of corruption 
are absent. This requires strong joint commitment on the part of all stakeholders, 
and can be promoted through joint agreement over procedures and methods of 
accountability. 

Animated discussions amongst commitee members of a Community Forest User Group – Dolakha District, Nepal 
(Photo: Jane Carter)

Box 1
The influence of a single forestry training institute

The Forest Research Institute (FRI) of Dehra Dun, India has been associated with forest 
research and education in South Asia for over 100 years. The first college for training Indi-
ans in forestry was started there in the year 1878; this grew into a renowned and widely 
respected institute which was eventually declared a Deemed University by the Indian govern-
ment in 1991. India has a policy of selecting and training forest officers at national level under 
a highly competitive system; these Indian Forest Service (IFS) officers are trained at Dehra 
Dun. In addition, until recently forest service staff of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Pakistan, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka were also sent to Dehra Dun for their officer training. It is only recently that 
these countries have developed appropriate educational establishments of their own.

Those with personal experience of the training programme at Dehra Dun testify to its rigorous 
military discipline, strong hierarchical structure and essentially British colonial style working 
ethic. Students were taught to have pride in their superior scientific and technical knowledge, 
and to implement forest legislation to the letter – the emphasis being on punishing offenders. 
Although the current teaching curriculum includes models on more participatory approaches 
(notably Joint Forest Management), the influence of past teaching remains strong amongst 
many individuals now occupying senior positions in the forest services of South Asian coun-
tries. Their training has instilled in them an attitude of superiority and a belief in top-down 
decision-making, based on the concept of the state being the most appropriate sole manager 
of forest resources. It has ill-equipped them to appreciate the need for multi-stakeholder 
processes in forest governance, or to deal with the complexities thus involved.

Source: Workshop group discussions 4 September 2008, supplemented by Rodger (1928)
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Reluctance of government authorities to hand over forest to communities

Linked to the above, state officials are often still very reluctant to hand over use 
and control rights over forests to local communities. Two reasons for this may 
be identified: One is that handing over a resource is perceived by officials to 
represent a loss of power and of revenue. This concern may be with regard to a 
reduction in official revenue to the state through royalties, and loss of jobs. It may 
also, in a significant number of cases, involve fear of losing unofficial revenue by 
individuals who benefit financially from corrupt practices. Another often quoted 
reason, is that state officials do not trust the capacities of communities to manage 
forests in a rational and sustainable way. This may be a genuine concern (based 
on a strong belief in scientific forms of forest management), but is also often used 
simply as an excuse to stall change. It is still quite common for token control or 
responsibility over forests to be handed over to local people, whilst real control 
over financial and law enforcement aspects is retained by officials.

Colonial history

It is striking how the legacy of colonialism still influences development processes 
concerning natural resources and local communities in many countries. This is 
not only with regard to assumptions, attitudes and training (as illustrated by the 
Dehra Dun example, box 1), but also policies, laws, regulations, and power distri-
bution. Colonial influences are not limited to the European colonisation of Asia and 
Africa (where the British, French, Belgians and Dutch, in particular, left somewhat 
different traces, although the emphasis throughout was on commercial exploita-
tion, with a strong focus in forest management on timber production and extrac-
tion). They also include the colonisation of Latin America by the Spanish and 
Portuguese (with the important difference from other European colonisers in that 
they never left), of what became the Soviet Union by Russia, of parts of Africa by 
the Arabs, and more recent “colonisation” of some countries by the USA. Whilst 
most of the influences of colonialism are negative, especially in the light of current 
norms and expectations of good governance, a few positive elements may be 
discerned (see box 2). As the example of Indonesia in box 3 shows, addressing 
colonial legacies in policy and legislation can take many years and can be espe-
cially subject to the whims of powerful individualistic rulers and their associates.  

Box 2
Examples of the legacy of colonialism

Negative elements 

• Indigenous people systematically subordinated or even wiped out, their culture destroyed  
 or nearly so (much of Latin America, parts of Africa and Asia)

• Different ethnic groups forced into rivalry with another (many countries –“divide and rule”)

• Highly hierarchical systems, imposed from outside 

• Staff trained to consider themselves superior, more knowledgeable (“scientific forestry”),  
 and the only appropriate custodians of the forest

• Little or no acknowledgement of local rights, practices, knowledge (although a few 
 exceptions – eg. van panchayats in India); often highly punitive legislation against local 
 people for minor use of the forest 

• In countries colonised by Russia, the enforcement of centralised planning and an 
 institutionalised “top-down” approach 

Positive elements

• Often good historical records, maps (even boundary markers still on ground)

• In some cases quite detailed botanic/silvicultural research - including records of local
 knowledge on indigenous species, introductions of exotics, etc.

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008
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Box 3
Legislative reform in Indonesia

The Dutch colonisation of what is modern day Indonesia dates back to before 1700, but 
was only solidified in the late 1800s and early 1900s. During this time, strong emphasis 
was placed on plantation forestry (teak), and training took place in the Netherlands in order 
to replicate the Dutch approach for such forests. Traditional forest management practices 
existed, and were to some extent allowed. Following independence in 1945, Indonesia slowly 
updated its laws and legislation to reflect its new status – although it took several decades to 
translate and revise everything from the Dutch language. Some Dutch forestry terms simply 
did not exist in Indonesian. 

The period of Suharto’s power (1967-1988) was a particularly difficult time, as traditional 
practices and the rights of local communities were ignored. Re-establishing indigenous prac-
tices is very challenging, as there are few who remember them (although colonial records on 
forest practices in Indonesia in general are good).

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008, supplemented by Yurdi Yasmi, 2008 pers.comm.

Champions amongst decision-makers

Policy changes in favour of broad-based forest governance are often linked 
to generational changes amongst government staff at the level of political and 
administrative leverage and/or the existence of a critical mass of champions or 
change agents. Such champions typically not only have sound subject-matter 
knowledge, but are distinguished by the values that they demonstrate – of trans-
parency, accountability, equity and support for participatory processes. The impor-
tance of champions varies according to country context, but visionary individuals 
in government, or networks of individuals in different functions, can play a crucial 
role. When selecting individuals for scholarships and other training opportunities, 
it is worthwhile to identify real and potential “change agents” at all levels – and to 
give particular attention to including the younger generation.
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2.3  A multi-stakeholder approach is essential

The demands upon forests made by different interest groups at different levels 
are diverse, complex and sometimes conflicting. Indeed, conflicts are a part of 
natural resource governance, and aiming to solve them is often not feasible – the 
challenge is more to manage differences through continuous and inclusive nego-
tiation, recognising that this can be time consuming and challenging. 

Recognising the plurality of interests

The most common categories of stakeholders in forest resources are local people 
(possibly organised within CBOs), NGOs, government (local, sub-national and 
national bodies), the private sector, research organisations, and donors. Within 
this broad grouping, which is already diverse, a wide variety of sub-groupings 
are likely to exist. Identifying them is generally an early task of an outside facilita-
tor; time must be taken to do this accurately and build trust. For example, local 
communities may be made up of more than one ethnic group or caste, or have 
different livelihood-based interests (hunting, fishing, NTFP collection, etc.). Even 
where all members of a community belong to one family or clan, interests in and 
knowledge about forest resources may differ according to eg. age, gender or 
occupation. A pluralistic approach is based on the premise that all interests are 
valid, and that common ground needs to be negotiated. Conditions in which such 
an approach is likely to be feasible (as identified during the workshop) include:

Indigenous village women head-loading fuelwood – Western Highlands, Guatemala
(Photo: Helvetas)
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• willingness to participate
• a minimal level of respect for others and their point of view
• common recognition amongst main stakeholders of the existence of a crisis or 

external threat 
• a stable political situation (although sometimes unstable situations can bring 

stakeholders together)
• clear rules for power sharing (these may need to be developed)
• response to (most) stakeholders’ core interests
• presence of a respected facilitator/mediator (individual or organisation)
• presence of charismatic local leaders
• recognition and involvement of the existing local leadership structure (whilst not 

limiting discussions and negotiations to them)

Not all of these conditions may be present or necessary, although the first three 
are particularly important. With regard to local leadership, a careful balance often 
needs to be drawn between due respect and recognising that they may not neces-
sarily represent all local people, particularly women and disadvantaged groups.

Box 4
The Mirador-Río Azul Roundtable in Guatemala

The ancient Mayan city of El Mirador holds enormous potential for tourism development. 
From 2000-2005, top-down development attempts by businessmen and archaeologists were 
met with enormous resistance from communities and conservationists. These escalated to 
threats of violence and a fierce legal battle that eventually terminated in the Guatemalan 
Constitutional Court. Despite great potential for benefits to all stakeholders from coordinated 
development, progress was at a stalemate and all dialogue was at a halt by 2006. A group 
of NGOs neutral to the conflict then contacted the different stakeholders individually to ask 
whether they would be willing to renew dialogue in a formal roundtable setting, with clear 
rules for negotiation and decision-making. Hesitantly, all accepted. The Mirador- Río Azul 
roundtable was formalised in a celebratory ceremony presided over by the President of the 
Republic and several ministers. 

At the first monthly meetings, participants of 32 member organisations from all societal sec-
tors agreed upon the objectives and scope of roundtable discussions, the roundtable struc-
ture, principles for negotiation and decision making, and facilitation procedures. Working 
commissions were developed for thematic and technical discussions, but all decisions were 
made by consensus in plenary sessions. Extension agents were hired to promote commu-
nication between the roundtable and community members. Occasionally, facilitators also 
organised extraordinary meetings with invited guests, including two Presidents of Guate-
mala, ministers, and congressmen, in order to ensure roundtable discussions were a part of 
national political decisions, as well as to legitimise the roundtable and create a sense of pride 
and importance amongst its members.

In its first two years of existence, the roundtable has made significant progress. Tangible 
results include: 

• major fundraising and lobbying 

• improved environmental security (development of strategies, field activities)

• holistic planning (a Master Plan for the National Park, initiation of a regional Public   
 Use Plan)

• improved tourist services (design of tourism infrastructure and interpretative 
 materials), and 

• increased community awareness (local capacity building, community organisation   
 activities).
 
Intangible results include increased trust, hope, respect, and mutual understanding, as well as 
decreased tension and risk of violence. Major challenges have included ensuring legitimate 
community representation at the roundtable and high member turnover, as well as political 
resistance during the 2007-8 governmental transition. However, the roundtable has recently 
been formally recognised within the new administration and will be in charge of advising major 
international bank investments and National Park administration.

Source: Jeremy Radachowsky, 2008 pers.comm.(arising from workshop discussions)
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Role of CBOs

The term “CBO” covers a wide variety of organisations, from small self-help 
groups whose membership numbers only a few individuals, to much larger asso-
ciations, or even local chapters of international voluntary organisations. There 
are many good examples of volunteer organisations/fora of environmental activ-
ists working voluntarily, based on their sense of social responsibility. By definition, 
CBOs are very close to, and well informed about, the field situation. They are 
however often too small to influence government policy and programmes. Thus 
to make their voice heard beyond the local level, they need to increase their lob-
bying capacity through networking with similar CBOs and/or NGOs, or creating 
federations. At the same time, to survive and thrive, they must continue to adhere 
to democratic processes to represent the consensus of their membership. This is 
particularly true when (as sometimes happens) CBOs group together to evolve 
into an NGO. 

While NGOs are often important for stimulating the creation of CBOs, they can 
be wary of CBOs becoming independent as they see this as a threat to their own 
continued funding. This is well illustrated in India with women’s self-help groups 
(SHGs), which are often seen – and see themselves – as “belonging” to the NGO 
that facilitated their establishment. However, experience suggests that NGOs and 
CBOs can play complementary roles. As true grassroots organisations, CBOs 
should be supported by donors to gain financial independence; recommenda-
tions to this effect (drawn from the workshop) are as follows: 

• CBOs should be given capacity building in organisational development and 
management, including financial aspects, democratic leadership and transpar-
ent, participatory decision-making processes 

• CBOs should be encouraged to become legal entities that can receive funds 
directly; this may require appropriate legal advice 

• Donors should only award funding to NGOs seeking support for CBO develop-
ment if they can demonstrate clear commitment to promote CBO independ-
ence, based on strict criteria

• Where CBOs can receive funds, systems should be supported which allow 
them to choose the NGO that they feel most appropriate to offer services. Com-
petitive grant systems are one useful mechanism to promote the development 
of such independence. 

• CBOs should also be in a position that they can legally generate their own 
funds. This may be done in a wide variety of ways, from charging (a reason-
able) interest rate on loans, to the sale of products and/or expertise. 

Institutionalise multi-stakeholder platforms

In many situations, mutual understanding between the diverse interest groups 
involved in a forest resource can only be established through regular multi-stake-
holder meetings. These may need to be institutionalised into legally recognised 
bodies, serving as a forum to plan new initiatives, discuss management issues, 
and agree on roles, responsibilities and rights. Often multi-stakeholder platforms 
are the only possible mechanism to manage deep-rooted conflicts and discrimi-
natory attitudes. 

It is rarely possible for every concerned individual to participate in multi-stake-
holder platforms. Thus an early issue to address (once the different stakeholder 
groups have been identified and ratified) is representation. This is generally best 
decided amongst each stakeholder group themselves, with the recommendation 
that age, gender, and socio/ethnic grouping are taken into account. Working with 
local chiefs and opinion leaders is important and necessary, but should not be 
taken to equate community consultation – which should be more broad-based. 
Some of the most important steps in multi-stakeholder meetings are illustrated in 
the specific example from Guatemala in box 4.
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The role of CBOs in the political area is often controversial. Broadly, CBOs should 
avoid party politics, and work towards the specific interests of their members. 
However, this may bring them into direct conflict with the national government – 
which may see them as a threat. Nepal provides an example, where the previous 
government actively tried to support the establishment of an alternative forest user 
group federation with the intention of reducing the influence of the democratically 
elected FECOFUN. This was because the government perceived FECOFUN as 
a threat to existing power relations, under which the interests of forest users are 
not fully served (despite strong community forest legislation, the government is, 
for example, still able to limit the sale of forest products by CFUGs, particularly 
timber). FECOFUN has lobbied successfully to prevent legislative changes det-
rimental to community forest users; in other countries, networks of CBOs have 
played a similar pro-community lobbying function, eg. Pakistan. It is in countries 
in which governments have a poor track record of taking into account the inter-
ests of natural resource users that the need for CBOs is likely to be strongest. 
Where strong consultative mechanisms are in place for policy and legislative 
development, the need for strong, vocal CBOs may be less. 

Overall, CBOs can have an important public/social auditing role, not limited to 
relevant government departments, but also towards NGOs and the private sector. 
They can be a strong public voice for pro-poor and environmentally sound forest 
resource management. However, even when organised into networks or federa-
tions, they often need capacity building to take up this role in a strategic and 
effective manner.

Role of NGOs

Currently most participatory/community based forest management initiatives 
involve facilitation by local NGOs, sometimes coordinated by national or inter-
national NGOs. (There are a few exceptions to this, in countries in which NGOs 
are poorly developed – such as in Bhutan and, at least in forestry if not other sec-
tors, Kyrgyzstan). Local/national and international NGOs have distinct, although 
sometimes overlapping, roles, as outlined in box 5. Whilst the table was prepared 
in the context of supporting good forest governance, it is also of more general rel-
evance to development activities. The roles of local NGOs may also sometimes 
overlap with CBOs, although where the latter have the capacities to act, NGOs 
should support them in so doing. All NGOs should have common principles of 
operation, based on good governance – notably accountability, transparency and 
empowerment – although in practice they are not infallible, and there is a wide 
range in the quality of their operations.
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Box 5
Important roles of local/national and international NGOs in supporting good forest 
governance

Local/national NGOs

Expected role Points on which to take care

Represent civil society (while maintain-
ing an individual identity of their own), 
especially where government and private 
sector are weak / not present – or where 
government is strong and anti-devolution

Avoid trying to replace government or 
private sector organisations, or creating 
alternative institutions

Raise awareness amongst the com-
munity regarding their rights, and at all 
levels regarding policy related issues

Seek to empower local people but avoid 
getting involved in party politics

Articulate local needs – serving as advo-
cacy organisations promoting dialogue 
with service providers and donors. They 
should facilitate the creation of linkages 
for local stakeholders

Where possible, build capacities of 
CBOs to speak for themselves – work to 
empower

NGOs may play a public/social audting 
role – this depends on circumstances, 
but may include being a “watchdog” over 
government and private sector actions

As far as possible, avoid direct con-
frontation in order to keep the process 
constructive 

Raise funds – in a transparent manner. 
Some NGOs have been so successful 
in this that they have become donors 
themselves (eg. Bangladesh)

Avoid conflict of interest between imple-
mentation and advocacy roles

Capacity building of communities and 
other institutions in organisational, techni-
cal, financial and thematic matters. 

Aim to empower CBOs to become inde-
pendent.

International NGOs

Keep in touch with ground realities 
– build partnerships or execute field 
projects to create synergies between 
strategic and field interventions.

Avoid being active only at a high strategic 
level (this leads to lack of credibility)

Facilitate, mediate multi-stakeholder 
dialogues and processes

Ensure all stakeholders are heard, 
but strive to maintain a neutral stance 
between them

Build alliances with national partners Do not compete with local and national 
NGOs (this is easier in some countries 
than others, and somewhat circum-
stance-specific)

Build capacity of local, national NGOs 
– and other stakeholders (eg. govern-
ment) as needed. Bring in expertise from 
other countries for enrichment, promote 
knowledge sharing.

Take care to promote a participatory, 
bottom up, locally empowering mindset in 
all training programmes; demonstrate this 
also in practice

Advocacy for international and global 
themes and awareness raising – bringing 
these issues to bear on the local situation

Be selective in international issues that 
are relevant/appropriate to the local 
context

Raise funds and channel funds to other 
partners in a transparent manner.

Avoid conflict of interest between imple-
mentation and advocacy roles

As far as possible, work closely with host 
governments

Try to ensure accountability to host 
governments and to local people. Avoid 
non-accountable structures.

Source: Workshop group discussions, 6 September 2008
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Role of national and local governments  

Local governments have a strong potential role in supporting effective forest gov-
ernance, especially where subsidiarity is practised in its true sense, so that they 
have real power to make decisions over local development, including the neces-
sary financial means. This is outlined further in the section concerning decentrali-
sation.  
 
National governments have a far more varied role; some of the most important 
elements are outlined in the table below.  

Box 6
Important roles of national governments in supporting good forest governance

Expected role Points on which to take care

Provision of an enabling environment 
– ensuring that appropriate policy, 
legislation, and rules and regulations are 
in place, and avoiding  inconsistencies 
or incompatibilities in the legislation of 
different sectors

Openness is required to respond to field 
evidence and/or citizen demand if poli-
cies or legislation need to be updated. 
Ideally, multi-stakeholder platforms 
should be established to allow for such 
discussions 

Enforcement of the policy and legal 
framework

As much enforcement as possible should 
be devolved to the local level; the aim 
should be to promote local responsibility, 
avoiding a top-down policing role

Strategic coordination of different actors, 
including donors

Even where national governments are 
heavily reliant on donor funding, they 
should coordinate and steer the whole 
development process.

Monitoring and evaluating of develop-
ment activities.

Local level, participatory monitoring and 
evaluation should be promoted, feeding 
up into a national system

Human resource development – educa-
tion, in-service training

Curricula should be updated to modern 
needs, equipping trainees to deal with 
the complexities of multiple stakeholder 
claims on forest resources. 

Establishment and maintenance of nec-
essary infrastructure

The positioning of government infrastruc-
ture should ideally be based on bottom-
up demands/assessed needs. Where 
infrastructure is provided by donors, 
agreements over maintenance should be 
made at the time of construction.

International negotiation, follow-up 
obligations

Ideally, national governments should not 
only commit to international agreement/
protocols, conventions/treaties, etc., but 
also contribute pro-actively in their devel-
opment, bringing in local, country-based 
knowledge.

Information generation, dissemination 
and communication

National governments need to ensure 
that their citizens are fully informed on 
legal aspects, planned new develop-
ments, etc. This may require translation 
into many different languages, and the 
production of materials in locally appro-
priate “user-friendly” ways (radio, videos, 
TV, newspaper articles, newsletters, etc.)

 
Source: Workshop group discussions, 6 September 2008
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An important (if obvious) – point is that neither local nor national governments 
are necessarily socially responsible, participatory, or transparent bodies. In this 
context, democratic elections play an important role in making government rep-
resentatives downwardly accountable to the electorate. Bringing such a mind set 
and approach into government procedures requires concerted demand on the 
part of citizens, NGOs, and the private sector – with support as appropriate from 
other stakeholders, such as donors.

Role of donors

The impact of donors can be mixed, and unfortunately is not always very positive. 
Despite efforts made following the Paris Declaration, there is still a need for better 
donor coordination in some cases (as indeed was highlighted in the recent Accra 
Accord, 2008). Experience shows that the number of donors involved in a given 
country or sector has a major influence on the dynamics with the national gov-
ernment. If there are many, coordination between them is essential. If there are 
few and government funds are limited, the government may have little bargaining 
power. National governments should be pro-active in seeking donor coordina-
tion, to avoid “over-kill” at the regional and/or local level. Furthermore, it remains 
important that donors encourage national governments to take the coordination 
role. Donors still have a role of advocating for the interests of local level actors, 
particularly marginalised groups, in the whole process.

One way in which “small” donors (those without large financial resources) can 
make a particular contribution to development – in promoting good governance 
of natural resources as well as other matters – is through bringing relevant field 
experience to the attention of both national policy makers and other donors. 
Another is through their own behaviour and the implicit messages that this gives. 
Examples of recommended good practice for donors (as identified in the work-
shop discussions) include the following:

• Apply good, transparent practice when calling for and examining (screening, 
reading and sorting out) proposals for funding decisions

• Continue to play an important role in training and capacity building
• Ensure regular “reality checks” through field exposure 
• Demonstrate long-term commitment and patience with regard to programmes 

designed for impact in natural resource management, even in countries facing 
civil unrest

• Be consistent with regard to shared objectives and principles
• Be flexible in adapting to contextual changes
• Recognise the key role of governments in the coordination of donors
• Practice transparency in the negotiation and implementation of  the develop-

ment agenda
• Give strong focus to improving the livelihoods of marginalised and disadvan-

taged groups
• Encourage open and critical feedback from different partners
• Ensure that there is sufficient space for innovative approaches in harmonisa-

tion
• Ensure that the views and needs of communities are included in the design of 

Sector Wide Approaches (SWAPs).

Role of research organisations

Research organisations can play an important role in supporting good forest gov-
ernance by investigating relevant aspects, and making the results of their analy-
ses available to a broad public. To do so, it is important that they have core funds 
– thus ensuring that they are independent. They also generally need to place 
greater emphasis on communicating the results of research to all stakeholders, 
most particularly the communities with whom they work. As researchers quite 
often do not excel in communication skills, investment may be needed in improv-



31

PU
N

A
K

H
A

W
O

R
K

SH
O

P
B

H
U

TA
N

ing capacities in this regard (notably in public relations, networking with other 
groups). Examples of recommended good practice for research organisations (as 
identified in the workshop discussions) include the following:

• Undertake research in a participatory manner, using PLA (Participatory Learn-
ing and Action) and similar approaches to ensure that studies are as oriented 
to local demands as possible

• Strike a balance between local and national needs
• Adopt an integrated, multi-disciplinary approach
• Expose researchers to, and train them in, collaborative methodologies 
• Endeavour to continue research over a long time frame
• Be open to learning from traditional technical and management knowledge and 

experience, as well as local institutional/organisational mechanisms 
• Be more pro-active in communicating research findings to local people, devel-

opment practitioners and decision-makers – building local ownership of their 
findings in the process

Role of the private sector

The private sector can play a very important role in natural resource govern-
ance, especially where there is strong commercial utilisation of natural resources. 
Unfortunately, the absence of representatives of this sector at the Punakha work-
shop limited the discussion – but a strong recommendation is that forest compa-
nies and entrepreneurs of all sizes should be encouraged to participate actively 
in multi-stakeholder platforms. This also includes those involved in the trading 
and/or processing of forest products. A further observation is that in many cases, 
some elements of the private sector are operating illegally or at least in a legal 
“grey area”. They may thus be unwilling to participate openly in discussions. In 
such cases, it can be important to leave room in stakeholder discussions to bring 
in “fringe stakeholders” later, and/or to work through champions who are widely 
accepted as their representatives. It was noted, for example, that in Madagascar, 
local politicians can play a valuable role in coordinating representatives of the 
logging sector, since they are often themselves a part of it. At the same time, it is 
important that good governance principles are maintained, and that negotiation 
processes do not (even tacitly) uphold non-transparent or illegal practices. 

Participatory action recearch in an agroforestry system – Vietnam
(Photo: Daniel Valenghi)
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Box 7
Examples of positive and negative policy and legislative frameworks

Nepal has very positive community forest policy and legislation, allowing for the establishment 
of autonomous, legally registered and democratically robust Community Forest User Groups 
(CFUGs). These are now managing over 30% of the country’s forest area and generating 
approx. US$ 10 million per annum. They use this income to improve the forest resources (a 
mandatory minimum expenditure of 25% of each CFUG’s budgetary outlay); promote the 
livelihood of the poorest communities (a mandatory minimum expenditure of 35% of each 
CFUG’s budgetary outlay); and otherwise support community development. Furthermore, 
the CFUGs are engaged in policy dialogue at national level through their organisation into a 
federation, FECOFUN. A national community forestry meeting held every 4-5 years serves 
as a meeting ground for the exchange of experiences between all stakeholders. In Bang-
ladesh, forest policy and legislation supports community plantations on degraded land, as 
well as a participatory approach to the management of protected areas. Gender equity is 
ensured in social forestry. In Indonesia, the Forest Act (1999) and associated regulations 
cover detailed aspects of forestry, including clearly defined rules regarding matters such as 
area, group character and size, etc. (intended for improved law enforcement).

On a more negative note, Nepal still faces a number of policy challenges in promoting good 
forest governance. These include ensuring that all users are identified and their voices 
heard; avoiding the capture of benefits by elites; and ensuring the interests of distant users 
in the large forests of the Terai (flat plain contiguous with India) – essentially an issue of 
spatial equity. In Bhutan, a particular institutional challenge is that the government forest 
service remains split into territorial and district (Dzongkhag) units, with community forestry 
being largely the responsibility of the latter, although reporting to both is required. In Bang-
ladesh, policy and legislation give local communities a very limited role in forest governance 
– restricting their “participation” to protection duties. There is no provision for community 
control over or ownership of forest resources. In Indonesia, a lack of coordination amongst 
different institutions (within forestry and within sectors) has a weakening influence on good 
forest governance. Excessive detail in the forest regulations has also limited flexibility to 
adapt to the local situation, hampered creativity and has resulted in conflicting legislative 
frameworks. 

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008 – with supplements from Heru Komarudin, 
2009 pers. comm.

2.4. Appropriate policy and legislation is crucial

Whilst local initiatives in the good governance of natural resources can be very 
successful, the existence of an appropriate policy and legal framework is usually 
the only way to ensure that such initiatives are scaled up to a national level. On 
the other hand, a good legislative framework may be the only way to ensure that 
initiatives actually take place at the local level. Ideally, the two should promote 
each other.

Policies responsive to reality

Land use policies must correspond with the current realities of increasingly 
intense, multiple uses of natural resources by multiple stakeholders. This is most 
likely to be the case when they are developed in a consultative process with mul-
tiple – especially local – stakeholders, as described in the section on multi-stake-
holder platforms. The enforcement of policy is, in turn, most likely where there is 
clear supportive legislation, and commitment from the stakeholders. Yet, often,  
the reality is that policies are out-dated or ill-conceived, and/or implemented in a 
corrupt or ineffective manner. Examples of positive and negative policy and legis-
lative frameworks with regard to local forest governance are given in box 7.
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Good forest governance is often linked to effective decentralisation

Effective decentralisation – where both decision-making and budgetary authority 
is transferred to local level – is highly conducive to good natural resource govern-
ance, in that the mechanisms are in place to respond to bottom-up demand. Swit-
zerland provides an example of a country in which there is strong local govern-
ance, linked to strong local decision-making (backed by budgetary allocations) 
over forest resources. The degree of decision-making by communities over forest 
resources naturally depends on whether they are owned by the community itself, 
the Canton, the State (Federation), or by private individuals, but even in the latter 
case, the public good is ensured in management decisions. This said, effective 
decentralisation is not a prerequisite for good local forest governance. This is well 
illustrated by Nepal, where the CFUGs have thrived in the absence of effective 
local government. In fact, Nepal provides an example of devolution, given that 
responsibility for forest management has been devolved from the state to local 
forest users. In most countries, the link between decentralisation and the promo-
tion of good, local forest governance is complex. This is often because the decen-
tralisation processes themselves are partial or flawed, with state forest authorities 
exhibiting particular resistance to decentralise their functions. Changing institu-
tions can be far harder than changing policies and legislation. The examples 
from the Philippines, Pakistan, Bhutan and Indonesia given in box 8 illustrate this 
point.

Box 8
Influences of government decentralisation on local forest governance

The Philippines Local Government Code of 1991 provides for the decentralisation of 
functions concerning the environment and natural resources (ENR) to local govern-
ment units (LGUs). This, however, is subject to supervision, control and review by 
the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR). The functions that 
were initially decentralised include the implementation of community-based forestry 
projects. However, the DENR only decentralised 4% of its personnel (the lower rank-
ing staff), retaining technical human resources in the Staff Bureaus [sic] (eg. Forest 
Management and Research Bureaus) of the DENR. This clearly limited LGU access 
to technical expertise. Co-management of forest resources in some LGUs is now 
slowly emerging as another interpretation of decentralisation processes. 

In Pakistan, a number of flaws of decentralisation may be identified. They include 
that salaries of staff relocated to the district level are paid by the province, leading 
to a problem of accountability; top-down management; and refusal of the forestry 
department to devolve functions, even after the Presidential Proclamation legalising 
devolution. However, some improvements include the preparation of annual plans at 
the district level, communities’ participation in political process through citizens com-
munity boards, allocation of funds for smaller schemes at local level, etc.

Bhutan introduced decentralised planning 6 years ago, under which 5-year plans are 
prepared in a bottom-up manner from geog (block) to district to national level. It is 
noteworthy that after the first experience of decentralised planning (for the 9th 5 YP), 
the following plan (the 10th 5 YP) has shown an increased demand for community 
forestry. However, the government’s forest services remain only partially decentral-
ised, with uneasy power relations between territorial and district-based staff. 

Indonesia passed a Decentralisation Act in 1999 in response to considerable demand 
from local governments (LGs) to gain more meaningful authority over governmental 
affairs, including forestry. This is especially the case in forest-rich areas. LGs have 
limited capacities in natural resource management, and there has thus been a pro-
posal to transfer personnel from central government to local governments. In this 
case, however, there is not only resistance from the national staff – but, in particular, 
resistance from some of the LGs to accommodating staff from the national office. 
In 2004, the government finally issued some forestry regulations and a new Act to 
replace the 1999 Decentralisation Act, revoking the LG’s authority over forestry. 

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008 – with supplements from Leonida 
Bugayong and Heru Komarudin, 2009 pers. comm. 
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Practical legislation: rules and regulations that are readily implemented

Practical experience shows that local norms established by communities them-
selves are often more effective than the official laws, rules or regulations. This is 
particularly well illustrated by cases from Latin American countries such as Bolivia 
and Ecuador, although it is also broadly true elsewhere. Local people are most 
likely to respect rules and regulations that are in accordance with their customs, 
concepts and existing uses of forest resources. There is, however, an impor-
tant caveat. This is that local systems – especially those that have been devel-
oped over many generations – are not necessarily equitable. Locally determined 
norms often favour the dominant group or groups in the community, and are 
rarely gender sensitive. For example, in many West African countries, the local 
chief – sometimes with a number of other male elders – assumes total authority 
for decision-making over local resources. Women are not consulted – and neither 
are the youth. This can lead to major tensions if the resources in question are 
highly valued, and rights over their exploitation are being negotiated. Similarly, 
the issue of who is included in community decisions may hold particular tensions 
if the local population includes immigrants (nomadic herders, recent arrivals but 
also those present since generations). 

Increasingly, international and national legislation tends to uphold the rights of 
indigenous peoples; the recent passing of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Tradi-
tional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 in India is a case 
in point. Brought into force a year later (31 December 2007), the law ensures the 
rights of forest dwelling communities to land and other resources. It has been 
criticised by environmentalists and conservationists, in particular, as a licence 
to destroy forest resources, although this was neither the intention nor the likely 
consequence of the Act. It serves, rather, to give four sets of rights to forest-
dwelling people: title rights, use rights, relief and development rights, and forest 
management rights. 

Whilst recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples is a broadly positive step, 
it can have difficult consequences for others – and ultimately, for the sustain-
able management of the resources in question. Where there are many migrants 
who have been resident in an area for generations and have nowhere else to 
go, debate over the rights of indigenous versus non-indigenous people can be 
superfluous. In terms of sheer practicality, it may not be realistic to exclude the 
migrants from decision-making or accord them lesser rights than indigenous peo-
ples. The normal procedure in such cases is to determine a cut-off date for being 
considered as a resident; this is best done through a consultative process. The 
date should then be respected by all, including the indigenous peoples. 

Contributing to policy dialogue

It is crucial that field experience is brought to the attention of policy makers and 
other policy influencing actors when new policies are being shaped, or neces-
sary modifications to existing ones are being formulated. This may be achieved 
through various means – through the collaboration/networking of CBOs and 
NGOs to achieve a critical lobbying mass; through donors providing examples of 
project/programme experience; through groups of donors collaborating on spe-
cific issues, etc. However, in the latter case it is important that donors play a role 
that is supportive to national concerns and, as outsiders, do not try to take a lead 
in dictating the policy agenda.

Wider national and international framework

Contextual developments or government policies and associated legislation out-
side the forestry sector can have powerful (negative or positive) impacts on forest 
governance at the landscape level, particularly policies and legislation concern-
ing agriculture and pasture management. On the other hand, the designation of 
an area as a national park, or as an economic development zone, may also have 
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coordinated approach at national policy level. At supra-national levels (regional/
transboundary and global), bilateral or regional agreements between countries 
must take into account sectors relevant to forest and other natural resource man-
agement that may have cross-border influences, as well as international laws 
and conventions (on biodiversity, human rights, etc.). A pertinent example is the 
dam over the Kosi River in Nepal that breached in August 2008, resulting in huge 
flooding and loss of life downstream, mainly in the Indian state of Bihar. In this 
case, the governments of Nepal and India had agreed that the latter had respon-
sibility for dam maintenance, so no criticism could be levelled at Nepal. In many 
mountainous countries, hydro-electric dams exist or are being constructed with 
the intention of supplying electricity chiefly to other countries. Bhutan has an 
ambitious programme supplying India in this regard. Ideally, the costs and ben-
efits of developments/impacts should be shared on an equitable basis by the con-
cerned countries, fully involving the communities who are implicated. At the wider 
global level, the same principle of equitably shared costs and benefits applies to 
international conventions and agreements (eg. carbon trading modalities). 

2.5 Pro-activeness in promoting equity

Those who experience discrimination and a denial of their basic rights are, by 
definition, rarely able to make their voices heard in a constructive way  Thus a 
pro-active approach in promoting equity is needed – deliberately identifying the 
disadvantaged and building their capacities to demand their rights. 

Rights and responsibilities

It is essential that communities are fully informed of their rights and responsibili-
ties, especially where these are denied. Furthermore, they need the confidence 
and ability to demand their rights, and the means to fulfil their responsibilities. 
Introducing a human rights based approach (HRBA) may be useful in this respect 
by identifying rights holders and duty bearers (even if these rights and duties are 
not respected). When adopting HRBA, it is usual to conduct a situational analysis 
in terms of all human rights, but then, through a participatory process, to make 
a choice on which ones to focus (since it is rarely possible to have the skills and 
resources to focus on all). 

Workshop participants from Cambodia, Liberia and Bhutan in discussion – Punakha, Bhutan 
(Photo: Thomas Stadtmüller)
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Box 9
Indicators of pro-poor natural resource governance 

• The poor are properly identified according to locally defined criteria, and the analysis is  
 accepted by all the community members.

• Planning takes place at household level (as per livelihood assessment), as well as at 
 landscape level. 

• A human rights based approach is practised (recognising the rights of local people), not a  
 welfare approach (giving charity). 

• User groups have a legal mandate to reach households and are able to make specific 
 provisions for the identified poor.

• All livelihood capitals (physical, natural, economic, social, human and political) are 
 considered in making provision for the poor (eg. land, forest products, forest enterprises,  
 leadership roles, education, outside contacts, etc.).

• Space for other development actors (linkages to them) is created, avoiding duplication.

• Periodical participatory assessments show positive shifts in wellbeing.

• Group income is monitored to show how much is channelled to the poorest households,  
 and a minimum is fixed in this regard.

• Direct feedback from communities, particularly the identified poor, is institutionalised.

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008

Tenure

The complexity and importance of tenure issues surrounding natural resources is 
widely recognised in national and international circles, yet there is often still fail-
ure to fully clarify different tenure rights when practical interventions are made on 
the ground. This is essential as a first step, and should form part of a pilot phase 
in interventions (see below). Furthermore, local development professionals do 
not always have conceptual clarity on the different types of tenure rights that may 
come into play in natural resource governance (which are outlined in the general 
introduction to this publication).

Raising community awareness may require considerable capacity building and 
other direct support. Advocacy trainings, social campaigns and networking can 
be highly effective in this respect, but often need to be continued over a substan-
tial time period. For the broad dissemination of information (on rights as well as 
other issues), radio is often the most effective medium for reaching large num-
bers of people in rural communities. 

Equity

Ensuring equity in decision-making over natural resource management, and par-
ticularly over benefit and cost sharing, remains a major challenge. Indeed, a well 
defined benefit and cost sharing mechanism is a precondition for good forest 
governance – but is not sufficient alone (see box 9). Ideally, the promotion of 
equity should reach household level, with approaches being tailored to house-
hold needs. This may be best achieved working through CBOs, since they know 
their members best, although in countries in which decentralisation is effective, 
local government may be the most obvious body. Similarly, definitions of poor 
and/or disadvantaged are best made in local terms, encompassing social param-
eters and not just economic ones. Adopting local definitions of poverty or ill-being 
not only increases the likelihood of appropriate targeting, but also of acceptance 
and ownership of pro-poor activities by community members. One example in 
this respect is the well-being ranking used by CFUGs in Nepal. 
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The national laws of different countries vary widely with regard to tenure rights, 
although it is very common for forested land to be defined in national legislation 
as the property of the state. Where the participation of local people in forest man-
agement is encouraged, it is often only use rights that are given, and possibly 
management rights. In Bangladesh, there is a system of giving use rights to forest 
areas for 10 years (on a renewable basis); in Kyrgyzstan the period is 49 years. 
As noted earlier, there is general strong reluctance on the part of state officials to 
hand over rights over forests to local people. Thus, for example, in Mali there has 
been legislation since 1994 permitting the transfer of land from the national to the 
local government – but progress has been very slow. Similarly in Madagascar, 
there was movement 10-15 years ago to hand over use and management rights 
of forests to local communities, but in practice very little has really happened.

Where there is strong resistance to transferring use and control rights from the 
state to local people, it may be appropriate to do this in a stepwise fashion, allow-
ing local people time to build their capacities in forest management and govern-
ance, and at the same time building mutual trust between them and govern-
ment officials. In fact, this is already practised in a variety of countries in which 
there is legislation supporting local forest management. Individual user groups 
usually have a time-limited permit or agreement (generally ranging from 5 to 10 
years), which is renewed by the state authority on the basis of successful per-
formance, sometimes for a longer period than originally granted (eg. Nepal, India, 
Kyrgyzstan, Madagascar, Bolivia). Where national legislation is being revised in 
favour of community-based forest governance, the (usually long) time period 
needed to bring in new legislation must be balanced against the likely benefits of 
doing this in a stepwise fashion.

Sound investigations

Projects involving natural resource management with and by local communi-
ties require a sound situational analysis before launching a project of any scale. 
Ideally, a short (1-2 year) pilot/exploratory phase should be implemented first, 
using action-research and participatory learning and action (PLA) approaches. 
The pilot phase should include a careful institutional assessment to identify all 
the main stakeholders and potential partners, as well as their inter-linkages. The 
choice of partners for future cooperation is crucial, as matters can go very wrong 
if inappropriate choices are made. A decision on whether or not to start the full 
scale project should only be made after concluding the pilot phase. If the decision 
is in the affirmative, the project design should be sufficiently flexible to respond 
to windows of opportunity, other contextual developments and different regional/
local contexts. 

Long term commitment

The time needed for a given development process may vary considerably 
according to country context, and sometimes sudden leaps in development may 
occur. Such leaps often lead to the identification of important further challenges 
– sometimes referred to as different generation issues. For example, first genera-
tion issues may cover handing over use and control rights of forest resources to 
local communities, whilst second generation issues may include maximising the 
commercial use of the resources (on a sustainable basis) through local prod-
uct processing by associations of community producers, and issues surround-
ing good group governance, including equitable benefit and cost sharing. Third 
generation issues may include payment for environmental services (eg. water 
supply, soil conservation, and carbon trading). Each set of issues requires appro-
priate support, including capacity building. Long-term commitment, dedication 
and patience are required from all actors in such development processes. This 
implies the need for long term fund allocation and a programme approach on the 
part of donors, as well as a well-planned exit strategy that seeks to ensure the 
sustainability of interventions. 
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2.6 The importance of forests needs highlighting

Forests are an integral part of rural livelihoods

The formal involvement of local communities in forest management was often 
first conceived as a means of supporting subsistence needs and restoring forest 
cover (often for the benefit of the state). It is much more than this. Forests rep-
resent the source of many diverse livelihoods based around the sale of forest 
products and forest services, although subsistence uses remain important. Leg-
islation supporting commercial as well as subsistence uses of community forests, 
is an important step in providing communities with the opportunity to finance sus-
tainable management activities.  Ideally, it should also include the possibility for 
payment for environmental services.

Taking a landscape perspective

Rural development and natural resource conservation must be addressed within 
the framework of good governance at the landscape level. This understanding 
has grown out of past approaches to rural development which, in the 1980s, 
focused on farming systems, followed by emphasis on sustainable livelihoods in 
the 1990s. The current landscape approach recognises the inter-linked nature of 
natural resource management, and the need for socially inclusive (multiple stake-
holder) planning, decision-making and management. It also implies consideration 
of ecosystem services – for example, maintaining upstream forest cover in water-
shed catchments and thus regulating water supply and decreasing soil erosion.

Oak forest managed for timber and firewood by a local community – Western Highlands, Guatemala
(Photo: Thomas Stadtmüller)
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At the global level

Trans-national and global issues in forestry are gaining importance and require 
new approaches at the local community level. Examples include the opportunity 
for well organised forest communities and their networks/federations to become 
involved in the carbon trade (see boxes 10 and 11), as well as being paid for other 
environmental services such as benefits accrued downstream from the manage-
ment of trans-boundary watersheds.

Box 10
Carbon forestry issues: opportunities for local communities? 

The following are important observations to bear in mind when seeking to involve local com-
munities in carbon trading.

• Generally, interest in carbon trade comes from national level – it is top down, beyond 
the knowledge of communities, or necessarily interest in their involvement. However, 
communities should be involved in the formulation and implementation of carbon trading 
mechanisms if these are to serve their interests.

• It is not possible to have a carbon trade for a few households; community forestry as an 
aggregation has the advantage of representing a critical mass of forest area. Some argue 
that there needs to be aggregation of several community forests in order to make carbon 
forestry cost-effective.

• REDD (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation) involves a base-
line issue; REDD favours those countries that had a high deforestation rate in the past 
and are now able to slow this down. It is not applicable to countries such as Bhutan where 
forest cover is stable.  REDD is dependent on baseline data against which changes in 
forest cover can be compared; exact criteria are however uncertain. Specific baselines 
remain to be negotiated on an international, national and/or local level.

• There are also issues of “leakage” (i.e. forest conservation in the community forest at the 
expense of deforestation or degradation of surrounding forest land); “additionality” (the 
need to prove that forest conservation would not have occurred anyway, without a carbon 
forestry intervention); and ensuring the permanence of resulting carbon stocks.

• Countries with a sound forest policy, and experience with decentralized forest manage-
ment, will have a better chance of being paid for carbon under REDD.

• Awareness needs to be raised amongst communities about opportunities under, and the 
meaning of, carbon forestry, the requirements for carbon trade, and the available sup-
portive schemes. Documentation and evaluation of existing schemes would help in this 
respect.

• Clarity of tenure – land, trees, carbon – is increasingly recognised as crucial, and much 
clarification is needed – including basic information such as the position of forest bounda-
ries, but also the reconciling of contradictions in national forestry policy and legislation.

• The return on investment is unclear, as is the gap in time between investment and reward. 
It is uncertain how fluctuations in the carbon price will be accounted.

• In distributing the eventual benefits to communities, there is a risk that inequities could be 
reinforced or become stronger. Thus social and economic aspects must be monitored.

• There is a need for clear equity provisions – rewarding according to investment.

• The specific approach adopted for carbon forestry (project-level or national-level) has 
strong implications for the equity and distribution of benefits, cost-effectiveness, govern-
ance framework and type of monitoring system.

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008 – with supplements from Bryan Bushley, 2008 
pers. comm.
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Box 11
Proposed actions for supporting local communities in carbon forestry

• A simplified, user friendly system for measuring/monitoring carbon (standardised at 
national/international level) is needed.

• Capacity must be built at national and local level for measuring, monitoring and verifying. 

• A system should be devised for rewarding the maintenance of existing forest cover; 
national governments have to lobby and negotiate to have this included in international 
agreements (ie. REDD). 

• Awareness needs to be built amongst government, civil society, donors, academic institu-
tions, etc. – clarifying the rights, responsibilities and consequences for communities on 
eg. CDM (and whatever succeeds it) and REDD. 

• There is also a need for awareness-raising and participatory research/planning to address 
the potential risks of engagement in carbon forestry for poor and disadvantaged groups, 
in terms of access and equity.

• Greater input is needed in international policy negotiations (eg. CDM and REDD mecha-
nisms) from those with local and national insights – through a network of government, civil 
society (including community representatives), and the private sector.

• Appropriate representation of communities and government is required at national and 
international level.

• National networks of community-based forest management institutions should promote 
awareness, advocacy and capacity for effective, fair engagement in carbon forestry.

• Clarification is required on how to deal with fluctuations in the price of carbon, and award-
ing communities accordingly.

• National level guidelines should be prepared on equitable mechanisms for benefit alloca-
tion within communities (collective and/or individual?). 

• Donors should not pay for carbon sequestration (carbon trade should not be part of 
financial aid); donor support should rather be given for capacity building, pilot activities, 
supporting processes, etc.

• Donors (and government) should ensure that poor people benefit from carbon trade; 
donors should lobby and assist the government to ensure this.

• A national-level institutional mechanism is needed to build capacity at all levels, develop 
policy and legislation, and monitor activities.

Source: Workshop group discussions, 4 September 2008 – with supplements from Bryan Bushley, 2008 
pers. comm.

2.7 Community forestry in Bhutan is moving forward

Bhutan’s constitution requires the national forest area to remain above 60%, indi-
cating the importance of forests in this mountainous country. Rangeland man-
agement for livestock also represents an important source of livelihood for some 
citizens. Community forestry in Bhutan is provided with a sound legislative frame-
work through the Forest and Nature Conservation (FNC) Act of 1995.  Although a 
somewhat cautious approach was adopted at first, community forestry has gained 
considerable momentum in the past few years. Support from different levels in 
the government has been one reason – the finalisation of the FNC Rules and 
Regulations (2006) being a particularly important step, in giving clear operational 
guidelines to field staff. There has also been growth positive field experiences; 
the country’s 100th community forest was handed over in October 2008. Aware-
ness of community forestry is growing amongst local people, with the system of 
decentralised planning introduced by the government six years ago resulting in 
an increased bottom-up demand for community forests. The establishment of 
such forests has been supported over decades by a number of donors (notably 
SDC, the World Bank, GTZ, SNV and the EU). This support also included the 
capacity building of staff, and a critical mass of well trained and capable profes-
sionals has now been reached. Nevertheless, Bhutan’s community forestry pro-
gramme would probably be enriched through exchanges of experience with other 
countries and stakeholders.
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Some of the most important challenges remaining for the further development 
of community forestry in Bhutan are at the legislative and institutional level. With 
regard to legislation, local interest in community forestry is likely to be dampened 
by the fact that the state guarantees all Bhutanese citizens a supply of subsidised 
timber under the Rural Timber Supply Scheme which ensures that villagers are 
treated particularly favourably. Another issue that is perhaps special to Bhutan is 
that a minimum of 10 households is needed to form a Community Forest Manage-
ment Group, whilst many villages are made up of less than this number – also, of 
course, limiting the workforce available to manage the forest. At the institutional 
level, a very clear challenge for the implementation of community forestry is the 
split in the forest service between territorial and dzongkhag (district) administra-
tions – the latter being responsible for forestry extension and citizen requests for 
forestry support under decentralised planning. Dzongkhag foresters are thus pri-
marily responsible for community forestry, although the territorial division is also 
involved (especially in mapping and marking). Inevitably there is some overlap 
and lack of complete clarity in roles, with passive resistance to community for-
estry from some territorial staff. Further confusion amongst local people as to the 
role of state bodies is also potentially introduced in National Park areas, where 
community forests are permitted, but the park authorities must also be involved. 
Overall, consultation with the full range of stakeholders in forestry – including 
private companies, NGOs, etc. is still at an early stage in Bhutan. The case of 
Goeshari geog (box 12) illustrates some of the challenges of establishing com-
munity forests in remote areas.

Box 12
Establishing community forests within Jigme Dorji National Park 

Goenshari geog (the lowest administrative unit in Bhutan) covers an area of 84 km², and 
comprises 5 villages with a total population of 622 people (129 households). The entire geog 
(which is part of Punakha Dzongkhag) lies within the large Jigme Dorji National Park. Some 
90% of the geog is forested, 5% cultivated, with the remaining land being shrub and pastures. 
Most people live over two hours walk from the nearest road (and school), without electricity. 
As they explained, this means that there are limited opportunities for marketing agricultural 
produce. There is also little interest on the part of the youth to remain in such remote areas, 
so out-migration is high. Often the young men seek outside work on their own, leaving the 
women and children behind; this increases the work burden on women.

The geog has identified two community forests for development under the current (10th) 
Five Year Plan: Shelngosa (25 households, approx. 70 ha) and Gumgang (15 households, 
approx. 60 ha). Part of the reason for the relatively modest area proposed is that under cur-
rent rules, a maximum 2.5 ha per household can be handed over as community forest. Com-
munity representatives are concerned that with population increase, the area may become 
insufficient in the longer term. More broadly, they see community forests as an opportunity 
to claim clear use rights to forest products even within the park, and possible compensation 
for the park’s negative effects on their livelihoods. Since the park was established in 1995, 
they have experienced increased crop losses due and the killing of livestock by wild animals. 
Compensation can be claimed in theory, but is difficult to obtain in practice. As yet they have 
seen little benefit from eco-tourism.

The number of households in Shelngosa and Gumgang is small, and in each case all are 
kinship groups. The only problem mentioned is that some women-headed households are 
unwilling to participate due to lack of labour. However, community representatives said that in 
any case they should be allowed to join, to ensure the children have membership rights. 

Geoshari geog illustrates the particular challenges of establishing community forests in 
remote areas. A tightly knit community with a clear common interest is a positive factor in 
establishing a Community Forest Management Group. However, the high rate of out-migra-
tion means that labour is limited, and there are potential difficulties in ensuring full represen-
tation in decision-making.  

Source: Workshop field trip, 5 September 2008.
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3. Interlaken Workshop, Switzerland 

The roles and responsibilities of bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation in the governance of forests and landscapes
Held in Interlaken, Switzerland, October 29-30, 2008

3.1 Introduction

Held in a relaxed and convivial setting in Interlaken, the broad goals of this work-
shop were to

• identify major challenges and most promising approaches for future work in 
forest governance in developing and transitional countries, based on the expe-
riences of recent years in bilateral projects and multilateral processes; and

• provide a basis for the development of strategies, future interventions and lines 
of activities in forest governance in the South and East through bilateral pro-
grammes and projects and multilateral processes.

The workshop brought together representatives of the main Swiss federal agen-
cies involved in forest policy and development issues (notably SDC, SECO and 
FOEN), practitioners from development organisations; international forest policy 
specialists; members of staff and students of different Swiss universities; repre-
sentatives of a variety of forest conservation and advocacy organisations; and 
stakeholders from the private sector. Included amongst these participants were a 
number of Swiss representatives in delegations to COPs of different multilateral 
environmental agreements (eg. UNFCCC, CBD, UNCCD) and fora (eg. UNFF). 
Whilst, as in the case of the Punakha workshop, there was not a full gender bal-
ance amongst the participants, nearly one third were women.

Given that the time available was relatively short, the Interlaken workshop was 
organised into a number of punctual inputs. It began with a brief thematic intro-
duction, and a presentation of the main results of the Punakha workshop (Tashi 
Wangchuk and Arjumand Nizami). Participants were also briefly informed of the 
link between the two Swiss-supported workshops, and a workshop on Forest Gov-
ernance and Decentralisation in Africa that was held in Durban in April 2008 as a 
country-led initiative in support of the UNFF, and in which a number of the Inter-
laken workshop participants had played an active role (Christian Küchli). Three 
key speakers then provided stimulating food for thought in their presentations on 
current and future forest governance issues (Doris Capistrano); Latin American 
experiences in forest governance, focusing on the Andes (Galo Medina); and 
forest law enforcement and governance (Tuukka Castrén). The participants then 
had the opportunity to see forests in a landscape very close to Interlaken, and to 
learn about the history of forest governance in the country (Christian Küchli). The 
day was rounded off by the launch of a joint publication by Anthroscape, Interco-
operation and the Society for Threatened Peoples publication on Free and Prior 
Informed Consent in Sustainable Forest Management in the Congo Basin, a work 
funded by SECO and the foundation Art for Tropical Forests. 

As snow fell outside the following morning, the participants gathered for a stim-
ulating presentation on promoting forest governance at the international level, 
notably through the United Nations (Walter Kälin). A series of shorter presenta-
tions highlighting practical experience followed; the countries covered included 
those of the Congo basin; Guatemala, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, and Vietnam. 
There was then time in the afternoon for the participants to break into discussion 
groups, focusing on community empowerment; the roles and responsibilities of 
local and national stakeholders; national policy level interventions; international 
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policy interventions; and the impact of external influences on local and national 
processes. The workshop was rounded off by feedback from the three resource 
persons, and closing remarks from SDC (in the person of Ueli Mauderli).

3.2 Communities, forest governance and property rights:  
current situation, future trends and key aspects
         

Doris Capistrano 

Evolving narrative on communities in forest governance

Major changes over the past three decades have created spaces for forest 
dependent communities in developing countries to participate in decisions 
regarding forests and potentially benefit from their management and conserva-
tion. In the 1970s, forest dwelling communities and households dependent on 
forests for their livelihood were viewed as culprits and agents of deforestation. 
Perceived as threats to the forest and environment, policy responses generally 
sought their removal, relocation or inducement to alternative modes of livelihood. 
In the 1980s, faced with financial crisis and mounting deficits, many governments 
were forced to undertake structural adjustment reforms. Under pressure from 
international donor agencies, the downsizing of government bureaucracy, priva-
tization of state-owned assets and market liberalization undertaken by govern-
ments led to decentralization of resource management in many countries. State-
owned, centrally managed forests, particularly degraded non-productive forests, 
were gradually handed over for community management and placed under vari-
ous forms of state-community-corporate co-management arrangements.  Initially 
undertaken on pilot experimental basis, typically with external donor funding, the 
lessons from these experiments provided the foundation for larger scale models 
of community forestry, leasehold forestry and other forms of decentralized forest 
management currently under implementation.

The 1990s saw the transition to electoral democracy in several countries for-
merly under dictatorship and authoritarian regimes. A discourse of popular par-
ticipation accompanied this period of democratic reforms and provided impetus 
to demands for further decentralization. Multi-stakeholder dialogues, forums and 
partnerships, although typically largely dominated by entrenched interest groups 
and elites, nevertheless opened up some spaces for marginalized stakeholders 
and disenfranchised groups to participate.  The poverty and livelihoods of forest 
dependent communities and households became increasingly acknowledged as 
major issues in and of themselves as well as challenges to the sustainability of 
forests. And the meaningful participation and empowerment of forest users and 
forest dwelling communities were recognized as critical to alleviation of their pov-
erty and to the sustainable use and management of forest resources. Thus forest 
user communities and households became increasingly regarded as critical 
actors and essential partners in the sustainable forest management enterprise. 

With the gradual organization and mobilization of forest users into a recogniz-
able polity in a number of countries, they were also increasingly acknowledged, 
albeit often reluctantly, by the state and corporate stakeholders as an important 
constituency in forest policy making.  The acknowledgement of corruption and 
weaknesses in the rule of law as major factors in unsustainable and unjust forest 
exploitation also led to several regional and local initiatives to enhance forest 
law enforcement and forest sector reform at the turn of the millennium. Since 
September 11, 2001 the discourse on the “war on terror” promoted more vigor-
ous policing and law enforcement in forest and other resource sectors around the 
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globe. With the sharpened focus on law enforcement, regulation and control of 
forest crimes, forest communities came to be viewed as the first line of defence 
against illegal logging and corruption in the forest sector. 

At the same time, increased appreciation for the variety of products and serv-
ices forest ecosystems provide, also recast forest communities as environmen-
tal service providers. The broadened discourse around forest and ecosystem 
services was accompanied by a broadening of concern beyond livelihoods and 
poverty alleviation to a more holistic notion of human well-being in the context of 
human-ecosystems interactions. Concern about climate change in recent years 
has called increased attention to forests and the important contribution forests can 
make to climate change mitigation and adaptation. Rapidly developing markets 
for carbon sequestration, watershed protection and other environmental services 
are creating new opportunities for communities to potentially benefit from com-
pensation for their contribution to environmental service provision. But in order for 
communities to realize these potential benefits, their tenure and rights to forests 
and forest resources need to be clearly established, protected and enforced. 

Clear and secure property rights, including rights of use and withdrawal, man-
agement, exclusion and alienation of forests and forest resources, are a key to 
defining who gains and who loses (Schlager and Ostrom 1992). Building on pro-
gressive language from international conventions, indeed forest communities and 
indigenous peoples, along with their allies and supporters, have been advocating 
nationally and internationally for more secure rights and a more level playing field 
for small scale and community owned forest enterprises. 

The narrative around communities and forests has thus shifted over the past three 
decades from one which cast forest communities as agents of forest destruction 
to one which regards them, in rhetoric at least, as agents of reform and at the 
forefront of forest management. From a focus on government or the state as 

Local farmers enjoying a training event on silviculture – Western Java, Indonesia
(Photo: Thomas Stadtmüller)
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central actor in policy making, there is now also a broader focus on multi-stake-
holder “governance”, i.e., on how decisions related to forests and forest depend-
ent people are made, who are responsible, how they wield their power, and how 
they are held accountable. 

Governance encompasses decision-making processes and institutions, i.e., gen-
eralized formal and informal patterns of behavior between individuals and groups 
at local, national, regional and global level (Mearns and Leach 1997).  It pertains 
to both formal and informal institutions. While formal institutions may be thought 
of as rules that require exogenous enforcement by a third party, informal institu-
tions may be endogenously enforced by mutual agreement among the social 
actors involved, or by relations of power and authority between them. Informal 
institutions, by their nature, are “socially embedded”. The interlocking of formal 
and informal institutions constitutes a matrix of relations which determine to a 
large degree who has the right to access forest resources and how benefits are 
shared in practice.

Good governance has been defined as characterized by predictable, open and 
informed policy making based on transparent processes, a bureaucracy imbued 
with a professional ethos, an executive arm of government accountable for its 
actions, and civil society participating in management decisions and public affairs, 
all adhering to the rule of law  (World Bank, 2008). It is often described as a mix 
of representative government and participative politics acting in the public inter-
est and is generally associated with social justice and equity. Clear, secure and 
enforceable property rights of communities, households and corporate entities to 
forests and forest resources is central to effective forest governance, sustainable 
forest use and equitable sharing of the resulting benefits.

Status and trends

Legislation giving communities and indigenous people stronger rights are now 
in place in many countries, including Bolivia, India, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and Indonesia (Sunderlin et al 2008). At the international level, the adop-
tion in 2007 of the United Nations Declaration on Rights of Indigenous Peoples to 
lands, territories and resources they have traditionally owned, occupied or other-
wise  acquired has fortified indigenous peoples in their long struggle for recogni-
tion and rights. Other international organizations are also increasingly promoting 
recognition of community rights, not just indigenous peoples’ rights, in national 
policy and legislation. At the local level, the rise of community forest user associa-
tions, federations and networks has facilitated learning, networking and access 
to technical support and strengthened the institutional bases for future advocacy 
and action.

At the same time, norms and standards of corporate practice have been chang-
ing, albeit slowly. Largely in response to citizen and consumer demands, and 
to forestall tighter regulation, a growing number of companies are considering 
or voluntarily adopting ecologically and socially responsible business practices. 
These have opened up channels for mutually beneficial engagement among cor-
porate entities, civil society and local communities. And they have facilitated the 
development of market-based tools and instruments, such as certification, which 
seek to promote improvement in forest governance and more sustainable and 
equitable forest use and conservation. Building on the language from interna-
tional conventions, notably the Convention on Biological Diversity, certain cer-
tification standards are also promoting the implementation of principles of Free 
and Prior Informed Consent and Access and Benefit Sharing in corporate entities’ 
dealings with local communities.

The area of forest under indigenous and local communities has expanded. Indig-
enous and local communities now own or administer 22% of forests in develop-
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ing countries and 19% of forests in tropical countries (Sunderlin et al 2008). But 
States retain ownership of most of the forests in developing countries and still 
tend to favor management by industrial concessions and conservation over com-
munities and indigenous people.  

Communities have also been investing significantly in forests. In 2002/2003, for 
example, community investments in the forest sector was estimated to range from 
US$1.3 to 2.6 billion, compared to total official development assistance (ODA) 
of US$1-1.2 billion and government investment of US$1.6 billion in the forest 
sector during the same period (Khare 2004). Although generally small in size, 
forest enterprises owned and managed by local communities and households 
can contribute substantially to local development and poverty alleviation. Small 
and medium-sized enterprises, including those owned by communities comprise 
more than 80% of forestry enterprises in many developing countries. Compared 
to their private sector equivalent, enterprises owned by local communities and 
households invest more in the local economy and can have greater developmen-
tal impact (ITTO/RRI/FT 2007). 

Continuing challenges and emerging issues

While progress continues on many fronts, there remain serious challenges and 
persistent constraints to achieving good forest governance that also benefits 
forest communities. Emerging new issues threaten to create new obstacles and 
could even roll back gains already made. The most difficult forest governance 
challenges tend to be systemic and require persistent efforts to address.
  
Multi-stakeholder processes are typically dominated by powerful stakeholders 
and can be limited in their ability to accommodate competing views and inter-
ests. Efforts to resolve conflicts and to craft lasting and equitable solutions are 
often hampered by the unequal power of contending stakeholders. Those most 
affected by decisions are typically neither positioned nor equipped to effectively 
participate and represent their interests. The notion of “community” in community 
forestry and different forms of community-based forest management glosses over 
differences and structural inequities within and among component groups. To say 
that communities are not homogeneous and that there will always be gainers and 
losers is stating the obvious. Elites and powerful interest groups will continue to 
dominate and capture a major share of the benefits unless mechanisms are put 
in place to guard against these tendencies and to level the playing field.

Without the needed legal and regulatory reforms, more vigorous law enforce-
ment alone could have significant implications for social justice and rights, par-
ticularly for the poor and powerless. Many laws and regulatory mechanisms are 
contradictory and incompatible. Many are neither just nor consistently and fairly 
applied. Laws and regulations are often selectively applied in favor of large-scale 
forest enterprises at the expense of small scale producers (ITTO/RRI/FT 2008). 
Neither are they sensitively calibrated to offer incentives for responsible behavior 
among key actors and entities impinging on forests. Transactions costs tend to 
be highest for those who can least afford to bear them, and the brunt of inconsist-
ent or unjust regulatory enforcement and sanctions is often most acutely felt by 
those whose livelihoods are most precarious and insecure. Complex laws and 
myriad bureaucratic requirements also often render the livelihood activities of 
many forest-dependent poor as technically illegal and fail to recognize custom-
ary rights and forms of land ownership and forest management (Colchester et al 
2006; Sunderlin et al 2008). 

Procedures to secure rights, where they exist, are often too onerous and costly. 
Tools such as certification and third party monitoring to improve governance prac-
tices and strengthen law enforcement can discriminate against local communities 
and small scale forest enterprises. As a requirement for market access and trade, 
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certification can serve as a barrier against small producers and community for-
ests that cannot afford the high costs of getting and maintaining certification.

Decentralization and limited devolution have facilitated access and encouraged 
broader participation in forest governance. But these reforms do not guarantee 
improved rights for forest dependent communities and households. Central and 
lower levels of government have generally resisted devolving real power and 
authority. And financial, technical and other resources provided are generally 
inadequate to support devolved responsibilities (Colfer and Capistrano 2005). 
Where communities have been managing local forests, decentralization and 
other forms of forest co-management arrangements can result in state intrusion, 
extend state control and curtail rights that communities previously exercised.

Models of forest conservation and protected area management are gradually 
moving towards participatory approaches and landscape level forest interven-
tions. But tensions and conflict remain over differences in conservation and 
livelihood priorities between conservation organizations and local communities. 
These conflicts and tensions are likely to persist especially in areas where con-
servation areas overlap community forests and indigenous peoples’ territories. 
In Latin America, for example, over 80% of state protected areas overlap indig-
enous territories. 

Rapidly rising food and energy prices in international markets and shortages of 
staple grains in a number of countries during the past year have renewed global 
concerns about food and energy security. The resurgent interest of governments 
and producers in agricultural intensification and expansion for food and fuel is 
likely to heighten competition for land, raise land prices and increase pressure on 
forest lands. An estimated 30–35 million hectares of new land will be needed for 
bio-fuel production by 2030 and these are likely to come from forests (Roberts 
2007). 

Forest dependent communities, including indigenous peoples, stand to lose 
where their rights to forest land and resources are unclear, contested and inse-
cure. At the same time that they present new opportunities, developing markets 

Local guide at the edge of a small patch of remnant native montane forest – San Pedro de Cachora, Peru
(Photo: Jan Baiker)
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for carbon and other environmental services can also pose similar challenge to 
communities and their access and rights to forest resources. Communities with 
high value forests but weak local institutions and low levels of organizational 
capacity to defend their tenuous rights, are particularly at risk.

The financial crisis and economic recession currently afflicting the global econ-
omy also presents risks and challenges. Dampened demand for wood and forest 
products in major markets in the US, Europe and Asia, notably China and India, 
has reduced pressure for forest products harvest. However, as the experience 
with the 1997/1998 Asian financial crisis indicated, dislocated and unemployed 
urban workers can return in large numbers  to the farm and seek land for agricul-
ture and food production, resulting in pressure on forests where cultivable lands 
are limited. 

Around the globe, the financial crisis is also prompting a rethinking of the role 
of government in governance. With the state ending up as the “bailer out of last 
resort” of troubled corporate entities in many countries, particularly in developed 
countries which have pushed for deregulation and market regulation, there is a 
greater appreciation for the capacity and role of government. And there appears 
to be greater public acceptance of government intervention in markets and in 
forest and other sectors deemed vital to the national interest. There is a risk, 
however, that the renewed appetite for government intervention, regulation and 
control can swing the pendulum back to recentralization and reverse incremental 
steps already made towards participatory governance. 

Implications for development cooperation

The international donor community has been and continues to be a major force for 
governance reform around the globe. Development cooperation can strengthen 
forest governance at different levels not only through the provision of financial 
and technical assistance but also by facilitating the creation of spaces for mutual 
learning, dialogue and open exchanges among key state and non-state actors 
and stakeholders. In addition to supporting governments’ efforts to address sys-
temic weaknesses and encouraging better ways of doing business, agencies 
for development cooperation can  foster international processes that provide 
meaningful spaces for genuine debate on contentious issues. They are also well 
placed to facilitate processes and negotiations leading to more equitable actions 
and mutually beneficial outcomes.

Particularly in times of great uncertainty, such as the current time, it is not only 
prudent but necessary to foster approaches and modes of thinking that enhance 
resilience and adaptive capacity. Persistent patterns of inequity and marginaliza-
tion suppress perspectives and voices that could otherwise enrich thinking and 
understanding or provide alternative approaches to issues of forest governance 
and management.

Development cooperation agencies can further governance reform and contrib-
ute to developing adaptive capacity by supporting initiatives that provide mean-
ingful space for grassroots community and marginalized voices to be heard and 
for their issues, especially those related to the security of their rights and well-
being, to be addressed. Development assistance can facilitate networking and 
partnerships and help unleash the potential benefits they offer. But it is important 
to recognize that partnerships are a form of political mobilization, and to be sensi-
tive to their undercurrents and inevitable consequences. 

External intervention can hurt or help, depending on how it is done. Agencies for 
development cooperation can promote long lasting improvements in the govern-
ance of forest and other sectors by building on lessons from decades of develop-
ment intervention. The following lessons and rules of thumb are perhaps among 
the most basic: 
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• Avoid a “cookie cutter” approach to scaling up of interventions perceived to 
have been “successful”;

• Encourage capacity building, learning and sharing lessons among and between 
key actors and stakeholders; and 

• Invest in innovators and agents of change, not in entrenched agents of the 
status quo.
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3.3 Challenges for and approaches to forest governance in 
the Andes: The ECOBONA experience (Bolivia, Ecuador and 
Peru)

Galo Medina, Juan Carlos Romero, María de los Angeles Barrionuevo

Background

It is widely recognised that forest degradation and deforestation have multiple ori-
gins and result in complex sets of problems that include bio-ecological, environ-
mental, cultural, political, economic and social dimensions. This implies particular 
forms of approaching and confronting the problems of deforestation that have 
to be adapted to the local, national and regional conditions. This is particularly 
important when dealing with Andean mountainous ecosystems (i.e. ecosystems 
in which communities are common above 1,500 masl), as the way to address 
deforestation-related problems cannot be similar to those in the tropical high 

A local farmer standing near the entrance of the Pachachaca canyon where remnant patches of native forests can 
be seen – Pacobamba, Peru (Photo: Jan Baiker)
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Andes or in lowland rain forests. Therefore, the features that define the need for 
a specialised approach to forest governance in the Andes are as follows:

• Inequity in accessing natural production assets such as water and land. 
• High concentration of poverty with regard to income and unsatisfied basic 

needs.
• Reluctance to conform to authority, to participate actively and to conduct long-

term planning – features explained partially by certain inherent features in 
Andean societies, and also by inappropriate political, normative and institu-
tional settings (such as weak central planning, insecure land tenure and corrup-
tion).

• Steep terrain that poses technical difficulties for sustainable forest manage-
ment and adequate agro-productive systems.

• Lack of technical information related to the use of forest resources such as 
location of productive forests, demarcation of forests and protected areas, 
legality of actions, appropriate management practices, cost-efficient technolo-
gies, quality seeds of known origin and spatial physical planning.

• Lack of information and its dissemination concerning the environmental role of 
forest ecosystems.

• Limited development of or access to fair markets that would foster good prac-
tices in the productive landscape, induced by a high opportunity cost to change 
from practices that degrade resources towards more sustainable ones.

• Certain features of the credit system, such as high interest rates and inad-
equate grace periods, which do not promote management practices that are 
both socially and environmentally sustainable.

There is a need for judicial frameworks, social agreements, control systems and 
management strategies to bring about sustainable management of Andean land-
scapes which include the productive systems, the eco-zone, and the original veg-
etation areas. In other words, there is a need for governance that contributes to 
managing a series of manifest as well as underlying causes for the loss of forest 
cover, biodiversity and environmental services. 

The ECOBONA regional programme approach

In the Andes, Swiss development cooperation (SDC/IC) has been modifying its 
approaches over the years in the forest sector. In the beginning of the 1980s, 
projects put emphasis on reforestation in degraded areas. In the early 1990s, 
this view turned towards the conservation of forest patches. From 2000 onwards, 
emphasis was put on the management of landscape, in which forests were 
viewed as one element of the local productive matrix. This development entails 
a progressive involvement of various actors. In the beginning, the central actor 
was the community; later, a number of public organisations in the sector such 
as national environmental authorities and sub-national governments became 
increasingly important. More recently, national state policies and development 
planning (at local and national levels) have progressively been at the focus of 
development activities. 

The Regional Programme for the Social Management of Andean Forest Eco-
systems (Programa Regional para la Gestión Social de Ecosistemas Forestales 
Andinos –ECOBONA) includes both the Andean forests themselves and the zone 
surrounding them (the ecotone) in its intervention, bearing in mind the produc-
tive activities that impinge on the natural resources (water, soil, agro-diversity). 
These pressures are grounded on practices and attitudes of the local population, 
on political decisions and on the local and national economy, as well as on global 
conditions. 

Within this framework, ECOBONA is promoting an approach called Social Man-
agement of Andean Forest Ecosystems (GS-EFA in Spanish). This proposal 
comprises the active, permanent and deliberate involvement of all local, public 
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and private institutional actors in the establishment of good, sustainable manage-
ment practices of the Andean forest ecosystem. One of the activities fostered by 
ECOBONA is good governance of the forest-environmental resources within its 
specific pilot areas of intervention. The “forest issue” is set within a wide frame-
work, aiming not only for a legal/sustainable/adequate provision of forest prod-
ucts, but also making evident their contribution to conservation and local devel-
opment. This approach favours interventions that support the sustainability of 
management actions and long-term positive impacts. It also acknowledges that 
economic, social, political and power-related structures can be vigorous genera-
tors of negative effects on forest ecosystems and the fight against poverty in the 
Andes.

Therefore, the “GS-EFA” approach facilitates the identification of strategies and 
actions aimed at reducing pressures on the ecosystem and at fostering Andean 
forest-environmental governance in the short, medium and long term. Its features 
include:

• The consideration of territory and landscape as an analytical and active frame-
work with an ecosystem approach. 

• The identification of priority intervention areas under pressure-related criteria 
but also considering the opportunities for political success, looking for repli-
cable experiences from the start. This entails addressing local development 
processes and assisting production initiatives that are compatible with the local 
pattern of production. 

• The promotion of local capacities at individual, institutional and politico-norma-
tive scales. This will foster local ownership and institutionalization processes as 
strategies of forest-environmental governance.

• The facilitation of negotiation processes that will allow a reduction of con-
flicts, foster citizens’ participation and generate confidence among all actors 
involved. 

• The identification of knowledge gaps that hinder decision-making processes 
and systematise experiences, making them available for involved actors and 
the public.

To put these points into practice takes time, funding and favourable conditions, 
i.e. adequate governance environments that are not always present. 

Lessons learned 

ECOBONA’s main lessons learned over the years of involvement in forest-envi-
ronmental governance the Andes of Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru are: 

• Forest-environmental governance has to be elaborated within local and national 
development processes. 

• Support should focus on locally identified and prioritised initiatives, and this 
support should be conditioned to local co-funding. This enhances participation 
and elevates the levels of response from sub-national governments, rendering 
the relationship fluid, and reducing conflicts.

• Working with sub-national governments involves a higher degree of political and 
prospective analysis than working with national governments and communities.

• Exchanging technical information among actors fosters trust and reduces levels 
of conflict, as it avoids polemic political discussions and negotiations.

• Supporting the development of forest-based products that are not traditionally 
exploited by local populations, can end up being counter-productive if insuffi-
cient attention is given to aspects such as market access, production traditions, 
and the availability of appropriate technologies and credit. Poorly conceived 
forest-based product development can be a major source of conflict and poten-
tial deforestation.

• The generation of power maps contributes to designing “route sheets” for the 
programme’s intervention and helps in the definition of possible alliances. 
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• Fostering the local application of national policies is not the first option if these 
policies are not grounded on reality, and have not included a bottom-up consul-
tation process with actors using and living around forest resources. Many times 
national policies are contrary to local needs, and vice versa. Thus, enormous 
efforts are needed to reach a system of good local governance to reduce pres-
sure on ecosystems, and from there foster the adaptation and the application 
of local policies. 

• Processes that guide forest-environmental governance are always strongly 
influenced by temporary political factors (both local and national); this frequently 
reduces the cost-effectiveness of interventions and limits the development of 
an enabling framework.

• Knowledge management must not only focus on practical interventions, but 
also on experiences related to programme/project implementation, eg. reasons 
for difficulties, and the tactics adopted to overcome them; these lessons are as 
valuable as those gained through the establishment of tree nurseries or land-
tenure designs.

Challenges ahead

The main challenges are related to politico-institutional, social, cultural and eco-
nomic, technical and technological, and information and research issues. The 
most notable are as follows:

• Promote cooperation culture centred on the strengthening of capacities at indi-
vidual, institutional and systemic levels. 

• Establishing accountability systems in the sector that are enforceable, verifi-
able and observable, in order to increase participation and support the fight 
against corruption.

• Strengthening the institutionalisation of good forest-environmental governance 
– defining roles and competences, as well as power relationships with other 
sectors such as agriculture, mining, petroleum and energy.

• Applying mechanisms to align cooperation with national policies and to harmo-
nise interventions by different donors that facilitate forest-environmental gov-
ernance. 

• Enhancing and institutionalising mechanisms and processes that foster partici-
pation and equity in the sector.

• Viewing forest-environmental governance as part of a larger exercise of territo-
rial and landscape governance.

• Supporting the design, implementation, harmonisation and updating of political 
and normative frameworks to foster good natural resource management prac-
tices, which simultaneously control and sanction negative uses.

• Modifying credit schemes so that they do not contribute to forest and environ-
mental degradation, and to avoid financial dependence. 

• Facilitating the establishment of tax-related financial mechanisms for coopera-
tion-supported initiatives, particularly in the formulation and implementation of 
laws and norms.

• Creating linkages between the public and private sectors for coherence in politi-
cal decision-making, and the allocation of technical and economic resources.

• Avoiding a project approach in fostering good governance. The process is 
influenced by often rapidly changing political forces and development settings. 
Good forest-environmental governance is a dynamic process of negotiation and 
reaching consensus within clear juridical, social and economic frameworks.
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3.4 Forest law enforcement and governance priorities 
– the World Bank experience

Tuukka Castrén

What do we know already?

Over the years we have been able to develop a good understanding on the role 
of forests in global development. We know that hundreds of millions of rural poor 
depend on forests, and we know that, if used in a sustainable manner, forests can 
yield notable contributions to national economies. We also recognize the envi-
ronmental value and services that forests provide. Recently we have also gained 
an increased understanding into the potential role of forests in climate change 
mitigation and adaptation.

In the past years the international community has paid increasing attention to ille-
gal logging and forest crime. The phenomenon has of course been known much 
longer but we have used various expressions to name forest crime. We have 
spoken about ‘undue rent-seeking’ or ‘irregularities’ just to give two examples. 
But now we have gained the courage to call forest illegality what it actually is, a 
crime. 

Recognizing that forest illegality is a crime has allowed us to approach the issue 
from the perspective of law enforcement. We are able to use the terms and con-
cepts of regular law enforcement to assess which circumstances create a condu-
cive environment for crime. We can also unbundle our fight against illegality into 
prevention, detection and suppression.

Despite linking forest crime more closely to general criminal theory, we cannot 
forget the specificities of forestry. Nor can we say that forest governance is only 
about illegal logging and related trade. There is much more to it. Forest govern-

Local assistant conducting a rapid biological assessment in a native humid montane forest – Pacobamba, Peru
(Photo: Jan Baiker)
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ance includes also the fiscal systems of forestry, the role of local and indigenous 
communities as well as equitable revenue allocation. Crime prevention and sup-
pression is one essential part of governance, and it requires urgent attention. But 
it alone does not capture the whole diversity of the topic.

World Bank strategies and approach

The World Bank issued a new forest strategy in 2002 after a long and consulta-
tive preparatory process. The strategy replaced the previous strategy from year 
1992. The new strategy recognized that forests play an essential role in global 
development and by active involvement the World Bank can have an influence 
and ensure that this role is a positive one. 

The main thrust in the strategy is that forests have three clear roles in global 
development. They contribute to i) poverty reduction, ii) economic development 
and iii) environmental sustainability. It needs to be noticed that governance is not 
one of the pillars of the strategy. Our view is that we need to improve governance 
in forestry to achieve results in all three areas. Governance cannot be seen in 
isolation from the wider approach to forestry.

After the strategy some notable new elements have come to the international arena 
which have an impact on how the Bank implements the strategy and how we work. 
However, it needs to be said that the basic premises of the strategy are still valid 
and the new developments just allow us to work in a more targeted manner. 

First, the Bank endorsed a new strategy on governance and anti-corruption 
(GAC) in 2007. Like in the case of forestry, the GAC strategy emphasises that 
governance need to be mainstreamed in all Bank activities, programs and coun-
try strategies. It is not an isolated field but a key ingredient to development.

Second, the role of forests has become a key element in the discussions on 
climate change mitigation. Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation (REDD) is seen as a promising component in the fight against cli-
mate change. And governance plays a key role in REDD through two different 
ways. We need to build a solid governance structure for REDD to ensure that 
the system yields genuine, long-lasting and additional benefits. There is another 
linkage to governance as well: REDD is very much about sustainable forest man-
agement and how to address the key drivers of deforestation and degradation. As 
discussed above, good resource governance is an essential part of SFM.

Third, we have learnt about the importance of governance and how to promote it 
in the forest sector. This has made us more aware of the issue and our need to 
have a solid approach to tackle the governance challenge. But our experience 
has also made it clear that forest governance is not limited to illegal logging. It 
covers the whole landscape of forested land and its resources. At the same time 
as addressing illegal operations in commercially valuable forests, we also have 
to be able to address governance issues in non-tradable sectors like harvesting 
for domestic industrial and household use including fuelwood.

One of the experiences for the Bank has been the importance of regional proc-
esses. The ministerial declarations in East Asia (Bali, 2001), Africa (Yaoundé, 
2003) and Europe and North Asia (St. Petersburg, 2005) have created politi-
cal “space” and technical means for governments to address illegal logging. 
They have also involved both producer and consumer countries. It is made clear 
that there is a shared responsibility to address a common problem. This shared 
responsibility covers also a partnership with civil society and the private sector. 
One of the reasons why these regional processes have been successful is that 
we have been able to create a strong alignment with existing regional institu-
tions.
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Lessons learned

The key lesson learnt is that governance is a complex phenomenon. In order to 
be able to fully address it at landscape level, we need to identify the various entry 
points of governance. 

Market transformation requires that we increase the demand for legal wood and 
decrease the competitiveness of illegal operations. The objective is to lower the 
rents from unsustainable logging. Green procurement and industry standards are 
examples of demand side measures. On the supply side we may increase the 
supply from sustainable plantations and from sustainably managed natural for-
ests. This includes also supply from trees outside forests. Payments for environ-
mental services like biodiversity and carbon sequestration also make sustainable 
forestry financially more attractive.

On the institutional front transparent and equitable forest fiscal systems as well 
as wider institutional reforms and institutional strengthening need to be on the 
agenda. This will include reform of the forest services, incentive payments, trans-
parency and accountability (global monitoring of forest stock, global log-tracking). 
All this will basically lead to improved forest law enforcement and compliance 
systems.

As an analogy, the concepts from the wood market, where demand and supply 
determine the outcome, can be transferred to the market of governance as well. 
Societies need to have a genuine demand for good governance and their govern-
ments should be able to supply it. Independent forest monitors, participation by 
communities, indigenous groups and a serious private sector are some means to 
promote accountability and demand for good governance. At the same time, the 
government needs to have the will and tools to meet that demand and promote 
good governance.

Institutions and people respond to incentives. When promoting better govern-
ance, there is a need to strike a balance between incentives and enforcement. 
Individuals can be made to change their illegal behaviour by removing the means, 
opportunities or motivations for illegality. This is often done by law enforcement. At 
the level of a society, the sustainable way to improve governance is by changing 
the existing incentive framework. That framework needs to be made conducive to 
legality. Law enforcement is needed during transition and to curtail illegal activi-
ties. But only if the incentive framework favours legality will the results be long-
lasting. Institutions will not impose reforms that undermine their self interest.

Role of the multilateral and bilateral development partners

Development cooperation can support countries in strengthening their forest 
governance. Our experience is that when this support is planned, donors and 
national governments need to engage themselves in a dialogue with all the key 
stakeholders. This multi-stakeholder dialogue enables us to better integrate the 
views from the whole society involved. This in turn promotes the right incentive 
framework that was recognized to be the key factor in sustainable governance 
development.

The most obvious way to target governance in the client countries is by support-
ing FLEG specific activities. These would include building political will or institu-
tional and legal capacity in a country. Secondly, in addition to direct FLEG inter-
ventions, donors need to see the role of governance in all other forestry, NRM 
and land policy work we have with our partners. It is essential that governance is 
not seen as an independent sub-sector but that it is mainstreamed in the forestry 
and natural resource sectors.
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These two levels of engagement are rather obvious. But the global aid archi-
tecture is changing. As a result of the aid effectiveness agenda we have seen a 
move towards more programmatic aid and budget support. The experience here 
is mixed. Perhaps we have not always been successful in bringing forests and 
forest governance in to the wider macro policy debate with our partner countries. 
One reason is that most of the PRSPs (Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers) and 
other national development plans do not mention forests and even less have spe-
cific forest policy elements. Despite this omission, it would be crucial to strengthen 
the way development policy lending, budget support and other program aid sup-
port improving forest governance.

3.5 Promoting forest governance at the UN level: 
A promising strategy?

Walter Kälin

Forest governance: Why the UN?
The UN has been dealing with forest governance issues, i.e. norms, institutions 
and processes related to the sustainable management of forests since the 1992 
Rio Conference on Environment and Development. 

There are several reasons why the UN is and remains engaged in this area: First, 
forest management is of global interest because the way that forests are gov-
erned at the local level may have an impact on global development, bio-diversity 
and other environmental factors, as well as climate change. Second, there is a 
need to balance at the global level four key aspects of forest governance that 
may contradict each other:

• Sovereignty: Forests as part of the State’s resources; 
• Development: Forests as economic resource of States and a source of liveli-

hood for forest-dependent people;
• Environment: Forests as common heritage of mankind (biodiversity etc.); and
• Climate: Forests as sinks and reservoirs for greenhouse gases.

Finally, the UN provides an excellent forum where experts (the so-called “techni-
cal UN”) and governments (the so-called “political UN”) can interact and reach 
consensus on these and other governance issues. 

Forest governance: Where in the UN? 

There are two main forums where forest governance is discussed in the UN:

Environment and development

Forest governance was one of the topics discussed at the 1992 Rio Conference 
on Environment and Development. Agenda 21, Chapter 11 deals with the goal of 
combating deforestation, and the so-called Forest Principles (“Non-legally Bind-
ing Authoritative Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the Man-
agement, Conservation and Sustainable Development of All Types of Forests”) 
specifically address governance issues. A closer analysis of these texts suggests 
that on key issues only a weak consensus could be reached by States as many 
among them were defending their sovereignty.

At the institutional level, the creation of the UN Forum on Forests (UNFF) as a 
subsidiary organ of ECOSOC (UN Economic and Social Council) with a per-
manent secretariat in 2000 is of particular importance as it provides a stable 
framework for governments to discuss forest governance issues. The work of 
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the UNFF is supported by the Collaborative Partnership on Forests (CPF) which 
is made up of 14 UN organizations and agencies (eg. FAO, UNEP. UNDP), and 
the secretariats of the relevant UN conventions (eg. the UNFCCC secretariat). 
One of the main achievements is the elaboration of the 2007 “Non-legally binding 
instrument on all types of forests” (General Assembly Resolution 62/98).

Climate change

The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) commits States 
to “promote and cooperate in the development, application and diffusion, including 
transfer of technologies, practices and processes that control, reduce or prevent 
anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases not controlled by the Montreal 
Protocol in all relevant sectors, including […]  forestry […]” as well as to promote 
sustainable management of sinks and reservoirs of all greenhouse gases includ-
ing forests (Article 4).

The 2007 Bali conference of parties (COP) to the UNFCCC adopted Res. 2/
CP.13 entitled “Reducing emissions from deforestation in developing countries” 
(REDD). REDD was further discussed at the Poznan conference (December 
2008) and will be further discussed at the Copenhagen conferences (2009) which 
will negotiate the climate regime for the next decade. This is likely to lead to new 
binding international law.

The non-legally binding instrument on all types of forests (2007) 

The purpose of the Non-legally Binding Instrument on all Types of Forests (NLBI) 
is (1) to “strengthen political commitment and action at all levels to implement 
effectively sustainable management of all types of forests and to achieve the 
shared global objectives on forests”; (2) to enhance the contribution of forests to 

Timber harvesting in a rich mature forest – Congo Basin
(Photo: Jürgen Blaser)
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achieve development goals including the MDGs; and (3) to provide a framework 
for national action and international cooperation. 

The NLBI embodies five basic principles: (1) The voluntary, non-binding nature of 
the instrument; (2) the responsibility of States for the sustainable management of 
their forests; (3) the participation of local communities and other stakeholders in 
sustainable forest management; (4) good governance at all levels; and (5) inter-
national cooperation, including financial support, technology transfer, capacity-
building and education.

The goals to be achieved are: (1) reversing the loss of forest cover worldwide; (2) 
enhancing forest-based economic, social and environmental benefits, including 
by improving livelihoods of forest-dependent people; (3) increasing significantly 
the area of protected forests and other areas of sustainably managed forests; 
and (4) reversing the decline in official development assistance and mobilizing 
significant new funding for sustainable forest management.

The NLBI lists a series of tools that may be used to achieve these goals. They 
include national forest programs and strategies; the use of management tools to 
assess the enviromental impact of projects that may significantly affect forests; 
the use of traditional knowledge; the development of new financing instruments; 
revisions of legislation; and international cooperation.

REDD (reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation)

Decision 2/CP.13 of the 2007 COP in Bali on REDD acknowledges the contribu-
tion of the emissions from deforestation and forest degradation to global anthro-
pogenic greenhouse gas emissions, encourages specific actions by States to 
address the problem, and calls for the development of methodologies to better 
measure the impact of deforestation and the measures taken against it as well as 
for the identification of incentives.

Assessment: towards a comprehensive strategy

Forest governance has become firmly established as a UN topic, but consensus 
is still thin. In addition, it is questionable whether the UN discussions are linked 
to the local levels adequately enough to have a sufficient impact on sustainable 
forest management in practice.

In this situation a comprehensive strategy is needed. Such a strategy could be 
based on the idea that to achieve the goal of sustainably managed forests and 
stop further deforestation and degradation of forests, we need (1) a strong norma-
tive framework; (2) the political will to implement it; and (3) the capacity to do so. 

Element 1: A strong normative framework

The NLBI insists on its non-binding character, and thus highlights State sover-
eignty. In this context, one should insist on an understanding of sovereignty as 
responsibility as, for instance, expressed in Principle 2 of the 1992 Rio Declara-
tion on Environment and Development which insists that States have not only 
the “sovereign right to exploit their own resources pursuant to their own environ-
mental policies” but also “the responsibility to ensure that activities within their 
jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the environment of other States 
or of areas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction.” Such an understanding of 
sovereignty could serve as a solid basis to promote 

• strong national laws and policies in line with the NLBI; and
• strong recommendations by regional organizations.

Such a process of building a consensus bottom up could eventually lead to a situ-
ation where stronger norms might become acceptable at the universal level.
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As regards REDD, it is possible that the Bali recommendation is the beginning 
of a process that will lead to binding obligations when the UNFCCC is revised 
(Copenhagen 2009). 

Element 2: Strong political will 

Resolutions/recommendations by UNFF, ECOSOC, General Assembly are impor-
tant insofar as they allow a process of (re-)affirming commitment and consensus 
and thus help to build up the necessary political will among relevant actors to 
implement agreed principles of sustainable forest management. A similar role can 
be played by regional organizations.

Advocacy by civil society and local communities for sustainable forest manage-
ment in line with the NLBI and other relevant instruments would be crucial to create 
the necessary political will at the local and national levels. For this purpose, wide 
dissemination of the results achieved at the UN level is important.

Element 3: Strengthening capacity

To have a strong normative framework and the political will to implement it is 
insufficient for achieving results if the capacity to do so does not exist. Therefore 
it is important: 

• to develop practical tools adapted to the specific level and context that give 
concrete and specific content to general principles;

• to create and strengthen appropriate institutions for sustainable forest manage-
ment at all levels; 

• to build capacity at all levels; and
• to provide international support for all these activities.

Conclusions

Today, the UN is engaged in serious discussions on forest governance. At the 
same time, the key documents elaborated in this context indicate that many States 
not only are reluctant to accept any binding obligations but have also difficulties to 
agree on strong and detailed recommendations. The NLBI, for instance, certainly 
goes into the right direction but still is rather far away from an instrument that 
would provide the degree of guidance needed to achieve its goals in practice.
Nevertheless, it can be concluded that promoting forest governance at the UN 
level is a promising strategy insofar as the United Nations:

• provides a unique forum for experts to promote their experiences with States 
and interact with them;

• is the place where States can find the much needed consensus on key issues;
• provides a unique framework for States to cooperate with each other on con-

crete issues;
• can develop concepts and initiate processes that are able to advance sustain-

able forest management at all levels, including the local ones; and
• has considerable technical capacities at the level of its organizations and sec-

retariats that help to support States.
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3.6 From government to governance – the Swiss experience 
with forest governance: Summary of the field excursion to 
Klein Rugen, Interlaken

Christian Küchli

The significant milestones in the development of forests and forestry, as well as 
in the processes of forest governance over the last 200 years can be explained 
in terms of a number of interlinked issues, the most important revolving around 
forest ownership, power and cost/benefit sharing between different stakeholders. 
The latter include mainly the three tiers of the federal structure of government and 
people’s representation and the private sector. 

The fundamental problem concerning forests in the early 19th century was one of 
conflicting demands at several different levels. Townspeople, and most foresters, 
originally saw the forest as a source of fuelwood and later on as a source of timber. 
Farmers wanted leaf fodder for their animals, leaf litter as fertiliser and access for 
grazing. Rural disputes were not infrequent since the landless depended on forest 
resources for their subsistence. Conflicts of interest prevented natural regenera-
tion over extensive areas. The last decades until the enactment of the Federal 
Forest Law of 1876 were the most difficult in all the history of forestry in the Alpine 
Cantons caracterised by: seizure of the forest resources by the rural elites, exclu-
sion of the disadvantaged segments of the population, clear cutting of large tracts 
of forests, and poor revenues for forest owners. The decisive factors which lead 
to the recovery of the heavily degraded Swiss mountain forests were: the devel-
opment of the railway networks in the second half of the 19th century enabling 
coal importation, and later the development of hydroelectricity; the clarification of 
forest tenure issues; and subsequent social and economic development. 

The first foresters, appointed by the Cantons, represented urban interest. Karl 
Kasthofer, was appointed by Canton Bern in 1806 as the first district forest officer 
in the Interlaken region in the hope that he would succeed in enforcing the city of 
Bern’s increasingly contested sovereignty in the mountain region and “alleviate 
the shortage of wood through effective police measures”. A well trained forest 
and pasture professional, his initial attempts at forest improvement were based 
essentially on technical improvements; these failed. He learned that unless the 
projects he designed were perceived by the rural population to be to their benefit 
they would continue to fail. To gain rural people’s trust, he concentrated his efforts 
on public forests which were relatively non-controversial and easy to control 
such as “der Kleine Rugen” where a number of timber species were planted to 
increase local revenue. Agricultural production intensified and its products were 
increasingly exported. Karl Kasthofer promoted the synergies between improved 
agricultural production and greater individual control over forest areas. However, 
privatised forestland was often clearcut, and did not serve the varied require-
ments of the rural community at large. His successors came to the conclusion 
that communal ownership was better for the forest and the people; because good 
forestry requires planning and management over generations, but also because 
a minimum input is required for forests to be managed rationally; local people 
could decide through their local democratic structures on the range of forest prod-
ucts and services they required.  
  
The involvement of the Federal Government in the forestry sector was triggered 
by the increasing natural disasters (landslides, floods) due to deforestation. 
According to the Federal Forest Law, forests under all forms of ownership (public/
communal or private) could no longer be reduced in area, cleared areas had to 
be replanted, management plans established and sales of forest products per-
mitted only from trees marked by the forest service. The main aim of protecting 
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lives and property evolved, through legislative changes at federal and cantonal 
levels, to include the pursuance of economic aims. This was the result of negotia-
tion between the various tiers of stakeholders whereby costs and benefits (direct 
and indirect) should be equitably shared. Forest service staff in general evolved 
from being perceived for decades as policemen, to being perceived as advis-
ers with sound professional advice: Their curriculum came to include indigenous 
forest management knowledge, respect for commune and private owner needs. 
Respect for local autonomy, within the overall framework of federal and cantonal 
forest legislation, reinforced local capacity and interest in sustainable forest man-
agement adapted to local conditions. 

With the generalised use of petroleum fuel and electricity starting from the 1950s, 
combined with the increasing value of forested landscapes for recreation, the 
aims of forest management continued to evolve. The cost benefit ratio of forest 
products and services changed, with an increasing demand for federal and can-
tonal incentives to provide for qualitative conservation of the forest resources, 
which led to intensive cooperation between the Confederation, Cantons, Com-
munes and private forest owners. 

Hence, one may describe the process over the last 200 years in the Swiss forest 
sector as the successful development of cooperative federalism, with strong cen-
tral government intervention having evolved to the successful multi level stake-
holder governance in place today. 

Harvesting tree fodder in Lötschental, Central Alps, Switzerland and in Central Hills of Nepal
(Photos: Christian Küchli)
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3.7  Project Probosques Guatemala: Capacity building of  
municipal staff and other stakeholders for sustainable 
natural resource management

Thomas Stadtmüller

The Probosques project has been working since 1997 in the western highlands of 
Guatemala where population density is the highest in Central America. The area 
is mainly inhabited by indigenous people who are heavily marginalized. Women 
are particularly disadvantaged. The pressure on natural resources is critical. How-
ever, the area forms part of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor, an important 
international conservation initiative. The aftermath of 36 years of civil war is still 
very present, in spite of the peace accord established in 1996. Decentralization 
efforts, promoted strongly by donors, are gradually being implemented.

The project objectives are (1) to strengthen the capacity of municipalities and 
local population through committees in sustainable forest management, and in 
forest, biodiversity and watershed conservation; and (2) to consolidate the efforts 
of the National Council of Protected Areas to strengthen a regional network for 
forest management and conservation.

Helvetas – which has been working in Guatemala in different sectors since 1972 
– is assuming the role of advisor and facilitator at technical and communal level 
(with the Communal Development Councils), at municipal level (with the Municipal 
Development Councils) and at national level (with the National Forest Institute and 
the National Council for Protected Areas). Further, it is playing a role in  interna-
tional conservation efforts within the framework of the Mesoamerican Biological 
Corridor (with its core areas, buffer zones and forest corridors between protected 
areas). Project activities include capacity and skill development on forest develop-
ment, planning and management; preparation of economic incentives for refor-
estation; efficient fire prevention; conflict resolution and gender sensitisation.

The main achievements in improving governance related to natural resource 
management are: 

• establishment of municipal protected areas;
• improvement of social, managerial and technical skills of municipal staff to 

manage natural resources;
• 15,000 ha of forests under sustainable management in the 13 municipalities 

supported by the project;
• improvement of relations between municipalities and communities;
• increased involvement of women in consultative and decision making proc-

esses;
• increased capacities to develop institutional arrangements for co-manage-

ment. 

Results show that it takes time to develop the trust and collaborative mechanisms 
between different levels of stakeholders. The Municipal Councils have shown 
commitment to the project’s objectives as their financial contributions have 
been higher than expected in the project-municipality bilateral agreements. The 
involvement of local people in the consultation process leads to a more inclusive 
approach in terms of indigenous rights, gender equity and civil society in general. 
It is increasingly accepted at national level that forest management has to be 
regulated and control mechanisms established through negotiation between the 
different stakeholders concerned.  
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The challenges which remain are:

• Reforestation still depends on incentives.
• Sustainable forest management is not yet financially sustainable.
• There is still a shortage of technical capacity and knowledge amongst munici-

pal forestry staff.
• Although income opportunities have been created by reforestation and con-

servation incentives, the potential from market-oriented production has not yet 
been realised. The mid term perspective, however, is that sustainable harvest-
ing will increasingly lead to higher local incomes.

• The political environment is still far from being conducive, and civil society is 
still weak and not very supportive.

• Internal power struggles, corruption, and nepotism are deeply rooted and 
cannot be erased in the short term. 

• The success of the project strongly depends on a favourable and stable politi-
cal climate, which under the current conditions is still not guaranteed. One of 
the major risks is changes in the political structure of Municipal Councils with 
new elections. This risk is, however, slowly being reduced with their increasing 
accountability to civil society.  

Fuelwood for subsistence: a scene from the a comunity forest – Western Highlands, Guatemala
(Photo: Thomas Stadtmüller)
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3.8 Improving forest resource governance in post-Soviet  
Kyrgyzstan: Involving municipalities in a system of shared 
management responsibilities
         
Patrick Sieber

The transition process, which started with the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 
remains determinative in present-day post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. For the forestry 
sector, the reform implied moving away from a centrally planned and highly 
directive to a more participatory and pluralistic system of resource management. 
Through the bilateral SDC-funded Kyrgyz-Swiss Forestry Support Program – 
KIRFOR (www.intercooperation.kg), for many years the Kyrgyz partners in the 
forestry field have been assisted in reforming their institutions and adapting them 
to the new and still changing environment. To mitigate the actual risk that the 
limited state-owned forest resources dwindle as consequence of the high pres-
sure they are exposed to, there is pressing need for an improved management 
system that reconciles the claims of the different actors that have a stake in forest 
resources and their use.    

In the frame of decentralization in the Kyrgyz Republic, municipalities have 
become key stakeholders that play a leading role in local development. Financial 
decentralization will ensure them own budgets in the future, which will further 
strengthen their role at the local level. Until now, there has been little exchange 
and collaboration between the forest authorities and local governments. In the 
current situation in which the forest authorities are no longer in the position 
to handle independently the high pressure on the forests, the most promising 
strategy to improve forest resource governance in the Kyrgyz setting is seen in 
strengthening the collaboration between the three relevant local stakeholders: 
the local population, the responsible forest authorities and the local governments 
that will further gain in importance. Municipalities will have to be involved as equal 
partners in a system of shared management responsibilities in the future. The 
well-established collaborative forest management (CFM) leasehold system rep-
resents a promising starting point to this end. The two-partite CFM leasehold 
system provides the frame for interaction between the local population and the 
forest authorities. It is currently being enhanced to include the municipalities in a 
tri-partite resource governance system. KIRFOR assists the partners in elaborat-
ing and testing locally adapted ways of sharing rights, responsibilities and ben-
efits from forest resource management. In a number of pilot collaboration areas, 
the practical realization of how the shared management system could eventually 
function is currently being tested with the support of the programme. 

The result of the work to this day is encouraging: Capacity building has contrib-
uted to raise awareness about the urgency of tackling the shortcomings of the 
current system. With the shared understanding that forest authorities alone are 
not in the position to handle the high pressure on the forest resources, the way 
was cleared for reconsideration and discussion of a more suitable way of sharing 
roles and responsibilities amongst the stakeholders. The initiated change process 
further promises to pave the way for considering forest resources in Kyrgyzstan 
in a more holistic manner in the future, taking into account the various links that 
exist with other natural resources (pasture land, water, etc.). Concrete collabora-
tion between the partners in the pilot areas is gaining momentum with successful 
implementation of first joint activities of the three stakeholders. The endeavours 
reveal the potential of jointly tackling pressing issues – and motivate the partners 
to continue with the process.  

Bilateral projects can really make a difference to improve resource governance; 
in particular, they provide the valuable opportunity to test new setups and proce-
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dures at the local level. Concrete examples from pilot areas are telling arguments 
in the policy dialogue at the higher level. Success of far-reaching change proc-
esses normally depends on two interlinked elements: innovation and subsequent 
refining according to field-based evidence gained from trial implementation. The 
case of the transition of the Kyrgyz forestry sector exemplarily illustrates that 
change processes take time. Unless this is being reflected in a long-term commit-
ment by the donor, the leverage of a bilateral project in such circumstances can 
be limited. It should further be kept in mind that the reform of the forestry sector 
normally has to be considered as closely linked and being part of an overall 
societal change process – and does therefore much depend on its overall pace 
of change.  

3.9 Decision-making mechanisms in pilot community 
forestry activities in Vietnam

Patrick Rossier

Over the last 20 years, the political system of Vietnam was progressively decen-
tralized. This has contributed to setting the stage for community forestry. How-
ever, the concept of community forestry has only very recently been officially 
approved, in the new Land Law of 2003 and the new Forest Law of 2004.

Started in 2003, the ETSP-Extension and Training Support Project (funded by 
SDC and implemented by Helvetas in collaboration with the Vietnamese govern-
ment) was developed at the right time to support the introduction of community 
forestry in Vietnam. ETSP had a multi-level approach: At national level it sup-
ported policy issues and the elaboration of administrative / technical guidelines, 
at provincial/district/commune levels, capacity building activities and, at village 
level, the implementation of pilot activities in the field. The project had a strong 
institutional anchorage which is crucial for process-oriented activities like com-
munity forestry.

Local forest users discussing the management of the walnut-fruit forest – Arslanbob, Kyrgystan
(Photo: Patrick Sieber)
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ETSP supported community forestry pilot activities in Bu Nor Village (Dak Nong 
Province), a Mnong community of 98 households to which a natural forest of 
1,016 hectares had been allocated. During a long process of 3 years (from 2005 
to 2007), the community of Bu Nor succeeded in conducting the full cycle of com-
munity forestry introduction, from forest land allocation, to forest management 
planning, timber harvesting and benefit sharing. Bu Nor Village is a concrete 
example showing that community forestry can generate income and contribute to 
poverty reduction in the uplands of Vietnam.

Who decides what? Community forestry has brought many changes in the deci-
sion-making mechanisms of forest management. Firstly there is a new stake-
holder – the village community – which was not (or was far less) involved previ-
ously. Secondly there is a change of roles for the State forest agencies. The State 
foresters are no longer managing the forest directly – taking all decisions; instead 
they have a function of facilitation, advice and supervision. This change is not 
obvious. It must be done progressively and be accompanied by capacity build-
ing activities. The inevitable question is how far the power of decision should be 
transferred to a community. In our experience, there should be a subtle decision-
making balance between the community and the State. On the one hand, enough 
responsibilities and power to decide should be given to the community, while on 
the other hand it is also necessary to have strong State institutions capable to 
answer with advice, control and monitoring. Easy and transparent procedures 
should be set up in order to clarify the responsibilities of the different stakehold-
ers involved.

Benefits to the community from community forestry should come first! The intro-
duction of community forestry is an expensive process, at least in terms of time. 
This investment should be compensated by higher returns in order to motivate 
the community.

Good governance is a key factor for sustainability in community forestry. Thanks 
to its long community forestry experience, this is a topic to which Switzerland can 
contribute a lot in international cooperation.

A community meeting to discuss the distribution of benefits from a community forest – Dak Nong Province, Vietnam
(Photo: Phem Phu Ngoc)
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3.10  “Donor-driven” forest governance in northwest Pakistan 
– challenges and future outlook

Babar Shahbaz and Urs Geiser

In recent years, the Forest Department of the North-West Frontier Province 
(NWFP) of Pakistan – with the technical and financial support from various bilat-
eral and multilateral donor agencies – has been active in reforming its structures 
and procedures towards inclusive forest governance. This move is reflected, 
amongst others, in sustainability and participation-oriented legislature (forest 
policy, forest law), in the re-organisation of the department, and in the introduc-
tion of Joint Forest Management (JFM) procedures. This shift towards inclusive 
forest governance is an important and timely development, as the country‘s forest 
cover is shrinking at a high rate, a trend that cannot be stopped following the tra-
ditional top-down approach to forestry.  

Drying of wild pomegranate seeds collected from nearby forest areas – Haripur District, Pakistan 
(Photo: Jane Carter)
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However, research on the actual degree of implementation of the reforms at policy 
as well as grassroots level indicates a considerable gap between discourse and 
practice. Some of the lacunas identified include, for example: 

• Though envisaged as a joint effort by all concerned stakeholders, the develop-
ment of the new legislature has been done almost exclusively by state repre-
sentatives and donor experts (partly caused by donor conditionalities, i.e. to 
achieve targets in time). 

• “Ownership” of the reform process among the staff of the Forest Department 
is low, and especially so at the field level. Here, the re-orientation of field staff 
towards “participatory procedures” has not taken place (except in a few “model” 
localities). This is caused partly by the fact that the Rules do not reflect the 
ideas of inclusive governance as indicated in the policy, and partly the law.

• At field level, Joint Forest Management Committees (JFMC), though claim-
ing to be representative of the local “community”, mostly include local elites, 
and JFM-related women‘s organisations were found to exist, in most cases, on 
paper only. 

• JFM has been introduced to local people as a means for local development, 
using, amongst others, the tool of village land use planning (VLUP). Thus, not 
only forestry, but more direct local livelihood needs were also to be addressed. 
However, in actual practice (and in most cases), forest protection only is on the 
agenda of the forestry staff, and the local people see no immediate incentives 
for “participation”.

The most serious problem of this donor and state-led initiative towards inclusive 
forest governance is the underlying mistrust between the local population and the 
state. This needs to be understood in the light of postcolonial history. Following 
independence, the colonial forest legislature – ignoring customary forest regula-
tions – had not been changed. And even the very recent legislation does not 
consider at all the still very important local rules and norms of access to forests. 
Thus, many local people do not consider the new “inclusive” forestry approach by 
the state as legitimate to control “their” forest resources.

In sum, the present situation of forestry in NWFP is one of tension, mistrust, and 
the existence of unrelated forest governance regimes (customary procedures; 
state/donors approach). As our research results indicate that the official forest 
administration does not show any inclination to also practice the inclusive forest 
governance discourse, we need to propose the hypothesis that this situation 
cannot be solved through state-led initiatives – as the Forest Department is not 
perceived by the local people as a neutral agent of development. Therefore, we 
argue (1) that more independent agents are required to mediate between state 
and local forest users, and (2) that local people need to be provided with the infor-
mation that they are entitled to demand proper and inclusive JFMCs (as a matter 
of fact, we still need to see relevant documents translated from English into local 
languages). For donors, this represents a delicate situation of choice and “posi-
tioning”, i.e. defining with whom to cooperate and who to support. 
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3.11  Challenges for forest governance in the Congo Basin 
Asti G. Roesle

Talking about challenges of Forest Governance in the Congo Basin, we have to 
be aware of the differences between Congo Basin Countries (Cameroon, Gabon, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Republic of Congo, Central African Republic, and 
Equatorial Guinea). Here I focus on the example of the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) as 60% of the Congo Basin forest, the world’s second largest 
rainforest area, is situated in this country the size of Western Europe. Declared 
as a post-conflict country although conflicts are currently rising again in the East-
ern part, the DRC is facing special challenges regarding governance issues. 
The DRC’s wealth of natural resources was and still is the driving factor behind 
many years of armed conflicts. The country’s forests and its inhabitants have suf-
fered from several decades of mismanagement of natural resources as well as a 
decade of war. 

Absence of control and institutional capacity in the forestry sector: The Ministry of 
Environment does not have a specific budget for control operations or for provid-
ing its officials with appropriate technical equipment, logistics and control mecha-
nisms along the chain of custody of timber production. This has not only led to the 
absence of standardised practices, but has opened the door to abuse and fraud. 
In addition, low salaries expose these officials to the risk of corruption.   

Legal confusion: Inconsistencies and contradictions between different laws and 
regulations as well as ignorance of the forest law and regulations – both by log-
gers and by the forest administration and confusion regarding their applicability 
are leading to legal confusion. The national forest code of 2002 has not been 
sufficiently implemented up to now by decrees and remains unknown in rural 
areas. 

Absence of transparency and accountability in the logging sector is characterised 
by a lack of databases (forest inventories, timber export, etc.), official statistics 
which are not available at provincial and local level, as well as mismanagement 
of existing funds. The general decentralisation problem of the country results 
amongst others in the fact that local forest authorities remain without information 
and means.

The existing forestry concession system combined with the absence of land 
tenure rights of forest communities results in injustice, human rights violations and 
social conflicts in concession areas. Concession contracts are signed between 
companies and the central government. Although the forest code obliges logging 
companies to sign a sub-contract with local communities – so called “cahiers de 
charge” – most companies fail to implement their social responsibility commit-
ment. Additionally, local community structures are heterogeneous. 

Due to weak civil society structures, measures to strengthen community rights 
and participation are more or less absent.

Above the heads of local people, one can observe collusion of interests of many 
stakeholders including private sector interests, governmental officials, and inter-
national donors including NGOs. 

Last but not least, there is no national forest land use plan in place which would 
divide forestry operation areas from protection zones like intact forest landscape 
areas.
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What we can observe is that industrial logging as a development model has failed 
so far to mitigate poverty and safeguard forests in the Congo Basin region. Log-
ging companies are not able to replace the government and operate sustainably 
in the given circumstances. Rather than continue and expand the existing con-
cession model, an alternative land-use planning process needs to be put in place, 
empowering communities to regain control over their traditional resources and 
reap the benefits from them. “A full moratorium on all industrial-scale logging is 
necessary as an interim measure whilst forest land use zoning, a comprehensive 
legal framework, development of meaningful regulatory capacity, and measures 
to strengthen community rights and participation are completed” (Global Witness: 
Mission findings and policy recommendations from a feasibility study for Inde-
pendent Forest Monitoring in the DRC, Dec. 2007).

A local villager participating in a forest inventory – Congo Basin
(Photo: Jürgen Blaser)

3.12   Free, prior and informed consent: experiences gained     
in the field of governance in the Congo Basin

Christoph Wiedmer

The concept of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) has become an impor-
tant tool to solve conflicts between local, often indigenous people, and industrial 
or other interests. The Commission on Human Rights has defined it as follows: 
“Free, prior and informed consent recognises indigenous peoples’ inherent and 
prior rights to their lands and resources and respects their legitimate authority 
to require that third parties enter into an equal and respectful relationship with 
them, based on the principle of informed consent.” A pilot study was conducted in 
the Congo Basin (Lewis et al 2008) in which we analysed the conflicts between 
local people and the forestry companies, working in collaboration with both these 
stakeholders. We identified the following issues that are linked to governance, 
and which should be improved from the implementation of FPIC:
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1. Respect of the rights of the local people, including indigenous peoples rights.
2. Reduction of the conflicts between industrial operations and the local popula-

tion.
3.  Reduction of the negative impacts on the forests.
4.  Increase of the capacities of local populations to negotiate with other 
  stakeholders.
5.  Industrial activities contributing to local sustainable development
6.  Contribution towards better governance.

We found the following fields of conflict: 

1.  Conflicts between international, national and customary laws.
2.  Non-acceptance of States of the right to say “no”.
3.  Mistrust between companies, authorities and the local population.
4.  Conflicts between sedentary and nomadic peoples.
5.  Lack of law enforcement and widespread corruption. 

We identified the following problems:

1.  When local people negotiate compensation, there can be abusive demands 
and also inappropriate pressure from some companies.

2.  Forestry companies cannot resolve all problems. Compensation provided by 
companies sometimes serves to substitute government obligations (construc-
tion of schools, dispensaries etc.) – but should not replace them.

3.  There is a risk of increased absence of the State, with too much power in the 
hands of the companies.

4.  The local people have no true choice but to accept forestry operations.

We recommended the following approaches:

1.  Empowerment of government bodies.
2.  Capacity building of companies to implement FPIC.
3.  Empowerment and capacity building of the local populations.
4.  In the long-term, implementation of international law, and elimination of the 

contradictions between legislation levels.
5.  Transparency of the activities of the government, companies and civil society.

Reference

Lewis, J., L. Freeman and S. Borreill. 2008. Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
and Sustainable Forest Management in the Congo Basin. Intercooperation, Bern 
and Society for Threatened Peoples, Switzerland. 64 p.

3.13 Forest governance in the Congo Basin: the case of  
Precious Woods

Felix Howald

Precious Woods (www.preciouswoods.com) is a world leader in sustainable 
management and use of tropical forests. Based in Switzerland, the company has 
subsidiaries in Brazil, Costa Rica, Gabon, Nicaragua and Holland and employs 
over 2,300 people. The company focuses on four areas of business: reforestation 
of degraded pastureland in Central America, sustainable management of existing 
forests in Brazil and Gabon, timber transformation and trading, and generation 
of carbon emission rights and electricity. The vision of Precious Woods is that 
the best way to conserve tropical forests is to make sustainable use of them – 
in other words, “Use it or lose it!” The entire forest area managed by Precious 
Woods, more that 1.1 million hectates, is FSC-certified.
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The company’s activities in the Congo Basin are today concentrated in a 600,000 
ha concession in Gabon. When talking about Precious Woods’ impact and rela-
tionship to governance in this area, there are two facets which have to be taken 
into consideration:

Relation to the employees and their families

As the company is active in areas where the State is only marginally present, 
many public services are missing. Even though these services are not the core 
business of Precious Woods, the company provides them, in order to enable 
forest activities in those areas and to guarantee a decent life to its employees and 
their families. Such services include infrastructure (housing, electricity, drinking 
water, roads, etc.), nutrition (shops with subsidised food, fish ponds, etc.), health 
services (walk-in health posts, medicines, vaccinations, nurses, ambulances, 
etc.) and education (first grade schooling, adult training, on and off the job skills 
training, awareness-raising programmes in different topics such as HIV/AIDS, 
hunting, biodiversity, etc.). 

Relation to local villages in the forest concession

There is a total of 40 small villages with over 14,000 inhabitants in the Congo 
Basin concession in which Precious Woods is active. In order to establish a good 
system of governance between the main parties, Precious Woods has developed 
a “Tripartite Convention”, which defines the modus operandi between the com-
munities, the Forestry Ministry and Precious Woods. This agreement was devel-
oped by an African sociologist, based on thorough understanding of the culture, 
background and history of the village population and village dynamics. It was first 
implemented in 2000 and is in a process of continued adaptation. 
The key features of this agreement are the following:

• Ca. €1,50) is paid by Precious Woods per m3 of harvested timber for export. 
• Villages have to form representative committees to propose development 

projects.
• Projects are administered independently by communities, financed by Precious 

Woods.
• Money usually goes into the construction of buildings: houses, schools, walk-in 

health posts, etc.
• The system “Zone Mille” is used to balance inequalities, the sum of money 

depending on the size of forest of the village.
• The procedure of reaching community agreement involves a number of rituals 

(signing an agreement, free consent of the village, forest festival, etc.).
• From 2001 until today, more than CHF 3 million have been donated for com-

munity projects; current expenditure is CHF 40,000/month.
• Precious Woods has a specific team which is fully dedicated to the relationship 

with the local communities.

The “Tripartite Convention” is a good system, which defines the relationship with  
Precious Woods in a transparent and clear way. The system has been described 
by several neutral institutions as a bench mark for the industry. Despite this, 
Precious Woods is aware of the fact that the system is not perfect, and is in the 
process of continuously improving it. Some of the topics which are on the list to 
be improved are the following: 

• Income of villages depends of the size of the forest in their area; this results in 
unequal cash flow.

• Income of villages is limited to the time when Precious Woods is active in the 
area; this means there is no steady cash flow.

• Investment is mostly in housing, meaning no real sustainable and productive 
projects.

• “Free income” results in remuneration without corresponding performance.
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4. Conclusions 
Reflections on experiences in supporting good forest and 
landscape governance

Jane Carter and Patrick Robinson

The overwhelming conclusion of the two workshops documented in this pub-
lication is that the future of the world’s forest depends not so much on techni-
cal knowledge or financial investment (although both are important), but on their 
good governance – based on mutual respect and agreement between different 
stakeholders on the way forward. Simply said (but far more difficult to imple-
ment), political, social and economic decisions over resource management, use 
and benefit sharing should be based on legal frameworks and procedures that 
are equitable, transparent, and broadly accepted by members of society. Society 
here encompasses different levels – from the very local level (that of individual 
village or forest), to the landscape level, to the national, regional and also the 
international level. 

In seeking to shed greater light on how the good governance of forests can be 
supported, the workshops focused particularly (but not exclusively) at the level of 
forests within a given landscape. The workshops not only re-affirmed the urgency 
of this topic, but demonstrated wide interest in it amongst persons of very differ-
ent backgrounds. Together, the participants included representatives of commu-
nities directly involved in forest management, of local, national and international 
NGOs (some staff specialised in community facilitation and governance issues; 
others in forestry), of government forest departments and national policy makers, 
of donors, of researchers, of advocacy organisations, and of forest companies. 
Although not equally represented in numbers, the participants combined per-
spectives from each of the three sectors implicated in good governance - civil 
society, the government sector and the private sector. The conclusion presented 
here draws upon both material presented in the workshops, and on observations 
made by participants during discussions. 

“Accountability is a key challenge at all levels, from the local to international: how 
to address inequitable power relations? how to improve democratic rules and proce-
dures?”

Lucy Koechlin  

The issue of rights was a key theme running through both workshops – rights 
of different stakeholders in planning, decision-making and implementation, but 
above all, rights to benefits (a point particularly highlighted by Rossier, this pub-
lication). With these rights go responsibilities, both for rights holders and duty 
bearers (those charged with overseeing that rights are upheld). In any situation, 
of course, a given stakeholder group may have both roles – of demanding their 
own rights, and of ensuring that the rights of others are respected. 

Civil society

Local people taking an active role 

Both workshops highlighted the way in which the outside perception of local forest 
users – in developing countries, in particular – has changed significantly over 
the past 30-40 years. A field excursion near Interlaken provided a reminder that 
similar changes in the way rural people were perceived by town-dwelling forest 
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officials took place in Switzerland, although within an earlier historical timeframe 
(Küchli, this publication). In developing countries, local people were still perceived 
by most in authority in the 1970s in a negative and predominately passive role as 
“hapless” (sometimes even supposedly ignorant) destroyers of the forest. Sev-
eral decades on, they are now increasingly projected positively as having a key, 
active role in forest management and reform. This is of course a broad simplifi-
cation of the reality – and certainly the earlier negative perceptions were based 
on inadequate or deliberately misconstrued outside understanding. Yet it is also 
true that representatives of local people are now able to voice their rights and 
opinions at the national and international level in a way that did not happen even 
20 years ago. Furthermore, far more of the world’s forests are legally managed 
by local people than ever before; Capistrano (this publication, quoting Sunderlin 
et al 2008) notes that indigenous and local communities now own or administer 
22% of forests in developing countries and 19% of forests in tropical countries. 
At least some local forest users are becoming empowered. This is an important 
and significant step in the development of good governance of forests, although 
it is not enough on its own. 

Examples were discussed of local forest users forming community based organi-
sations (CBOs), and of these networking or federating to become lobbying bodies. 
The Federation of Community Forest Users of Nepal (FECOFUN) was often 
mentioned as an example in this regard. A crucial issue is the representative-
ness of such organisations. Where established without facilitation or due rigour in 
the monitoring of their composition – but simply as a way to institutionalise local 
forest management – they can become a means for local elites to reinforce their 
power. This is reportedly common, for example, in joint forest management initia-
tives in Pakistan (Shahbaz and Geiser, this publication). 

Time and time again, it was pointed out that “local forest users” or (more often 
used) “the local community” is a very broad and rarely homogenous category, 
which must be teased out into its constituent members to be understood. It is 
only then that mechanisms can be developed and put into place to ensure that 
decision-making really is equitable and transparent, and includes those who are 
otherwise marginalised – such as women and disadvantaged groups. In some 
cases – examples were provided from the Congo Basin, and the Andean high-
lands (Wiedmer; Roesle; Medina respectively, this publication) – the disadvan-
taged and marginalised are indigenous peoples, whose rights are now at least 
recognised under international conventions. In others, they may be immigrants 
who have nowhere else to go, and depend on forests for their survival. Their 
rights must also be respected. An important overall objective of the good gov-
ernance of forests is to reduce poverty, through giving the poor greater access 
to and rights over forests as well as greater skills in demanding these rights, to 
assume their responsibilities and play their own role in promoting transparency 
and accountability. Above all, intervening in a manner that increases conflicts 
between different groups of poor people should be avoided.

The diversity of non-government organisations

The term “civil society” is most commonly associated with non-government organ-
isations (NGOs), a label that covers a vast range of types of organisations. Local 
NGOs, having a strong grassroots base and understanding of the local context, 
are often particularly well placed to provide capacity building and awareness-
raising to local people. Rather than speaking on behalf of local people, their role 
should be to empower them to speak for themselves. They can also serve a 
“watch dog” role over local government and private sector activities, supporting 
transparent processes. National and international NGOs can have a particularly 
valuable role in national level facilitation. Where they are accepted as neutral 
players, they may be the best body to facilitate multi-stakeholder platforms – 
bringing representatives of all groups to a common table and building mutual 
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collaboration (see the Guatemalan examples – Radachowsky, Box 4 Punakha 
workshop, and Stadtmüller, this publication). As was remarked many times over, 
multi-stakeholder platforms generally form an essential part of promoting good 
governance. In addition, national and international NGOs should be able to con-
tribute significantly to the development of the increasingly complex capacities 
required by local NGOs, linking in-country situations to expertise and experience 
in other countries, and providing information on issues of international impor-
tance. Examples include sharing information about mechanisms for payment for 
environmental services, and carbon trading.

Government

It was recognised during the workshops that local, regional or state/provincial 
governments and national governments have very distinct roles in promoting 
good governance (the middle level being especially important in large or feder-
ated countries). Whilst the nature of these different roles is obviously linked to 
the extent to which a country is decentralised, decentralisation is a huge topic in 
itself, and one that could not be discussed in any detail. It may be noted simply 
that there are different types of decentralisation (administrative, political and 
fiscal), as well as different forms (notably devolution, delegation, deconcentration 
and divestment). The extent to which local governments have real political and 
budgetary decision-making power depends on the type and form of decentralisa-
tion implemented. Furthermore, whilst effective decentralisation militates towards 
good forest governance, it is not a prerequisite for it. Thus in a country such as 
Switzerland which has a highly decentralised system of government (in admin-
istrative, political and fiscal terms), there is strong local involvement in decision-
making over forests, as well as strong acceptance of broad control frameworks 
established at a higher level. Here the decentralised (or rather, never central-
ised) system supports good forest governance. By comparison, Nepal provides 
an example of a country without an effective decentralised system of govern-
ance, which nevertheless has strong local involvement in decision-making over 
forests.

Local government

Broadly speaking, it is desirable for local governments to have the power to take 
decisions over forest resource planning and management, including budgetary 
issues, for forests and landscapes within their jurisdiction. However, this is only 
true if such governments function in a transparent, accountable and democratic 
manner. In this respect, elected representatives may require capacity building 
and attitudinal change in order to fulfil their role as duty bearers. The case study 
from Kyrgyzstan (Sieber, this publication) provided an example of this, where 
local municipalities are being supported to participate in a form of tripartite local 
forest management decision-making with local people (individual households) 
and the forest authorities.

Regional (sub-national) governments

Regional governments may have an especially important function in supporting 
good forest governance where a wide variety of different stakeholders from dif-
ferent sectors are involved. This was illustrated by the example from the Andes 
(Medina, this publication), where it was also noted that coordination at such a level 
requires a particularly strong understanding of the political dynamics involved. 

National governments

Good governance of forest resources is highly dependent on national govern-
ments providing an enabling environment – one for which they are democrati-
cally accountable. Clearly part of this entails the promulgation and enforcement 
of appropriate policy, legislation, and rules and regulations. Ideally these should 
be updated on a regular basis in response to field experiences – Nepal  provides 
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a good example in this regard (Punakha workshop), having regularly updated its 
community forestry legislation over the past 30 years in the light of practical expe-
rience. Forest law enforcement is a topic receiving growing international atten-
tion; as was noted by Castrén (this publication), corruption in the forest sector is 
increasingly described plainly as forest crime – rather than being referred to in 
soft terms such as “rent seeking behaviour” and “irregularities”. National govern-
ments have a clear duty to fight such crime. They also have an important general 
role in coordinating different actors and in monitoring and evaluating develop-
ment activities – ensuring that activities occur as planned (or if not, investigat-
ing the reasons for this), and that lessons learned are used in the planning and 
implementation of subsequent activities. This is made easier by transparency 
and accountability between key actors at different levels. 

“Changing and updating legislation does not help alone – a thorough investment is 
required to change mindsets, which certainly takes longer.”

Arjumand Nizami

Another role of national governments that was discussed is that of negotiating 
amongst each other on international forest governance issues. Here Kälin (this 
publication) highlighted the potential contradiction between national sovereignty 
and development objectives, and wider international/global objectives regarding 
environmental conservation (biodiversity, etc.) and climate change. International 
fora and organisations are therefore necessary to facilitate discussions between 
nations, and to promote attempts to reach international agreements – even if 
these are often (in the case of forestry) non-binding ones. However, the long-term 
impact of such “soft-laws” and their moral imperatives on non compliant nations 
should not be underestimated.

Donor agencies

Donor agencies are placed here in the government category as it was the agen-
cies of single governments that were the subject of particular discussion in the 
workshops; the comments made are also valid for private or multi-lateral donors. 
Considerable criticism was raised over the role of donor agencies, with examples 
being quoted of poor coordination amongst donors, or of insufficient time being 
allowed for development efforts to take hold, with a range of associated risks par-
ticularly for local stakeholders. The case of donor support to the forest sector in 
Pakistan (Shahbaz and Geiser, this publication) was a particularly notable one in 
this regard. Yet it was also recognised that donors can have a crucial role to play 
in supporting good forest governance, especially in testing new and innovative 
initiatives, providing capacity building, promoting law enforcement, and contribut-
ing such experiences to policy discussions. 

“Re-organising forest management into an “inclusive” one is a political process, as 
rights, benefits and powers are re-defined and re-distributed. Thus, arenas of con-
testation emerge, and donors need to be conscious of the fact that they are indeed 
involved not in technical, but in political processes.”

Urs Geiser

Research organisations

Research organisations cannot be readily categorised as government or private 
or civil society organisations – they can be any of the three, although in aspects 
related to forest management they are often government-run. A tendency was 
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recognised for research organisations to focus too narrowly, and be insufficiently 
aware of practical field realities. Research related to forest governance needs to 
be responsive to local people’s needs, and based on participatory action learning 
and similar approaches. Research results also need to be communicated clearly 
and in an appropriate form to stakeholders – especially local people.

Private sector

Forest companies

Forest companies are often branded as the “villains” in forest governance initia-
tives, focusing efforts purely on commercial goals. Yet the case study provided 
by Howald (this publication) and the publication launched at the workshop on 
a pilot initiative on Free and Prior Informed Consent (Lewis et al 2008) demon-
strated ways in which the private sector can and has played an active role in 
supporting the better governance of forest resources – in these particular cases, 
in the Congo Basin. There are stakeholders within the private sector that have an 
interest – indeed sometimes an overt aim – to work in a sustainable, equitable 
and transparent manner. They have the potential to become champions in the 
sector. One recommendation of the workshops in this regard is that companies 
seek to collaborate with government bodies (at different levels – not only national, 
but also regional and local) and with civil society, but try not to replace them. In 
concession areas that are extremely poorly provided with government services, 
this may be a difficult recommendation to fulfil; here forest companies temporarily 
take over the provision of facilities such as schools and health posts as well as 
roads, since these would otherwise be unavailable. Unfortunately, this promotes 
a system of patronage and is difficult to sustain on a long term basis. Ideally, gov-
ernment policy and legal and regulatory frameworks should be such that private/ 
government sector collaboration, rather than substitution, is encouraged. 

A continuous process

Finally, one issue that was also highlighted is that good governance of forest 
resources – indeed, good governance in general – is dynamic, not static. In 
any given situation, it can never be said to have been “completed”, although 
the establishment of permanent structures and mechanisms for bringing different 
stakeholders together, of laws, written rules or legally binding agreements, and of 
clear procedures in cases of conflict are certainly all steps towards sustainability. 
Good governance nevertheless remains a continuous process of negotiation, of 
seeking common ground, and of building mutual understanding from it.

“The workshops captured cutting edge governance problems, particularly those 
related to participation and decentralisation.” 

       Lucy Koechlin
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Lewis, J., L. Freeman and S. Borreill. 2008. Free, Prior and Informed Consent 
and Sustainable Forest Management in the Congo Basin. Intercooperation, Bern 
and Society for Threatened Peoples, Switzerland. 64 p.



80

Husband and wife returning to their village from a day’s work in the forest – Manompana, Madagascar
(Photo: Jane Carter)
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