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What is Community Forest

Management?

Community Forest Management (CFM) allows people and

communities to benefit from forests and land without depleting

natural resources or damaging the climate. The term Community

Forest Management encompasses many different communal

resource management practices used by forest-dependent

Indigenous Peoples and local communities around the world.

CFM offers an alternative to the industrial forest practices that

have devastated forests and driven severe social injustices. It

blends appropriate technology, ancestral knowledge and

community practices relating to resource use. 

However, CFM is not just a technical approach. It is also a major

opportunity for communities to exercise political control of their

territories and resources. It is a key component of Buen Vivir, a

social and political alternative to the current drive to globalise

the world’s economies and commodify and privatise land, forests

and biodiversity. Buen Vivir promotes a beneficial and respectful

coexistence between human beings and nature in contrast with

socially and environmentally destructive economic activities. For

example, the Kuna people of Panama consider natural elements

as ‘big brothers’ because they existed before human beings.

(Houtart, 2011). 

In many respects CFM is ‘shorthand’ for community management

of and control over natural resources more generally. Forests are

intricately linked to other aspects of the environment, such as

soil health and water recycling. Thus CFM also incorporates the

use of aspects such as water, pastures, fisheries, biodiversity,

sacred spaces and territories in general (Pretty, 2003). It can

include a wide variety of approaches, from the traditional and

well-informed use of forests by Indigenous Peoples, through to

peasant and urban communities that collectively use, take care

of and/or restore vital resources (Baltodano and Díaz, 2004;

Baltodano, 2012; GFC, 2015). 

Indigenous Peoples and local communities, who have protected

and managed our forests for generations, are not the only ones

who benefit from CFM. It offers a win-win solution to biodiversity

loss and climate change, which also has the potential to benefit

nearly 1.6 billion people who rely on forest resources for their

livelihoods (FAO, 2015). As well as regulating local weather

patterns and climate, and helping to mitigate climate change by

sequestering carbon dioxide, forests provide Indigenous Peoples

and local communities with almost all of the resources they need,

including timber, fuel, shelter, biodiversity, seeds, honey, fruits,

medicines and water. They also fulfil cultural and spiritual needs

(Baltodano et al, 2007). 

As well as being highly beneficial for forest-dependent local

communities and Indigenous Peoples, CFM is an effective and

economically viable alternative to destructive industrial logging.

Research outlined in this briefing shows that CFM is often a more

effective and equitable way of conserving forests and biodiversity

than the Protected Areas approach. This makes it a critical tool

in the drive to reach the internationally agreed target of stopping

deforestation by 2020 (SDKP, 2015). However, communities only

manage around 8% of the world’s forests at present (Porter-

Bolland et al, 2012). More of the world’s forests need to be

formally in the care of communities and Indigenous Peoples in

order to achieve the 2020 target.

AN INDIGENOUS APPROACH TO COMMUNITY

FOREST MANAGEMENT

The Ngobe Indigenous People in the southern region of

Costa Rica and northern Panama weave palm fibres and

forest lianas into high quality hats and baskets. A Ngobe

woman will know and use dozens of forest plant species to

create various woven products. The plants are harvested

at specific times of the lunar cycle and the seasons, to

conserve them, and so that they are in a suitable condition

for use (Baltodano & Rojas, 2009).  

The traditional agroforestry systems of the Bribri and other

Indigenous Peoples in Costa Rica are true gardens, with a

rich diversity of beans, pumpkins, different plantain and

cacao varieties, maize, rice and a large range of trees that

regulate the amount of light reaching the crops in a very

precise way. These crops are integrated with primary

forests to achieve impressive results in terms of biodiversity

and agrodiversity (Baltodano, 2015).



nurturing underground roots and tree stumps in their barren

fields. This led to improved crop yields and incomes, and

increased production of fuel wood, fodder, and other non-timber

forest products, benefitting five million people (Stickler, 2012).

CFM is widespread in Nepal, where it was specifically established

in the 1970s in order to enhance livelihoods and stop

environmental degradation (Stevens et al, 2014). It has been very

successful. Similarly Brazil’s rapid reduction in deforestation rates

has been achieved by recognising Indigenous Peoples’ rights,

after many decades of denial of those rights. This demonstrates

that it is possible to implement an alternative model of

development in tropical forest areas that does not involve

deforestation (Boucher et al, 2013).

(3) Significant contributions to climate

change mitigation and adaptation

Increasing the area of forests under CFM would make a significant

contribution to mitigating climate change. Forests play a key role

in regulating local weather patterns (Sanderson et al, 2012) and

stabilising the planet’s climate (CIFOR, 2015). In terms of climate

change they absorb 2.6 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide each

year, about a third of all the carbon dioxide released from burning

fossil fuels (CIFOR, 2015). There is increasing evidence to show

that CFM enhances high levels of carbon storage. 

CFM can also play an important role in allowing Indigenous

Peoples and local communities to adapt to and withstand the

impacts of climate change. For example, forests and CFM

activities such as mangrove restoration projects have been shown

to provide protection against extreme weather events. 

Similarly, the deaths and destruction caused by the December

2004 tsunami in South East Asia were avoided in Ranong, in

Thailand, because of the presence of a lush green mangrove

forest (Baltodano et al, 2007, p74). 

Following the devastation wrought by Hurricane Mitch in

Nicaragua, in 1999, impacts on conventional farms and

‘sustainable’ farms were compared. They found that soil

conservation, forest cover and agroecological diversity on the

latter led to more vegetation, topsoil and moisture retention,

which translated into less erosion and lower economic losses

after the hurricane (Holt-Giménez, 2002).

Community Forest Management:

what are the secrets of success?

Research shows that there are a number of key factors

underpinning successful CFM initiatives.

In particular a meta-study encompassing 69 cases around the

world identified the following as variables that have a significant

influence on the success of community forestry: tenure security,

clear ownership, congruence between biophysical and

socioeconomic boundaries of the resources, effective

enforcement of rules and regulations, monitoring, sanctioning,

strong local leadership and organisation, expectation of benefits,

common interests among community members, and local

authority. The authors of the meta-study relate the variables to

What are the proven benefits of

Community Forest Management?

Promoting, supporting and strengthening CFM offers a positive

and socially beneficial way of reducing biodiversity loss, and

mitigating and adapting to climate change. It also has the

potential to stop global deforestation by 2020 (GFC, 2015b). CFM

plays three key and distinct roles:

(1) Better protection of forests,

biodiversity, soils and water

CFM is extremely effective in halting deforestation and

biodiversity loss. This has important positive outcomes in terms

of soil erosion and consequent flooding, and in terms of

protecting water resources.

An increasing number of studies show that forests managed by

local or indigenous communities can be equally, if not more,

effective than those managed solely for the purposes of

protection (Bray et al 2008; Ellis & Porter-Bolland, 2008; Nepstad

et al 2006). For example, a meta-analysis of published case

studies covering 40 Protected Areas and 33 CFM experiences in

Mexico, South America, Africa and Asia found that as a whole the

areas under CFM presented a lower annual deforestation rate

than those under absolute protection regimes. The CFM

deforestation rate was also less variable (Porter-Bolland et al,

2012). 

Brazil has been particularly successful in bringing deforestation

rates down—by 70% between 2005 and 2014. It has used a wide

range of measures, including strong enforcement of laws on

illegal logging and moratoria on deforestation by the soy and beef

industries. Much of the success is attributed to the establishment

and enforcement of collective tenure of indigenous lands.

Although they have the right to use these forests for sustainable

forest management, and may cut the trees, most Indigenous

People have not done this (Boucher, 2014). Between 2000 and

2012 deforestation in indigenous community forests in Brazil was

less than 1%, compared with 7% outside them (Stevens et al,

2014).

Similarly, in Costa Rica, indigenous territories, on average, have a

larger and higher quality forest coverage than can be found in the

rest of the country, including in Protected Areas (Porter-Bolland

et al, 2012).

(2) Direct benefits for community rights and

livelihoods

CFM helps to deliver social and economic justice, because it is

very much focused on decentralised power and decision-making

relating to forests, resources and territories, and protecting and

strengthening communities’ rights and livelihoods.

For example in Niger, over the course of 30 years, with

government and NGO support, smallholder farmers have

revitalised five million hectares of land, with a specific focus on

soil and water conservation techniques combined with

agroforestry. As new laws and regulations strengthened local

rights to benefit from trees, farmers across southern Niger began



three different aspects of CFM: the relationship between the

community and the forests, the community’s ability to organise

and act collectively; and the protection of benefits, rights and

responsibilities in relation to common resource management

(Pagdee et al, 2006). However, it is also important that these

rights are recognised and protected by government (Stevens et

al, 2014).

Another recent study analysing research into CFM identifies

forests of sufficient size that have clear boundaries, predictable

benefit flows, local autonomy in decision-making about access to

and use of forests, and enforcement as key success factors

(Agrawal & Angelsen, 2009).

(1) Clear land tenure and secure community

rights

Of these variables, land tenure and clarity around tenure rights

are identified as two key aspects (Pagdee et al, 2006). In Brazil

for example, the government’s recognition of indigenous and

community rights to forest land has been a highly significant

factor in the remarkable drop in deforestation that has been

achieved. It has been calculated that deforestation of indigenous

community forests in Brazil would probably have been 22 times

higher without this legal recognition (Stevens et al, 2014). This

makes a significant difference to Brazil’s greenhouse gas

emissions because lands reserved for Indigenous Peoples or

protected by federal and state governments now cover more

than half of the Amazon Basin in Brazil (Ricketts et al, 2013, cited

in Boucher et al, 2013). 

Other examples where tenure—and clarity about tenure—have

clearly made a difference include Tanzania, where there has been

a political process to return tenure and use rights over territories

to local communities (Ylhäisi, 2005); Nepal, where legal changes

in forest lands granted to communities from different castes allow

for a more just and equal use of forests (Maharjan, 2005); and

Honduras and Nicaragua, where indigenous communities have

been able to partially forestall deforestation despite insufficient

government efforts to protect their rights (Stevens et al, 2014).

In terms of formal land tenure, it is collective and community

rights that are relevant because Community Forest Management

is, by its very definition, a collective endeavour (Baltodano, 2015).

(2) The participation of forest-user

communities in decision-making processes

A study examining biodiversity conservation and forest-based

livelihood outcomes, which looked at data from 84 sites in six

countries in East Africa and South Asia, found that participation

in forest governance institutions by local forest users is strongly

associated with positive outcomes for forests (Persha et al, 2011).

Other studies concur with this. Another meta-study finds that

local ownership and autonomy in rule-making positively

influences outcomes regarding forest dynamics (Chhatre &

Agrawal, 2009). It is particularly evident that rules about forest

use that are made and acknowledged by local forest users are

important (Hayes, 2006; Porter-Bolland et al, 2012).  Social taboos

governing resource use are also significant (Colding & Folke,

2001; Porter-Bolland et al, 2012).

For example, in the Solomon Islands there are seasonal

prohibitions relating to mangrove forests (GFC, 2015c). Another

example is the Guna Yala people in Panama, whose forests and

biodiversity remain well protected. The Gunas enjoy what is

probably one of the highest degrees of self-governance and

autonomy among the Indigenous Peoples of Latin America, and

are in charge of the management of their own territories on the

basis of their customary law and traditional rights. One of the key

ways in which the Gunas have protected their forests and forest

resources is by having sacred areas, which are mainly primary

forest, combined with rotating agriculture or ‘Nainu’, usually in

the lowland areas (GFC, 2015d). 

(3) Strong social heritage

Social heritage has also been identified as an important success

factor. This includes social norms, trust within a community,

common rules and sanctions. It has been observed that new CFM

projects may need to prioritise capacity-building and exchange

and technical support if there is a need to build new social

heritage (Pretty, 2003).

It is important to have regard for gender-differentiated aspects

of biodiversity conservation and management too. In many

communities, women are the holders of relevant traditional

knowledge, which makes it particularly important that they are

involved in CFM decision-making processes.

CFM AND CARBON STORAGE

• An analysis of 80 forests in 10 countries across Latin

America, East Africa and South Asia shows that CFM is

associated with high levels of carbon storage (Chhatre and

Agrawal, 2009).

• In Brazil, 27 times more carbon dioxide emissions from

deforestation were produced in areas outside indigenous

community forests. Indigenous forests also contain 36% more

carbon per hectare than other areas of the Brazilian Amazon

(Stevens et al, 2014). Reductions in rates of greenhouse gas

emissions from deforestation in indigenous community

forests are about ten times higher than in neighbouring areas

(Ricketts et al, 2013, cited in Boucher, 2014).

• In some community forests in Honduras, forest loss was 140

times lower under community-led forest rights initiatives

(Stevens et al, 2014). 

•Government protection of the forest rights of communities

in Niger has resulted in the addition of 200 million new trees,

absorbing 30 million tonnes of carbon over the past 30 years

(Stevens et al, 2014). 

• Support for community forestry in Nepal has improved

forest health and generated a carbon stock of more than 180

million tonnes across 1.6 million hectares (Stevens et al,

2014).



In Cameroon, for example, the Moabi tree species is one of the

most widely searched for and exploited because of its fine wood.

It is endemic to the Congo River basin, and women from local

communities are responsible for collecting Moabi fruits and

extracting, processing and commercialising Moabi oil. They are

therefore also the most opposed to the commercial destruction

of Moabi by the timber industry.

(4) Supportive governmental processes

In addition to effective governmental support for community

rights and land tenure, governmental measures that prevent the

activities of and encroachment by industrial timber and

agricultural sectors are also important. In Brazil for example,

statements from slaughterhouses and supermarkets that they

would buy only ‘non-deforestation beef’ have been enforced by

prosecutors’ warnings to supermarkets in Pará and Mato Grosso

that they would be held responsible for the sale of beef produced

in violation of environmental laws. This, combined with a new

ability to enforce laws using GPS data, has effectively made the

supply chain a part of the system through which ranchers are

pressured, both economically and legally, to end deforestation

(Boucher et al, 2013, p439).

Threats to Community Forest

Management

There are many ways in which CFM and the benefits it brings can

be undermined. 

Threats to land and natural resource rights (especially

communal rights) and other traditional processes are a major

concern. Common property resources are extremely valuable for

many people, and exclusion from them can worsen financial

hardship for the poorest, as well as undermining traditional

conservation by communities. It has been estimated that

common resources contribute US$5 billion a year to the income

of the rural poor (Pretty, 2003). 

Conflict between formal and customary laws is a threat to

CFM. For example, in Cameroon ancestral community rights over

forest areas managed collectively by the Bantu people and other

groups were completely destroyed by the German colonial

administration after 1896, when the concept of ‘vacant lands’ or

‘lands without owners’ was introduced. This began a process of

erosion of their traditional knowledge about bees and honey,

medicines and forest foods (Baltodano et al, 2015). Similarly in

Uganda, some lands are classified as community land but the

communities have no actual title to or control over it, while

communities living on public land may be ousted and the natural

resources they once depended upon destroyed (GFC, 2015e).

Pressure to switch from communal to individual rights is a

threat to CFM. In Costa Rica, for example, indigenous territories

are community territories. But there is pressure for each

indigenous family to establish individual ownership rights to be

able to receive credits and payments through Costa Rica’s

Payment for Environmental Services system. This situation is

undermining traditional shared biodiversity management

practices.

This uncertainty and disputes over land tenure and rights are

fuelling escalating land acquisitions and land grabbing, for

farming, industrial forestry or the extractive industries.

Comprehensive data about land grabbing is difficult to acquire,

partly because it is restricted in many countries, but the

phenomenon is formally recognised. Existing data indicates an

increased volume of large-scale land deals by agribusiness

investments in the period starting from 2005, with renewed

momentum following the food price hike of 2007-2008, including

in sub-Saharan Africa, South East Asia and Latin America (Cotula,

2014). 

The increasing value of forest products, especially when

combined with corruption, can also exacerbate these

problems. Research shows that lax enforcement coupled with

corruption in the forestry sector is leading to loss of revenue for

governments as well as loss of benefits for communities (Agrawal

& Angelsen, 2009).

Many communities also talk about a general weakening of

traditional governance systems, mostly due to the influence of

western lifestyles, and migration to cities for employment and

education (GFC, 2015d, GFC 2015). This is disrupting the

application of traditional knowledge to ecosystem management,

production methods and subsistence activities.

Climate change and environmental pollution are also

debilitating factors, especially in relation to water. These two

factors combined can generate water shortages through to

intense droughts, water pollution, changing river flows, rivers

silting up and the risk of flooding. Water shortages are

exacerbated in areas where there are industrial tree

monocultures; and water pollution is especially bad in areas with

soy monocultures, especially in the Southern Cone of Latin

America (GFC, 2015). The impact of rising sea levels and more

frequent extreme weather events also threaten CFM—especially

in relation to mangroves—in small island states. In particular, high

tides and strong wave activities damage and uproot young

mangrove trees, and sea level rise is encroaching on land and

villages (GFC, 2015c; GFC, 2015d; GFC, 2015f).

Added to all this is the fact that many of the solutions chosen by

decision-makers to resolve the problems of biodiversity loss

and climate change can also pose a direct threat to CFM. For

example, the Protected Areas approach employed in the

Convention on Biological Diversity often results in the exclusion

of communities from their territories, preventing CFM—even

though it is now known that CFM is equally as effective as the

Protected Areas approach, and in many cases is more effective

(see above) (Bray et al 2008; Ellis & Porter-Bolland, 2008; Nepstad

et al 2006). Many studies argue for the need to develop

alternatives to strict forest protection (Ferraro, 2002; West et al.,

2006; but see Andam et al., 2010). 

Similarly the discussion about how to fund biodiversity

conservation, which is ongoing in the Convention on Biological

Diversity, is driving the financialisation of nature, which also poses

a major threat to CFM. This is because this financialisation

process is transferring control over nature from communities in

to the hands of corporations, by creating new and profitable

markets.1



The market-oriented mechanisms in use and proposed by the UN

Framework Convention on Climate Change can also be very

problematic for communities and their ability to continue to

conserve biodiversity. In addition to methodological failings,

which mean they are not effective in reducing greenhouse gas

emissions (for more information see FOEI, 2014), the

commodification of forests, carbon markets (for detailed

discussion see Lohmann, 2006) and REDD+2 policies based on

carbon markets and offsets are antithetical to CFM. These

policies increase the risk that communities will suffer land

grabbing by external investors seeking to profit from high value

forests. They also increase the chance that communities will find

themselves involved in long-term high-risk and complex legal

contracts that may bring them little or no benefit and change

their traditional ecosystem management practices (FOEI, 2014).

In addition they are not effective in reducing greenhouse gas

emissions (FoEI, 2014b).

Finally, there are significant issues relating to many false

‘community forestry’ processes that are actually oriented to

involving communities in destructive commercial logging

operations by large companies. These include many ‘Community

Forestry’ and ‘Sustainable Forest Management’ programmes in

which governments mandate the communities who inhabit

forests to control or supervise industrial wood extraction

operations for a very small percentage of the profits. These

processes can also be driven by corruption and impoverishment,

with communities unable to refuse even though it results in the

degradation of forests they otherwise rely on (Baltodano et al,

2007, pp25-26). In particular, many of these cases are worsened

by violence and high levels of corruption (Baltodano et al, 2007,

pp 21-24 & 62-63; CELCOR & ACF, 2006). These processes are

entirely different from genuine CFM in which communities

control and use their forests and territories effectively and

respectfully.

Conclusions and recommendations

There is an increasing body of research demonstrating that CFM

is both a viable and equitable solution to deforestation, forest

degradation, biodiversity loss and climate change. 

CFM has been found to be extremely effective in halting

deforestation and biodiversity loss. This in turn has important

positive outcomes in terms of soil erosion, flooding and the

protection of water resources. Indeed, a recent meta-study

shows that forests managed by local communities or Indigenous

Peoples can be equally, if not more, effective than those managed

solely for the purposes of protection. This suggests that CFM (and

community management of other resources) should be the policy

of choice to deliver on the Convention on Biological Diversity

Aichi Target 11, rather than Protected Areas.

Genuine CFM is an attractive win-win policy option because in

addition to protecting forests it helps to deliver social and

economic justice, by decentralising power and decision-making

with respect to forests, resources and territories, and protecting

and strengthening communities’ rights and livelihoods. Research

shows that participation in forest governance institutions by local

forest users is strongly associated with positive outcomes for

forests, as is the existence of strong social heritage (which

includes social norms, trust within a community, common rules

and sanctions).

CFM also contributes to both climate change mitigation—by

reducing deforestation—and adaptation, especially in coastal

communities. Forests and related community management

activities have been shown to provide protection against extreme

weather events. 

In conclusion, CFM needs to be given much more prominence

both internationally and nationally, as a solution that benefits

Indigenous Peoples and local communities while addressing

climate change and biodiversity loss. The research studies

outlined in this briefing show that this can best be done by

developing ways and means of promoting community autonomy,

securing and clarifying land tenure, protecting communities’

rights and their access to land and resources, and respecting and

recovering traditional knowledge.

In terms of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) this also

means rejecting false solutions such as REDD+ and policies that

cause the financialisation of nature; and ensuring that debates

about funding biodiversity conservation and the mitigation of and

adaptation to climate change focus on support for and the

promotion of genuine decentralised Community Forest

Management, instead of ‘innovative financial mechanisms’. 

It is also critical that Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’

rights, access to natural resources, and traditional knowledge are

recognised, protected and promoted at the national and

international levels by governments. This will involve policies and

laws to consolidate traditional territories under the control of

communities, and financial support for the effective

implementation of those measures. It will also involve recognition

of the importance of communally held land tenure. Governments

should also help to map community forest boundaries, expel

illegal loggers and provide other practical assistance on delivering

CFM.

This should be complemented by the promotion of small-scale

wood production, and local markets and solidarity economies

that are insulated from the rigours of global competition (Pretty,

2003). Important related activities include the expansion of

agroecology and agroforestry activities, and support with relevant

technical assistance and training. 

CFM can also be promoted by better support to forest user

communities themselves, including the public provision of basic

infrastructure; the provision of strategic planning spaces for

addressing resource and climate change issues; capacity-building

on new technologies/information; and policies to finance and

facilitate the recovery of traditional knowledge. It is important to

have regard for gender-differentiated aspects of biodiversity

conservation and management too. Women are often the

holders of relevant traditional knowledge, which makes it

particularly important that they are involved in CFM decision-

making processes. In general capacity building is particularly

important, with research finding it associated with success across

the board, regardless of national context (Brooks et al, 2012).

In addition it is important to reverse or dismantle the many

threats to CFM. This will include reducing the use of and demand

for food and timber commodities and products, such as soya and

beef, that are produced on the back of deforestation. This can,

for example, be achieved through moratoria on ‘deforestation

beef’ and ‘deforestation soya’, as currently being implemented in



Brazil. It will also involve making sure that incoming investments

do not violate community rights.

Other threats that need to be addressed include ineffective ‘false

solutions’ to climate change such as REDD+ carbon market and

offsets, which are highly risky for communities and can work

against CFM and Buen Vivir.

Above all, it is essential that any approach to CFM is based on a

genuine move away from industrial forestry and the real

devolution of decision-making over forests and resources to

those who know and understand what is needed—the local

communities and Indigenous People who have inhabited and

interacted with them for generations.

Footnotes

(1) For more information see FoEI’s position paper opposing the

financialisation of nature: 

http://www.foei.org/resources/publications/publications-by-

subject/forests-and-biodiversity-publications/friends-of-the-earth-intern

ationals-position-paper-on-the-financialization-of-nature

(2) REDD stands for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest

Degradation in developing countries and the plus sign refers to the

inclusion of conservation, sustainable forest management and the

enhancement of forest carbon stocks, which means that monoculture

plantations are eligible for REDD funding. To find out more go to REDD

Monitor, http://www.redd-monitor.org/redd-an-introduction/
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