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FOREWORD 
This book summarizes key findings of the regional project ‘Strengthening Forest Tenure for 
Sustaining Livelihoods and Generating Income’ implemented between 2014 and 2016 in 
Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam. It was part of the Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP) 
of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations and implemented at the 
request of the governments in these countries. During the course of project implementation, 
each country undertook national assessment of forest tenure policies and institutional capacity 
and identified gaps in these areas. A series of consultations, multistakeholder policy dialogues 
and capacity development activities was also conducted as part of the project. 
The book indicates that these countries have taken steps in improving their forest tenure 
policies and institutional capacity. The approaches taken by the governments in each country 
are different but there is a common objective in forest tenure policy reform, namely to stimulate 
stronger community participation in forest management to achieve multiple benefits such as 
improved forest conditions and enhanced livelihoods and incomes for local communities. 
In this context, new policies have been introduced to allow greater security of forest tenure. 
Programmes and projects have also been implemented to support the stronger engagement 
of local communities in forest management such as: community forestry in Cambodia and 
Nepal and forest land allocation in Viet Nam. It is encouraging to see that these countries 
have attributed more importance to community engagement in forest management in recent 
years. The benefits of forest tenure reform have already borne fruit, i.e. more forests are being 
managed by local communities which have improved access to non-wood forest products. 
However, the opportunity for local communities to engage strongly in timber management has 
yet to manifest itself. The book describes existing policy gaps in each country and provides 
recommendations to address them.
While policy change is important for improving forest tenure, concerted efforts for strengthening 
related institutions are also critical. Government institutions are often not fully conversant 
with new developments and requirements. While Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam have 
addressed institutional reform, much more needs to be done to ensure that forest tenure 
reform is supported effectively. Common weaknesses were found in strengthening forest 
tenure; conducting programmes to strengthen livelihoods and incomes; conflict management; 
and private sector engagement. Dedicating sufficient resources to strengthening forest 
tenure, developing integrated capacity development programmes and integrating capacity 
development per se can ensure beneficial results from effective tenure reform.
FAO hopes that the lessons learned, contained in this publication, will be useful for our 
collective effort to make forest management more sustainable and beneficial for local 
communities. 
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KEY MESSAGES

1. Regulatory frameworks in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam have both strengths and  
 weaknesses in addressing forest land tenure issues and recognition of the tenure rights  
 of legitimate holders of forests and forest land. Each country is at different stages of  
 forest tenure reform.

2.  In these countries forest tenure reform continues to be impeded by various issues, for  
 example: only limited rights are devolved to communities; access to justice is limited;  
 systems for resolution of tenure disputes are inadequate; attention to gender and equity  
	 is	insufficient;	the	role	of	state	and	non-state	actors	is	still	ambiguous;	and	climate	change	 
	 impacts	and	sustaining	the	livelihoods	of	forest-dependent	local	people	require	further	 
 attention. 

3.		 To	address	these	issues,	each	country	will	have	to	amend	specific	policies,	guidelines	 
 and regulations. In addition, in a few cases, new policies and regulations need to be  
	 formulated	to	address	the	policy	gaps	identified	by	the	assessment.	

4.	 There	is	a	huge	potential	to	harness	economic	benefits	from	the	management	of	forests	 
 and forest lands in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam but existing regulatory barriers,  
 unclear and contested tenure hinder such potentialities. 

5.	 Strong	forest	tenure	policies	and	regulations	are	key	to	ensuring	benefits	from	forests	 
 and forest land, but it is equally important to have strong institutional and technical  
	 capacity,	as	well	as	sufficient	human	and	financial	resources	to	transform	policy	into	 
 concrete results. 

6.	 Institutional	capacity	on	forest	tenure	in	Cambodia,	Nepal	and	Viet	Nam	is	insufficient	 
 to realize the objectives of forest tenure reform. Current capacity gaps include weakness  
 in the processes of strengthening forest tenure; programmes to strengthen livelihoods  
	 and	income;	conflict	management;	and	private	sector	engagement.

7. Government institutions responsible for forest tenure need to strengthen their roles for  
	 achieving	improved	livelihoods	and	benefits	for	forest-dependent	communities,	for	 
	 example,	by	dedicating	sufficient	resources,	developing	integrated	capacity	development	 
 programmes and integrating capacity development as a main element in forest tenure  
 reform processes.

8. Cooperation among relevant institutions involved in capacity development needs to be  
 strengthened to maximize their impacts. Cooperation between government organizations,  
 civil society organizations, the private sector and academic organizations has the potential  
 to promote innovations towards improved livelihoods and income from forest tenure  
 reform.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the context of the increasing challenges of food insecurity, poverty and achievement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), improving the livelihoods and income of forest-
dependent communities is critical. Many countries have taken steps towards reforming forest 
land tenure to increase productivity and contribute to improved livelihoods of the rural poor. 
The outcome of forest tenure reform so far has been mixed and, in most cases, is hampered 
by lack of policies and institutional capacity, which inhibit generation of the potential benefits 
for local communities from forest management under the reform regime. 
Within this context, based on the demand of governments in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam 
FAO initiated a regional programme on Strengthening Forest Tenure for Sustaining 
Livelihoods and Generating Income in 2014. These three countries are termed pilot 
countries in this book. The main objective of the programme was to strengthen regulatory 
frameworks and the institutional capacity on forest tenure, which in the long run will help 
ensure better income and livelihoods for forest-dependent communities. The programme 
was implemented in close collaboration with national governments and key partners. Key 
activities included, among others:
  National-level assessment of the status, progress and gaps in forest tenure policies  
  and institutional capacity;
  Multistakeholder policy dialogues to formulate national action plans to address forest  
  tenure and institutional capacity gaps; and 
  Targeted capacity development through training of trainers (TOT) and an exchange  
  learning visit to China for government officials from pilot countries to study best  
  practices related to forest tenure reform. 
This book primarily presents the key findings from the assessment of forest tenure policy 
and institutional capacity. The forest tenure policy assessment was based on a review 
of over 130 policy documents (29 in Cambodia, 37 in Nepal and 76 in Viet Nam), two 
multistakeholder national policy dialogues and consultations in each of the pilot countries 
involving over 300 people representing government officials, civil society and development    
organizations. A policy and capacity assessment framework was developed based on 
principles stipulated in the Voluntary Guidelines for Responsible Governance of Tenure 
of Land Forest and Fisheries (VGGT). The final national policy dialogues in pilot countries 
reviewed and validated the results.
The assessment results revealed that the existing regulatory framework and institutional 
capacity related to forest tenure in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam have both strengths 
and weaknesses (see chapters 5 and 6). They also showed that Nepal and Viet Nam have 
relatively stronger tenure policies than Cambodia, but all countries have major policy and 
capacity gaps. Policy frameworks are weak across pilot countries due to unclear systems for 
access to justice and resolution of tenure conflict, inadequate responses to the livelihoods 
of forest-dependent communities, limited allocation and transfer of rights, little attention to 
ensuring gender balance and equity, lack of clarity in defining sustainable forest management 
(SFM) and defining the roles and accountability of state and non-state actors. 
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In Cambodia, legal allocation and transfer of rights as well as responses to the livelihoods 
of forest-dependent communities are very weak and need serious attention. Conversely, in 
Nepal and Viet Nam, these two areas are relatively better addressed. Interestingly, policies 
related to climate change impacts and emergencies are stronger in Cambodia than in Nepal 
and Viet Nam, but their implementation is still inadequate. Hence, impact on the ground is 
yet to be seen in concrete terms. In all pilot countries, there are many policies that support 
strengthening forest tenure in order to improve the livelihoods and income of forest-dependent 
communities; however, in practice such policies are not effectively implemented on the ground. 
This situation hinders communities from harnessing potential benefits from the forests, which 
could contribute to improving their livelihoods.
Similarly, the change in tenure policy demands new institutional capacity with necessary skills, 
knowledge and competencies to ensure that policies are implemented effectively. Transferring 
the role of forest management from the central state to local-level agencies is only likely to be 
successful where government institutions are well equipped with the necessary human and 
financial resources. Robust institutions can also help to improve governance and influence the 
way people act, including how forest tenure contributes to livelihoods and income generation. 
The assessment identified potential tenure policy and capacity gaps for limiting the outcomes 
of forest management in pilot countries. It also highlights that the provision of clear and 
secure tenure is a critical factor, contributing to tangible economic benefits for local people. 
Nevertheless, to take full advantage of potential benefits, it is vital to revise several policies 
and regulations, solve remaining disputes over boundaries and provide additional technical 
capacity support and resources. Varied experience with community forestry models in the 
three pilot countries provided useful contextual information for national-level decision-makers 
that is likely to have positive impacts. The outcomes of forest management depend on the 
application of appropriate processes and practices on the ground. A fundamental problem 
for forest protection and development remains the generally low economic incentives for the 
recipients of allocated forests to manage them sustainably, particularly where the government  
focuses more on protection forests. In many cases, even progressive policies are not 
effectively transferred into action due to limited institutional capacities and resources. 
Therefore, changing policy should be supported with capable institutions, necessary financial 
resources and competent human resources to ensure positive results.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The role of forests and forestry for improving the livelihoods and income of rural communities 
has received greater attention more recently (Gilmour 2016; Larson and Dahal 2012). 
Research findings suggest that forest-dependent households derive approximately a quarter 
of their incomes from the forests. However, forest-dependent communities often remain poor. 
This is mainly because their access to forests is often limited and contested, preventing them 
from harnessing the full economic benefits from forests. In Asia, most people living in and 
around forests depend on forest resources for their livelihoods and income (Dahal et al. 2011; 
Yasmi et al. 2010a). However, insecure and contested forest tenure often leads to conflicts, 
which can last for a long time with dire consequences on people and forests (Gilmour 2011; 
Yasmi et al. 2010b). 
Improving the livelihoods and income of forest-dependent communities is important in the 
contexts of poverty reduction efforts, food security and achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). To achieve these goals there is a serious need to address issues related to 
forest tenure. Many countries have initiated forest tenure reform programmes. However, the 
outcomes of such reforms are mixed and potential benefits for rural people have not been 
fully realized yet. Restrictive and weak regulatory frameworks, tenure insecurity, conflicts 
and insufficient institutional capacity and resources are some of the key factors that limit the 
outcomes of forest tenure reform (Gilmour 2016; Larson and Dahal 2012; Yasmi et al. 2010b). 
Against this backdrop, FAO initiated a regional programme on ‘Strengthening Forest Tenure 
for Sustaining Livelihoods and Generating Income’ in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam in 2014 
at the request of the governments in these countries. These three countries are termed pilot 
countries in this book. The main objective of the programme was to strengthen the regulatory 
frameworks and institutional capacity of these countries on forest tenure as prerequisites for 
achieving better income and livelihoods. Key activities included, among others:
  National-level assessment of the status, progress and gaps in forest tenure policies  
  and institutional capacity;
  Multistakeholder national policy dialogues to formulate national action plans to address  
  forest tenure and institutional capacity gaps; and 
  Targeted capacity development through training of trainers (ToT) and an exchange  
  learning visit to China to study best practices in tenure reform. 
Through this programme, over 200 people participated in the inception workshops held at 
regional and national levels. Six multistakeholder national policy dialogues were convened in 
the pilot countries (two in each country) involving over 300 key stakeholders. The programme 
trained 161 trainers though six ToT courses on topics related to forest tenure, governance 
and conflict management. An exchange visit to learn about best practices in forest tenure 
reform in China was conducted for government officials responsible for advancing forest 
tenure of the pilot countries.
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Photo 1. Regional inception workshop held in Kathmandu, February 2015 

A policy assessment framework was developed based on principles stipulated in the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Forests, and Fisheries (VGGT). 
The Voluntary Guidelines aim to recognize and respect all legitimate tenure rights holders and 
their rights, and to safeguard legitimate tenure rights against threats and infringements. The 
results of the forest tenure policy assessment based on a review of over 130 policy documents 
in each pilot country (29 in Cambodia, 37 in Nepal and 76 in Viet Nam), were further validated 
through two multistakeholder national policy dialogues and a series of consultations with key 
government officials, civil society and development organizations in each country. 
Similarly, for the assessment of institutional capacity, 62 institutions were selected for the 
assessment based on the recommendations of national stakeholders (21 in Cambodia, 
15 in Nepal and 26 in Viet Nam). An assessment framework was also developed based 
on the principles envisaged in the VGGT. Three steps were followed for the assessment; 
first, institutional mapping was conducted to identify relevant institutions involved in forest 
tenure reform; the second step was the assessment of the selected national institutions (62  
n total) with regard to their capacity to implement forest tenure reform; the third step included 
analysis of data and outlined the institutional capacity gaps (the detailed methodology is 
presented in Chapter 3).
This book mainly presents the results of the assessment of policy and institutional capacity 
related to forest tenure in the pilot countries and outlines key recommendations for 
strengthening forest tenure policy and institutional capacity. General lessons from the pilot 
countries may be useful for other countries embarking on similar forest tenure reform.
The book consists of seven chapters including the introductory chapter. Chapter 2 presents 
conceptual definitions of key terms such as forest governance, tenure, forest tenure, VGGT, 
livelihoods and so forth. Chapter 3 explains the methodological approach of the assessment 
of forest tenure policies and institutional capacity, the scope of the assessment and the 
framework used for the assessment. Chapter 4 provides basic information on forests and 
forestry in the pilot countries with the latest data on total land area, forest areas and trends 
in forest cover change over time, forest categories and their percentage. This chapter 
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also provides an overview on forest policy and legal frameworks, forest institutions and 
the contribution of forests to livelihoods and income in pilot countries. Chapter 5 presents 
an overview of forest tenure policies across the pilot countries and results of the policy 
assessment with details on strengths, weaknesses and gaps. This chapter further elaborates 
on strategies, approaches and recommended actions to address policy gaps. Chapter 6 
presents an overview of the institutional capacity of key actors across the pilot countries and 
identifies capacity gaps. This chapter also presents action areas to strengthen the capacities 
of key actors required to implement forest tenure reform. Finally, Chapter 7 provides key 
lessons learned and concluding remarks. 

 
Photo 2. Final workshop held in Hanoi, October 2016
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2. CONCEPTUAL DEFINITIONS
GOVERNANCE, FOREST GOVERNANCE AND VGGT
In general, governance refers to the formation and stewardship of formal and informal rules 
that regulate the public realm, the arena in which the state as well as economic and societal 
actors interact to make decisions (Hyden and Court 2001). Thus, governance is a pattern 
of relationship between the state, market and civil society organizations in the process of 
making decisions in regulating the public sphere (Hyden et al. 2004). Governance is also 
a way in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic, social and 
environmental resources for national development, i.e. the process by which decisions are 
made and implemented (USAID 2000). 
Forest governance refers to a set of formal and informal rules and practices that govern the 
management and use of forest resources. FAO facilitated the process to develop guidelines 
on the responsible governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of 
National Food Security, in short the VGGT. The guidelines state that the governance of tenure 
is a crucial element in determining if and how people, communities and others can acquire 
rights, and associated duties to use and control land, fisheries and forests. Many tenure 
problems arise because of weak governance and attempts to address tenure problems are 
affected by the quality of governance. Weak governance adversely affects social stability, 
sustainable use of the environment, investment and economic growth (FAO 2012). 
The VGGT seek to improve tenure governance by providing guidance and information on 
internationally accepted practices for systems that deal with the rights to use, manage and 
control land, fisheries and forests. They contribute to the improvement and development 
of the policy, legal and organizational frameworks regulating the range of tenure rights that 
exist over these resources and enhance the transparency and improve the functioning of the 
tenure systems. In addition, the VGGT also help to strengthen the capacities and operation 
of implementing agencies; judicial authorities; local governments; organizations of farmers 
and small-scale producers; and fisheries and forest users. The general guiding principles of 
responsible tenure governance include the role of the state that should:

1. Recognize and respect all legitimate tenure rights holders and their rights;
2. Safeguard legitimate tenure rights against threats and infringements;
3. Promote and facilitate the enjoyment of legitimate tenure rights;
4. Provide access to justice to deal with infringement of legitimate tenure rights; and
5. Prevent tenure disputes, violent conflicts and corruption.

TENURE
In many cases, the use of the terms tenure and ownership remains inconsistent and 
sometimes is confused (FAO 2011). Both terms are often used interchangeably. Therefore, in 
this book we attempt to establish a common conceptual understanding of these terms to avoid 
misunderstanding. Tenure refers to a bundle of rights that includes: access, use or withdrawal, 
management, exclusion and alienation (FAO 2006; RRI 2014). Table 1 explains the definition 
of each of these bundles of rights. In reality, entities such as individuals, communities, state 
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or other actors can have different types of rights. Some may only have only access rights 
but others may have more or even all of them (FAO 2011; Larson and Dahal 2012; Sikor et 
al. 2013). Ownership refers to a particular type of tenure in which an entity, e.g. government, 
individual, group, community, has a complete bundle of rights. The regulatory framework, 
the traditional systems and existing practices define the bundle of rights of certain entities 
(Nguyen et al. 2012; RRI 2014). Tenure could be formal in that it is formalized recognized 
by law and regulations. Informal tenure refers to locally recognized rights without formal 
state recognition.
 
Table 1. Tenure as a bundle of rights

Component of 
bundle of rights Definition

Access The right to enter or pass through particular space such as forests or landscapes

Use or withdrawal The right to use (collectively or individually) and benefit from the resources on the 
forests and land 

Management The right to regulate and make decisions about the forest resources and territories for 
which the actors have recognized access and withdrawal rights 

Exclusion The right to refuse another individual, group or entity access to and the use of a particu-
lar resource 

Alienation The right to transfer one’s rights to another entity whether through sale, lease, the use 
of resource as collateral or inheritance

Photo 3. Fuelwood collection from forests
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The regulatory framework, the traditional systems and existing practices define the security 
of the bundle of rights of certain entities (Nguyen et al. 2012; RRI 2014). Tenure could be 
formal in that it is formalized or recognized by law and regulations (de jure). Informal tenure 
refers to locally recognized rights without formal state recognition (de facto).
Tenure reform is the legal reform of tenure rights (Gilmour and Fisher 2011; Larson et al. 
2010). Forest tenure reform usually involves formal granting of all or some of the rights within 
the bundle, from the state to communities and individuals or to private entities. This reform 
strengthens the tenure of certain entities such as local people as their rights are recognized 
and protected. 

STATUTORY FOREST TENURE CATEGORIES
For this analysis and outlook for forest tenure status, public and private domains of tenure 
categories are further divided mainly into two categories (public and private). 

Table 2. Forest tenure categories 

Public 

Public land 
administered by the 
government

Typically includes all lands in the legal forest estate that are owned and 
administered exclusively by the government and that are not desig-
nated for use by communities and indigenous peoples (IPs). Note  
that this category includes some protected areas and forest lands 
awarded as concessions for logging, agriindustrial or silvicultural 
plantations, and mining

Public land designated 
for use  
by communities and 
IPs

Refers to forest lands set aside on a semipermanent but conditional 
basis. In this category, governments retain ownership and entitlement 
to unilaterally negate local groups’ rights over entire areas. Local 
groups lack rights to sell or otherwise alienate land through mortgages 
or other financial instruments

Private 

Private land owned by 
communities and IPs

Refers to forest lands where rights cannot be unilaterally terminated by 
a government without some form of due process and compensation. 
Private landowners typically (but not always) have rights to access, 
sell, or otherwise alienate, manage, withdraw resources and exclude 
outsiders

Private lands owned 
by individuals and 
firms

Includes those lands where the rights cannot be unilaterally terminated 
by a government without due process or compensation 

Sources: ITTO/RRI (2011); RRI (2009); Sunderlin et al. (2008).

Why is forest tenure important? One of the key rationales behind forest tenure reform 
is to promote sustainable use of natural resources and ensure economic benefits 
for forest-dependent communities without compromising the condition of the forests. 
Increasing privatization and community-based forest management have brought about rapid 
changes in forest ownership patterns (Table 3) and relationships amongst stakeholders. 
These changes have also determined who benefits or loses in the competition for economic 
goods and ecosystem services provided by forest ecosystems. 
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Table 3. Global status and changes in forest tenure (percent of total forest area)
2002 2013

PUBLIC

Administered by government 77.90 73.00

Designated for IPs and communities 1.50 2.90

PRIVATE 

Owned by IPs and communities 9.80 12.60

Owned by firms and individuals 10.90 11.50

100 100

 Source: RRI (2014). 

STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION OF FOREST TENURE CATEGORIES
Based on the data generated through FAO’s Global Forest Resource Assessment in 2010 
and 2015, and studies undertaken by the Rights and Resources Initiative (RRI) in 2014, 
around 73 percent of total global forest was under direct administration and management by 
the state, whereas only 2.9 percent was designated for use by communities and IP groups. 
Under the private domain, as of 2013, 12.6 percent of forest was owned by communities and 
IP groups and 11.5 percent was owned by firms and individuals. The data indicate that states 
still predominately claim ownership of the world’s forest land, but there is an increasing trend 
to shift tenure from the state to community and private categories (Table 4). 

Table 4. Changing patterns of regional forest tenure (percent of total forest area)
Asia Africa Latin America

2002 2013 2002 2013 2002 2013

PUBLIC 

Administered by the 
government 67.40 60.90 95.50 93.70 61.10 42.90

Designated for IPs and 
communities 3.50 6.00 4.20 5.90 2.00 6.20

PRIVATE 

Owned by IPs and 
communities 26.90 30.60 0.30 0.30 22.40 32.90

Owned by firms and 
individuals 2.20 2.50 0.00 0.00 14.50 17.90

100 100 100 100 100 100
 Source: RRI (2014). 
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The shift of tenure from the state to other entities is highly varied across Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. In general, Table 4 shows that in Africa almost all forest and forest land is 
under government administration. However, in Asia, state ownership of the forest has been 
gradually started to shift towards community and private ownership. 

Photo 4. Village in Viet Nam with agricultural and forest land surrounding it

Given the reference to VGGT, it is also important to note the nature of customary rights. 
Many countries have laws that recognize customary rights to forests, but the laws are not 
implemented, and hence not accounted for in the figures above. In India, for example, if laws 
were implemented, half of India’s forests would fall under community forests. Then there are 
legitimate (often customary) rights that have no legal recognition at all (e.g. longstanding 
rights of ethnic communities in Cambodia, shifting cultivators/pastoralists in Nepal). 

FOREST TENURE ACROSS PILOT COUNTRIES
Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam have different status of forest tenure reform with different 
regimes and policies in place. As of 2013, in Cambodia, 97.9 percent of forest land was 
under state administration, whereas in Nepal and Viet Nam this was 68 and 65 percent 
respectively. Interestingly, out of the three pilot countries only in Viet Nam is forest land 
allocated under the private domain. However, within the public domain the area designated 
for IPs and communities has been gradually increasing over the last decade in Cambodia 
and Nepal (Table 5).
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Table 5. Status of forest tenure across pilot countries (percent of total forest area)

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

2002 2013 2002 2013 2002 2013

PUBLIC 

Administered by the 
government 100.00 97.90 81.60 68.00 89.42 65.00

Designated for IPs and 
communities 0.00 2.10 18.40 32.00 0.00 0.00

PRIVATE 

Owned by IPs 
and communities 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 8.33 13.00

Owned by firms and 
individuals 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.25 22.00

100 100 100 100 100 100

Sources: MARD (2016); FAO (2015); RRI (2014); Dahal et al. (2011). 

The data above show that the area designated for use by IPs and communities significantly 
increased (almost doubled) in Nepal between 2002 and 2013. But the scale of area under 
changed tenure categories in Cambodia was nominal over the same period. Looking at a few 
selected countries in Asia (Table 6), the distribution of area under various tenure categories 
was relatively balanced in China, where the government administers only 39.2 percent of 
forest land and the remaining 60.8 percent of forest is owned by IPs and local communities. 
In many countries in Asia, much forest land has also been converted to alternative land 
uses and may no longer be classified as forest. Some of the devolved tenure policies such 
as collective forestry in China, forest land allocation in Viet Nam and community forestry in 
Nepal and the Philippines are yielding promising results in terms of forest protection, but 
such schemes have not always contributed significantly to improving the livelihoods of local 
communities (Sikor et al. 2013; Dahal et al. 2010; Larson et al. 2010). This could be due 
to multiple reasons, for example, the poor initial condition of the resources handed over to 
communities, the failure to hand over the full bundle of rights, limited knowledge of local 
communities on marketing, overly burdensome regulatory frameworks and improper or partial 
implementation (Dahal et al. 2011). 
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Table 6. Forest tenure across the selected countries in Asia (percent of total forest area)

Country

Public Private

Government 
administered

Designated for IPs and 
local communities

Owned by IPs and 
local communities

Owned by  
individuals and firms

2002 2013 2002 2013 2002 2013 2002 2013

Papua New 
Guinea

3.00 3.00 0.00 0.00 97.00 97.00 0.00 0.00

China 42.50 39.20 0.00 0.00 57.50 60.80 0.00 0.00

Philippines 86.50 60.60 13.30 11.00 0.10 28.40 0.00 0.00

India 65.40 47.70 20.80 35.50 0.00 2.70 13.80 14.00

Thailand 100.00 96.90 0.00 3.10 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Bhutan 99.90 98.70 0.10 1.30 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00`

Indonesia 98.30 96.10 0.20 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.50 2.90

Lao PDR 100.00 99.90 0.00 0.13 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Myanmar 99.90 99.90 0.08 0.13 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Source: RRI (2014).

LIVELIHOODS
The term livelihood refers to the ways in which people make a living (Fisher et al. 2008). 
It encompasses ways of living linked to the markets and includes various sources of cash 
income. Improving livelihoods thus involves improving access to subsistence resources and 
ways to increase income (FAO 2011). Income generation is an important aspect of livelihood 
improvement and poverty reduction, but not the only aspect to improve livelihoods and 
reduce poverty. The livelihood framework prepared by the UK’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) in 1999 defines ‘livelihoods’ based on the status of various assets/
capital around an individual mainly, natural, social, human and financial resources (Pokharel 
et al. 2008). 
Various studies have revealed that the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities are 
directly related to the type of tenure regime which determines the extent of access to the basic 
livelihood elements and availability of the resource base for the four functions of subsistence 
namely: place, shelter, food, fuel and water (Larson et al. 2010). Tenure reform that enables 
people to gain income from forest products is obviously relevant in improving livelihoods, 
forest condition and equity. 
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Figure 1. Tenure reform and its outcomes (Larson and Dahal 2012)

Forest tenure and governance are integral components of a broader rights agenda, in which 
social movements and advocates of a more equitable development paradigm seek to secure 
the rights of people, including the rights to resource-based assets and livelihoods as well as 
access to government services. Therefore, to date, tenure reforms have been only partially 
carried out and the complementary governance, policies and regulatory structure necessary 
to secure tenure and other rights are not yet in place. These rights are a key component for 
asset building by the poor and disadvantaged as support to rural income and livelihoods. 
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3. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
STEPS USED IN THE ASSESSMENT OF TENURE POLICY

A framework for assessing forest tenure policies and regulations was developed and 
validated through consultation with key stakeholders in the pilot countries. It consists of four 
steps as shown in Figure 2. The first step includes mapping of the regulatory framework 
(existing policies, laws, legislation, acts, guidelines, strategies that deal with forest tenure 
and governance) and selecting the most relevant ones for the assessment. The second 
step includes a comprehensive review and assessment mainly looking at the level of tenure 
security, clarity and distribution of forest ownership across land and resource rights holders. 
The third step identifies policy gaps in terms of ensuring forest tenure security for improving 
the income and livelihoods of forest-dependent communities. The last step identifies key 
recommendations to address policy gaps. 

Figure 2. Steps in assessing forest tenure policies in the pilot countries

The assessment was primarily based on qualitative analysis; however, subjective ranking 
was carried out to find out the extent and quality of current regulatory frameworks in terms of 
addressing the thematic areas. The Likert Scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 for not addressed at 
all, 1 for partially addressed, 2 for moderately addressed, 3 for mostly addressed and 4 for 
fully addressed) was used. The ranking was further substantiated by elements of the existing 
regulatory frameworks such as: policies, acts, laws, rules, regulation and guidelines. While 
the assessment was qualitative, triangulation of findings was done by consulting experts, 
governments and key stakeholders. The results presented in this book reflect consensus 
achieved through these processes. 

Regulatory 
framework  
mapping

Policies, laws, 
legislation, acts, 
guidelines and 
strategies

What exists?

Key elements  
regarding forest  
tenure and its  
security, scope,  
duration, clarity  
and ownership  
distribution

What is  
missing?

Missing elements  
to ensure strong  
and secure 
tenure 
with balanced  
distribution of  
ownership 

What needs to 
change?

Recommendations  
to address missing  
elements and  
tenure policy gaps  
that need to be 
changed or  
addressed



FOREST TENURE IN CAMBODIA, NEPAL AND VIET NAM

14

THEMATIC AREAS OF POLICY ASSESSMENT
The eight themes in Table 7 were used to assess the forest tenure policies, laws and 
regulations in each pilot country. The themes were primarily derived from the principles of 
VGGT. Each theme contains diagnostic subthemes as elaborated below to help formulate 
the qualitative scale of the assessment.

Table 7. Linkages between assessment themes and VGGT principles

Themes Link to the VGGT principles

Legal recognition and respect of rights Guiding principles (3A) of responsible tenure of  
governance 

Legal allocation and transfer of tenure rights 
and duties

Safeguarding legitimate tenure rights against any threats 
and infringements (3.1.2 of 3A)

Access to justice and resolution of  
tenure disputes

Provide effective and accessible means to everyone through 
judicial authorities or other approaches (3.1.4 of 3A)

Gender and equity, pro-poor focus  
and inclusiveness

Principles of implementation (3B).
Ensuring equal rights for men and women, but taking 
specific measures aiming at accelerating de facto equality 
when necessary (3B principles 3 and 4)

Role and accountability of state and  
non-state actors including business 
enterprises

Holding individuals, public agencies and non-state  
actors responsible for their actions and decisions  
(3B, principles 7, 8, and 9) 

Responses to climate change and  
emergencies

Ensure that the legitimate tenure rights to land,  
fisheries and forests of all individuals, communities or people 
likely to be affected have a mechanism to respond (Part 6 
number 23)

SFM and administration of tenure Provide a system to record individual and collective tenure 
rights to improve security of tenure rights  
(Part 5 number 17)

Responses to the livelihoods of  
forest-dependent communities

VGGT guidelines seek to improve tenure governance 
of land, fisheries and forests for the general benefit with 
an emphasis on vulnerable and marginalized people, 
thus pursuing the goal of food security and livelihood 
development (Part 1, preliminary 1.1)
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For the assessment, the eight themes further examined 26 subthemes as qualifiers to 
evaluate the status of each theme. 
1. Legal recognition and respect of rights (forest land and resource rights)
1.1 Recognition of a broad spectrum of existing forest tenure rights and rights holders  
 and their duties by the regulatory frameworks (for both statutory and customary  
 tenure). 
1.2 Recognition and respect of legitimate tenure rights holders (both statutory and  
 customary and informal) and their rights in terms of access, use, management,  
 exclusion and alienation. Including those having secondary rights to resources,  
 shifting cultivators, pastoralists, IPs etc. 
1.3 A system of formal recording and recognition of legitimate tenure rights holders  
 and their rights exists. 
1.4 Tenure rights are well secured considering the security features: duration, scope,  
 clarity, level of restriction on rights, protection of rights from arbitrary withdrawal  
 or breaching. 

2. Legal allocation and transfer of tenure rights and duties
2.1 A clear and explicit mechanism is devised to allocate and transfer forest tenure  
 rights and duties from the state to other actors. 
2.2 Rights holders receive fair compensation and advance information to get consent  
 if the rights are to be eliminated. 
2.3 Assured security of the transferred rights from the state to non-state actors. 

3. Access to justice and resolution of tenure disputes
3.1 Measures and mechanisms are in place for the resolution of tenure disputes.
3.2 Effective and accessible means for resolution are in place as well as provision to  
 access judicial authorities. Strategies are in place to prevent tenure disputes from  
 arising and escalating to violent conflict. The VGGT place specific emphasis on  
 alternative dispute resolution (ADR) systems, this is because formal systems of  
 justice are neither accessible to most people (even in the more developed country  
 context) nor considered legitimate or contextually appropriate by local populations  
 with strong customary governance systems. 

4. Gender and equity, pro-poor and inclusivity thrusts
4.1 Gender sensitivity ensures equitable roles for men and women in decision-making  
 and policy reform. Also, no discrimination while issuing tenure rights for men and  
 women, indigenous and other marginalized groups over access and use of forest  
 land and resources.
4.2 There is a special mechanism that supports and encourages the role of the poor  
 and the marginalized in decision-making. 
4.3 Provisions to ensure inclusiveness and the meaningful participation of all  
 stakeholders in forestry sector policy-making are in place.
4.4  egitimate tenure holders receive equitable benefits from forests and forest land.
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5. Role and accountability of actors, including business enterprises, in  
 investment 
5.1 Clearly define the roles and accountability of the state and non-state actors  
 including business enterprises in respecting human rights and the rights of  
 legitimate tenure holders. 
5.2 The state ensures the protection of the rights of legitimate rights holders against  
 any rights abuses by private business enterprises.
5.3 Fair and transparent processes to allocate investment in any forest-based  
 enterprises are in place.

6. Responses to climate change and emergencies
6.1 Strategies and mechanisms are in place to address climate change and  
 emergencies. 
6.2 Legal instruments and mechanisms exist to handle REDD+, carbon and climate  
 change issues.
6.3 Provisions for the state to address tenure issues in the context of disaster  
 prevention and preparedness. 

7. Sustainable forest management and administration of tenure
7.1 The principles of SFM and administration of tenure are well appreciated by policies  
 and laws.
7.2 Legal instruments that confirm the principles of SFM by considering the extent of  
 forest resources, biodiversity, forest health and functions as well as a legal policy  
 framework to define SFM are in place. 
7.3 There is a system that ensures records of tenure rights, valuation, taxation and  
 planning.

8. Responses to the livelihoods of forest-dependent people
8.1 Approaches and strategies are in place to support the livelihoods of forest- 
 dependent communities and IPs.
8.2 Poor and marginalized forest-dependent people have access to and rights to use  
 and sell forest products, share benefits, add value and reduce their levels of poverty  
 from the forests and forest land they have been managing.
8.3 Both the environmental and economic functions of the forests are equally  
 emphasized. 
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STEPS USED IN THE ASSESSMENT OF INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY
For the assessment of institutional capacity, 62 institutions were selected, which covered 
(i) 30 government organizations, (ii) nine programmes, including projects and (iii) 23 civil 
society organizations (CSOs), including non-governmental organizations, platforms/ networks/
associations and research organizations). These institutions were assessed with regard to 
their capacity to implement forest tenure reform. In Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam, 21, 15 
and 26 institutions were assessed respectively. The assessment framework was developed 
based on the principles outlined in the VGGT.
The assessment followed a three-step process. Firstly, institutional mapping was conducted 
to identify relevant institutions involved in forest tenure reform. The second step was the 
assessment of the selected national-level institutions (i.e. policy organizations, programmes/
projects and CSOs) with regard to their capacity to implement forest tenure reform. The third 
step was data analysis to find out the status and gaps of the institutions. 
The assessment included both internal and external assessment (i.e. assessment within 
the organizations and assessment by clients/beneficiaries of the organizations). The 
assessment was undertaken through questionnaires. The assessment was primarily based 
on qualitative analysis; however, subjective ranking was carried out to find out the extent 
and quality of current institutional capacity in terms of addressing the thematic areas.  
A Likert Scale was used with a range from 0 to 4 (not mandated/not assessed [-], weak [0-1], 
average [1-2], good [2-3] and high [3-4]). Based on the ranking from questionnaires used for 
the internal and external assessment, the results were further substantiated by feedback from 
key informant interviews, focus group discussions and group work. Results were validated 
through the national policy dialogues and expert reviews.
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Photo 5. National policy dialogue in Cambodia

THEMATIC AREAS OF INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY ASSESSMENT
For the assessment eight thematic areas were identified against which institutions were 
assessed regarding their capacity to provide support in each area. Table 8 defines these 
thematic areas. The themes and indicators used for the institutional capacity assessment 
were inspired by the VGGT, and refined through focus group discussions with people who 
are more involved in the practical implementation of policies and measures. This explains the 
difference between the assessment rameworks for the assessment of policy and institutional 
capacity. 
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Table 8. Definitions of themes used in institutional capacity assessment
Theme Definition

1.
Capacity to support forest 
tenure reform 

Institutions have mandates, roles and responsibilities, and sufficient 
resources to support forest-dependent communities  
in the allocation and registration of tenure rights and duties 

2.

Capacity in designing the 
process to strengthen forest 
tenure

Institutions have capacity in designing tenure reform processes. They 
contribute to tenure working groups and dialogues at the national level. 
They have capacity to develop participatory and transparent processes 
for forest tenure reform

3.
Capacity to implement 
activities to strengthen forest 
tenure

Institutions can facilitate forest tenure reform in practice, e.g. 
through programme implementation, research, consultation, training, 
communication, advocacy, mobilization of resources and pilot activities

4.

Capacity to support forest-
dependent communities for 
strengthening forest tenure

Institutions can support local and indigenous people in getting their 
tenure rights recognized. In doing so, they are involved in activities that 
strengthen the capacity of local and indigenous people, increase their 
access to information and funding, and achieve better livelihoods

5.
Capacity to address conflicts 
and grievances

Institutions can assist with the settlement of conflicts and grievances 
supported by sufficient capacity to analyse forest tenure conflicts/
grievances, and facilitate negotiation and mediation

6.

Capacity to provide 
stewardship on the roles and 
accountability of non-state 
actors including business 
enterprises

Institutions have skills, knowledge and ability to protect community 
tenure rights against abuse by outsiders, and the ability to develop 
partnerships between communities and non-state actors, including 
business enterprises

7.
Capacity to address climate 
change and emergencies

Institutions have awareness and understanding of carbon tenure, and 
can engage in climate-smart planning, resilience and adaptive capacity 
activities

8.

Capacity to respond to 
the livelihoods of forest-
dependent communities

Institutions have capacity to promote sustainable utilization and 
commercialization of forest products as a benefit from stronger tenure 
rights (Area 4). This includes capacity to provide market access 
for local communities’ products and services, and stimulate the 
development of local economic activities

For each thematic area, specific indicators were selected for the assessment based on the 
principles of the VGGT and through consultations with regional and national stakeholders. 
The indicators helped to define the extent to which an organization supports strengthening of 
forest tenure for forest-dependent communities and improving their livelihoods and income. 
Table 9 presents the detailed capacity development needs assessment framework.
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Table 9. Capacity development needs assessment framework
1 Forest tenure for forest-dependent communities

The institution or programme:

1.1 Supports the allocation and registration of forest tenure rights/duties for forest-dependent communities

1.2 Collaborates with relevant stakeholders to realize forest tenure rights/duties (design, coordination, 
participation in multistakeholder platforms)

1.3 Supports allocation and registration of rights at the level that can most  
appropriately deliver services

2 Designing the process to strengthen forest tenure

The institution or programme:

2.1 Is involved in the design of activities related to strengthening forest tenure at the national level 

2.2 Is involved in working group meetings related to forest tenure

2.3 Develops inclusive, participatory and transparent processes for  
implementation of activities and programmes to strengthen forest tenure

3 Implementing activities to strengthen forest tenure 

The institution or programme:

3.1 Facilitates activities related to strengthening forest tenure

3.2 Consults, communicates and advocates for the strengthening of forest tenure

3.3 Mobilizes resources in support of strengthening forest tenure

3.4 Implements capacity development on strengthening forest tenure

4 Support mechanisms for strengthening forest tenure

The institution or programme:

4.1 Supports local and indigenous people in tenure rights recognition, e.g. information, capacity, funding, 
etc.

4.2 Develops livelihood options from newly acquired rights by local and indigenous people

5 Addressing conflicts and grievances

The institution or programme:

5.1 Provides access to conflict management mechanisms

5.2 Carries out analysis of forest tenure conflicts

5.3 Facilitates negotiation or mediation related to forest tenure conflicts

6 Role and accountability of non-state actors including business enterprises

The institution or programme:

6.1 Promotes sustainable investments in the forestry sector

6.2 Protects community tenure rights against abuses from outsiders

6.3 Develops partnerships between communities and non-state actors
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7 Climate change and emergencies

The institution or programme:

7.1 Supports the process of clarifying tenure over forest-based carbon

7.2 Is involved in climate-smart planning, resilience and adaptive capacity activities and taking forest 
tenure into account adequately

8 Responses to the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities

The institution or programme:

8.1 Supports forest-dependent communities for sustainable utilization and commercialization

8.2 Supports forest-dependent communities in gaining and enhancing market access for products and 
services

8.3 Underscores economic activities for improving the livelihoods and incomes of forest-dependent 
communities
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4. FORESTS AND FORESTRY IN THE PILOT COUNTRIES
The status of forests and forestry and their contribution to local people’s livelihoods and 
national economic development in each pilot country are different. An overview of the situation 
in terms of total land area, trends of forest cover change, forest categories, forest policy and 
legal framework, forest institutions and the contribution of forests to livelihoods and income 
in each pilot country is presented below. 

CAMBODIA
The total forest area of Cambodia is 9.5 million hectares (mha), which includes 0.1 mha of 
Other Wooded Land (OWL) as well; it covers 54.5 percent of the country’s total territory (FAO 
2015). Forest land has been gradually declining over the last two decades (see Table 13) for 
multiple reasons, mainly land conversion and expansion for agriculture and other purposes. 
A large alluvial central plain, through which the Mekong River runs from north to southeast, 
dominates its geography. The Tonle Sap Lake, situated in the centre, provides one of the 
most productive freshwater fisheries in the world. Cambodia’s forests are rich in biodiversity 
and form a part of the Indo-Burma hotspot. The Indo-Burma hotspot includes all non-marine 
parts of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, Viet Nam, and some parts of southern 
China, and ranks among the world’s top ten biodiversity hotspots (MOE 2014; Singer 2013). 
This hotspot is also home to more people than any other hotspot in the world (IUCN 2012).
The forests of Cambodia include evergreen, semi-evergreen, deciduous, swamp, mangrove 
and bamboo forests in various conditions from closed to disturbed and mosaic formations. 
There are also regrowth and plantation forests as well as open forest types including 
evergreen shrubland and dry deciduous shrubland. Forest cover is largely dominated by 
moist lowland evergreen, semi-evergreen and deciduous species. Along the flood plains 
surrounding the Tonle Sap Lake is a unique seasonally inundated forest. Extensive and fairly 
intact mangroves are found along the southern marine coast (MAFF 2010).



FOREST TENURE IN CAMBODIA, NEPAL AND VIET NAM

24

 
Photo 6. Religious leader supporting forest management in Cambodia

In recent decades, Cambodia’s forest area has declined due to illegal logging, forest fires, 
land grabbing, encroachment and intensified shifting cultivation. Until the 1970s, the forests 
were classified into specific categories for production, conservation, wildlife and research with 
strong institutional controls. However, the system vanished with the political turmoil during 
the Khmer Rouge regime. A logging concession system was introduced in the 1990s, and 
over a period of four years (1994-1997), the Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) granted 
36 forest concessions covering 7 mha, or close to 70 percent of the national forests. 
According to the International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO), destructive legal and 
illegal logging, and overcapacity of processing facilities, combined with weak law enforcement 
and monitoring, jeopardized attempts towards sustainable management as overharvesting 
took place within and outside concessions. Moreover, the flow of revenue from logging to the 
government treasury was minimal. During the peak logging period, in the late 1990s, formal 
forest product exports contributed only 4 percent to the Gross Domestic Product (Blaser et 
al. 2011; ITTO 2005). In January 2002, a logging moratorium was introduced and reform 
was initiated with a forest policy statement and a new forest law later that year. At present, 
all logging concessions, now reduced to 3.4 mha, have halted (FA 2010b). Currently, actual 
planning and management in large areas of the forest reserve and in some protected areas  
is lacking. Large areas of mangroves have been destroyed due to urbanization, resort 
development or expansion of aquaculture and the inundated forest around Tonle Sap 
Lake has been severely damaged by agricultural expansion and woodcutting for human 
consumption (FA 2010b). 
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Photo 7. Forests with dense tree cover in Cambodia

Huge tracts of many kinds of forest remain and vast areas of failed concessions or otherwise 
degraded forest are available for rehabilitation. This represents a huge opportunity for the 
people of Cambodia; the government has recognized this and decided, by 2015, to return 
forest cover to the (year) 2000 level, which is 60 percent of the total area in its target under 
the Millennium Development Goals (ITTO 2012; MAFF 2010; RGC 2010, 2014a). From 
2002 to 2006, the annual rate of forest cover loss was 0.5 percent of the total land. The 
decline at 2 percent is equivalent to 366 993 hectares of total land area per year, and is 
mainly due to forest cover loss in the northwest part of the country including Battambang, 
Oddar Meanchey, Siem Reap and Banteay Meanchey provinces. Similarly, changes have 
been noticed in the northeast namely Ratanakiri, Steung Treng, Kratie, Kampong Thom and 
Preah Vihear provinces. Deciduous forests represent the largest land-use change of 210 885 
hectares, equivalent to 1.16 percent. Between 2006 and 2010, the net annual deforestation 
rate in Cambodia was estimated as 0.5 percent of the total land area (FA 2010a). Statistical 
analysis showed that the most significant change in forest cover between 2006 and 2010 
was for deciduous forest, followed by evergreen forest. Both of which were converted to 
other forms of forests and ‘non-forest types’; non-forest types had the greatest increase 
between 2006 and 2010 compared to other types of forest (FA 2011). According to the FRA 
2015, the remaining forest area in Cambodia is 9.5 mha which is 54.4 percent of the total 
land area (FAO 2015). 
The increasing demand for use of land for agriculture, specifically the conversion of forest land 
to economic land concessions (ELCs), is the main reason for the decline in forest cover, and 
the trend seems likely to continue and accelerate. Previous reports suggested that to achieve 
the MDG goal of 60 percent forest cover by 2015, the current rate of substitution planting of 
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trees, such as rubber, teak, acacia and eucalyptus, would not be enough; rather, 532 615 
hectares of non-forest land would need to be converted to tree plantations (FA 2010b, 2011). 
In 2014, Open Development Cambodia (ODC) tried to update the information on forest cover 
in Cambodia. It noted a “continuing trend in forest cover loss-particularly dense forest-across 
Cambodia since 1973. For the first time in the 41-year period, the percentage of non-forest 
ground cover (48.4%) is larger than that of forest cover (47.7%).” The ODC found that “total 
forest cover in Cambodia has decreased from approximately 72% in 1973 to 47.7% in 2014, 
while dense forest has decreased from 42% to 16% over the same period. The level of mixed 
forest cover (inclusive of some plantations) has stayed relatively stable over this period, being 
30% in 1973 and 31% in 2014”. The most noticeable forest trend is deforestation and the 
major drivers behind this are ELCs (ADHOC 2014; CLP 2012; Subedi 2012).
The ODC also noted that on 20 January 2014, the Cambodian Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fisheries’ (MAFF) Forestry Administration (FA) responded to the original ODC Forest 
Cover Changes briefing in December 2013, with a critique published on their Web site (MAFF 
2013). Their critique raised various issues:

 • Lack of forest definition;

 • Minimum mapping unit not stated;

 • Cloud cover level unacceptable;

 • Seasonality of images;

 • Linking of borders in mosaic images; and

 • No ground truthing or independent verification.
The ODC carefully considered the FA’s critique along with feedback from other mappers and 
used this to improve the 2014 maps. The contribution of forestry to the country’s GDP is limited 
and to a great degree underestimates livelihood contributions, which range from supply of 
non-wood forest products (NWFPs) to timber for building households, as well as ecosystem 
services that benefit other economic sectors and the entire country according to the National 
Forest Programme (NFP) (MAFF 2010). There are large areas of unmanaged yet productive 
forests that can play a direct role in improving livelihoods with a positive impact on the national 
economy. Measures such as providing employment through forest management activities 
and establishing NWFP-based processing enterprises are some examples. However, forests 
and forest lands are under pressure from different groups of forest users and processes, 
such as internal migration, that illustrate the need for management within the forestry and 
across other economic sectors (MAFF 2010). 
In addition, income from unauthorized logging is not accounted for. It is noteworthy that the 
forestry sector has an estimated sustainable annual timber harvest of around 4-4.5 million 
m3 (NFP Implementation Programme No. 6). Assuming that only 10 percent will be timber 
(equal to 425 000 m3) and that the annual domestic demand is presently in the region of 
283 000 m3 (FA 2010b), there is significant export potential for certified timber (CHRTF 
2013; MAFF 2010; Neef et al. 2013; NEPCon 2014). Revenues from the forest flowing into 
the FA and the government, or the economy generally, depend on how 9.45 mha of forest 
land is utilized. It is pertinent to compare the revenues from different uses of land that can 
be natural forests, plantations or small-scale agricultural production. Essentially, even using  
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conservative estimates, the forestry sector can be managed along sustainable lines in 
accordance with the NFP and absorb NFP implementation costs while yielding substantial 
revenue (FA 2010b, 2012; MAFF 2010).
The estimated revenue generated from production forests under the Sustainable Financing 
Programme (SFP), which is known as the operational framework of the NFP, is much lower. 
The projection was the extent of production forest land of 4.4 mha (3 mha of forest concession 
and 1.4 mha of other land) under FA production forest management. If the price is set at 
US$10 per hectare per year as net yield on average, then US$44 million could be collected 
in the form of royalties from timber production without factoring in any further revenues that 
may be earned from NWTPs, ecotourism or carbon trading. This could balance the cost of the 
entire NFP, but if US$10 per hectare per annum is not possible, then the economic viability 
of the current level of forest cover may be controversial (FA 2010a).
Forest management is under the jurisdiction of the MAFF and the Ministry of Environment 
(MOE). In early 2016, re-organization was proposed with a new Ministry of Environment 
and Natural Resources focusing on conservation and the MAFF on investment. The MAFF 
continues to oversee ELCs it has issued but also takes responsibility for concessions inside 
protected areas that the Environment Ministry had previously overseen. Concomitantly the 
Environment Ministry takes control of certain protected forests that had been managed 
under the MAFF. 
A Sub-decree was issued in April 2016 transferring control of 73 ELCs from the Environment 
Ministry to the MAFF. There is a policy and legislative framework for forestry sector 
development in Cambodia. The key framework includes the Forestry Law (2002), the Law 
on Protected Areas (2008) and the Guidelines on Community Forestry (2006). Similarly, 
the National Policy on Development of Indigenous People, Policy on the Registration and 
Right to Use of Land of Indigenous Communities and the Sub-decree on the Procedure 
of Registration of Land of Indigenous Communities are equally relevant. In addition, there 
are other supporting frameworks, inter alia, the Rectangular Strategy and the National 
Sustainable Development Programme. The development of the country’s Environmental 
Code will provide a framework and foundation for improved land-use management systems, 
environmental degradation and so forth. The National Environment Strategy and Action Plan is 
also being updated and a co-management policy is being developed. Cambodia is committed 
to international conventions and standards such as the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the United  
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 
of International Importance, the Convention for the Protection of World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage, ILO Convention No. 169, the International Tropical Timber Agreement, the VGGT etc. 
Forests are managed by various agencies under the MAFF and the MoE. The FA under the 
MAFF manages the Permanent Forest Estate (PFE). The Fisheries Administration within the 
same ministry manages mangroves and inundated forests. Rubber plantations located in 
the PFE are managed by the General Department of Rubber Plantations, also within MAFF. 
Protected Area (PA) and Ramsar sites are under the MoE, while the Ministry of Economy 
and Finance (MEF) regulates the flows of finances to and from forests and their managing 
institutions. However, the jurisdiction of managing protection forests and conservation areas 
between MAFF and MOE was altered in early 2016. Institutional arrangements are not in 
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place yet. In this case, capacity needs remain under government institutions. 
Among the key non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and academic organizations involved 
in forest tenure-related activities, the Center for People and Forests (RECOFTC) has been 
working in partnership with the FA, NGOs, local authorities and communities to support the 
development of the community forestry programme at the national level and to some extent 
working with the MOE to support the legalization of Community Protected Areas (CPAs). 
The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and World Conservation Society (WCS) are the two 
large international organizations that have been in partnership with both the FA and the MOE 
in protecting biodiversity and empowering communities by using the landscape approach. 
Whereas, the NGO Forum (NGOF) and the integrated Civil Society Organizations have been 
promoting rights for indigenous communities, the NGOF seems to be working on a much 
broader scale in multiple sectors including land, forestry, ELCs, community-based REDD+ 
and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) community and some related 
global fora. The Department of Natural Resources Management and Development (DNRMD), 
the Faculty of Forestry (FoF) and Centre for Biodiversity Conservation (CBC) at the Royal 
University of Phnom Penh (RUPP) provide skills’ training for students who want to become 
community workers, foresters, environmentalists or work with international organizations or 
government agencies.

NEPAL
The total forest area of Nepal is 5.52 mha (38.6 percent of the total land area), which includes 
0.65 mha of OWL as well (FAO 2015). More than 80 percent of the population in Nepal lives 
in rural areas and is heavily dependent on agriculture and forestry for sustaining livelihoods. 
Forestry development in the last 25 years was primarily guided by the Master Plan for the 
Forestry Sector (1989), which ended in 2011. The Forest Act (1993), Regulation 1995 and 
various guidelines were enacted to implement the Master Plan. These two legislations are 
key milestones of decentralized forest governance in Nepal as they enable local communities 
to manage, protect and use forests through community-based forest management regimes. 
The Local Governance Act (1999) is another legal basis to protect and manage natural 
resources, including forests, at the local level. Studies indicate that the condition of forests 
has substantially improved since the government transferred protection and management 
rights and responsibilities to local communities but the outcomes in terms of the income and 
livelihoods of forest-dependent people have not been so satisfactory (RRI 2014; Larson and 
Dahal 2012). 
All forest land other than private forests is considered as national forest and the landownership 
remains with the Government of Nepal. Community forest is part of the national forests 
handed over to legally registered forest user groups (FUGs) for development, conservation 
and utilization in the interest of the community. The tenure period is not limited under this 
category, but the operational forest management plan must be updated periodically every 
five to ten years. In the case of leasehold forest, the tenure period is limited for 40 years with 
possible extension for another 40 years. 

Table 10. Status and scale of forest management regimes in Nepal (as of 2015)
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Forest management 
regimes

Total number of 
user groups

Area covered in 
hectares

Number of 
beneficiary 
households

Percentage of forest 
managed by various 

tenure holders

Community forestry 18 960 17 98 733 2 237 195 33.00 

Collaborative forestry 22 58 000 800 000 2.20

Leasehold forestry 7 214 42 000 65 997 3.10

Religious forest 36 2 056 - 0.01

Private forestry 2 402 2 333 0.01

Government- 
managed forest

- - - 61.68

100

Source: DoF (2015).

Likewise, in the case of collaborative forest the tenure is unlimited, but the benefits should 
be shared equally between communities and the government. Protected and conservation 
forests are primarily government-administered models of forest management, in which 
community members are only invited to join the protection effort. Limited use rights are 
given to the community members. In the context of promulgation of the new Constitution in 
2015, the government approved a new forest policy in 2015 and a forestry sector strategy 
in 2016 to provide guidance for forestry development. Like Cambodia, the government is 
also committed to following international conventions and standards such as the UNFCCC, 
the CBD, the UNCCD, the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, the 
Convention for the Protection of World Cultural and Natural Heritage, ILO Convention No. 
169, the International Tropical Timber Agreement, the VGGT and so forth. 
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Photo 8. Community members explain the management of their community forests

Forests in Nepal are managed by various organizations under the Ministry of Forest and Soil 
Conservation (MoFSC). The Department of Forest (DoF), Department of Forest Research 
and Survey (DoFRS) and Department of National Parks and Wild Life Conservation 
(DoNPWL) are the key government agencies. Their main function is to develop policy and 
legal documents, to direct, to monitor and evaluate the implementation of legal documents 
or policies related to forest tenure. These institutions oversee building, reviewing and 
amending policy on forest allocation and registration and climate change response.  
The MoFSC is the lead ministry, but the Ministry of Environment is also responsible for 
supporting environmental protection and forestry sector development. Civil society 
organizations in Nepal are some of the strongest players; various associations, federations 
and networks related to forests implement a wide range of activities for strengthening forest 
tenure for communities. In particular, the Federation of Community Forestry Users Nepal 
(FECOFUN), private forestry users’ groups, the Association of Collaborative Forest Users 
Nepal (ACOFUN), the Community-based Forestry Supporters Network (COFSUN) and 
HIMAWANTI (a grassroots women’s network for natural resource management) as well as 
other small networks and NGOs implement activities to promote forest tenure and capacity 
development. Federations and NGOs are also playing active roles in advocacy at national 
and subnational levels.
Forestry is an integral part of agriculture and rural livelihoods in Nepal. In rural areas, fuelwood 
is still the principal source of energy for cooking and heating. NWFPs are major sources of 
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income for the rural poor. No specific studies have been undertaken so far to find out the exact 
level of forestry’s contribution to the national GDP, but FAO has estimated that the forestry 
sector contributed 3.5 percent to the GDP in 1990 and 4.4 percent in 2000. However, it is 
estimated that the forestry sector alone contributes around 15 percent or more to the GDP of 
the country (FAO 2009). According to a report (MoFSC/NFA 2008), forestry contributed 9.5 
percent to the GDP in 2008 with direct products and 27.5 percent with respect to ecosystem 
services. A recent study led by the Ministry of Forestry revealed that goods and services 
provided by forests in Nepal contribute to over 19 percent of the total GDP (GDP Study 2016).
The main traded wood products are logs, sawn timber, poles, posts and fuelwood sold by the 
Department of Forests, the Timber Corporation of Nepal, the Forest Product Development 
Board and CFUGS. According to Kanel et al. (2012), the supply of timber in 2011 was 3.18 
million m3 whereas the national demand for the same period was 3.37 million m3. Similarly, 
fuelwood supply in 2011 was 8.96 million tonnes, whereas national demand was 10.52 
million tonnes. The demand and supply situation for timber and fuelwood shows that there is 
a shortage of forest product supply in Nepal and it is estimated that the demand has further 
increased in recent years resulting in increased shortfall of supplies (DoF 2012; Kanel et al. 
2012). However, if the forest is managed scientifically, Nepal’s forests can supply as much 
as 9.18 million m3 of timber annually (MSFP 2014). 
 

Photo 9. Agroforestry in the mountains of Nepal

The increasing trend of outmigration of youth from rural Nepal poses various challenges 
in harnessing potential economic benefits from the forests. Remittances constituted 
US$6.6 billion of the country’s income in 2015, which is 29 percent of the total GDP. 

 Due to increased migration, the GDP1 contribution of productive sectors such as agriculture 
and forestry has been declining in recent years. 

1  World Bank. 2016. Moving up the ladder - poverty reduction and social mobility in Nepal. The World Bank Group.
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Food security and livelihoods remain a challenge for the rural poor, landless as well as urban 
poor particularly women-headed households (short and long term) and those belonging to 
disadvantaged groups (e.g. Dalits). Ensuring economic and social benefits for women forest 
users, who have contributed to the restoration, management and use of ecosystem services, 
is a critical development issue in Nepal’s forestry sector. Maintaining forest condition and the 
environment and unlocking the enormous economic potential of forest resources are current 
challenges and opportunities for forestry.
The total population living in poverty was reduced from 41.7 percent in 1995/1996 to 25.3 
percent in 2010/2011 (World Bank 2016). However, the incidence of poverty varies by gender, 
caste/ethnicity and region. Women, girls, Terai, Dalits and ethnic groups still live in greater 
poverty than other social groups.
Nepal’s forestry sector is well positioned in terms of addressing problems related to 
poverty, inequalities, climate change, deforestation and land degradation caused by 
socio-economic development, political and institutional issues, and natural disasters 
such as earthquakes, droughts, fires and floods. The sector is also well positioned 
for establishing policies and strategies that favour the participation of local communities in 
forest management, biodiversity conservation, carbon trading and forest benefit sharing.  
The Forest Policy (2015), the Forest Sector Strategy (2015) and the Public Land Management 
directive, which is in the process of approval, are policy drivers that recognize the roles 
of forests and unutilized public lands for improving livelihoods and food security, national 
economic development and climate change adaptation and mitigation. Moreover, the sector 
is pioneering a multistakeholder approach from policy-making to programme design and 
implementation, monitoring and knowledge sharing with the participation of the government, 
NGOs, CSOs, the private sector and forest users. The Ministry of Forestry is one of the largest 
line ministries, with well-established administrative and technical structures that extend from 
the local to national levels; it has 11 percent of the total number of government employees. 
Forest decision-makers have realized that the roles of the forest ministry need to be redefined 
giving more focus towards regulatory and technical functions and creating synergies with 
other ministries (e.g. those addressing agriculture, the environment and land reform) to 
deliver food and ecosystem services both on government and private land. Forestry sector 
governance is weak due to rampant corruption and illegal timber trade at multiple levels. 
Hence, there is a strong need to improve governance and enhance institutional capacity. 
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Nepal is globally known as the leader of community forestry, which recognizes people’s 
rights and roles in the sustainable management of forests and protection of ecologically 
vulnerable landscapes and biodiversity. SFM, if promoted in the country, especially in the 
Terai region, has huge potential for making diverse contributions to the national economy. 
An estimate shows that forests in the Terai and mid-hills can produce 104.5 million cubic 
feet of timber annually if harvested in a sustainable way, generating income equivalent to  
US$4.92 billion per year (MSFP National Exit Workshop presentation by District Forest 
Offices, 16 June 2016 in Kathmandu). However, despite the high potential for businesses 
and livelihoods through the generation of timber products and NWFPs, local people are not 
able to adequately benefit yet (Uprety et al. 2016). Therefore, there is a need for value addition 
and sustainable harvesting and management of high-value forest products in local FUGs.
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Photo 10. Collection of fodder from forests
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VIET NAM
At present, the total forest area of Viet Nam is 15.22 mha (49.1 percent of total land area), 
which includes 0.45 mha of OWL as well (FAO 2015). The forest is divided into three 
categories: production, protection and special-use forests. The Viet Nam Academy of Forest 
Sciences (VAFS) and Vietnamese Forestry Administration (VN Forests) under the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) are the key government institutions responsible 
for forestry sector development. The Revised Law on Forest Protection and Development 
(2004) and Land Law (2013) are key regulatory frameworks for forest management, which 
also provide a basis for Forest Land Allocation (FLA). In terms of ownership, the state owns 
65 percent of total forest whereas households own 22 percent and the remaining 13 percent 
is owned by communities, private enterprises and other organizations (MARD 2016). Similar 
to the governments of Cambodia and Nepal, Viet Nam is also committed to international  
conventions and standards such as the UNFCCC, the CBD, the UNCCD, the Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, the Convention for the Protection of 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage, ILO Convention No. 169, the International Tropical 
Timber Agreement, the VGGT and so forth. 
In 1943, the total natural forest area in Viet Nam was 14.3 mha (43 percent of the national 
territory), most of which was primary forest. Owing to war and rapid economic development, 
the forest area dropped to 33 percent in 1976 and to 27 percent in 1990. In this context, 
the government recognized the urgency of reforestation for environmental protection and 
biodiversity conservation, and thus implemented widespread and ambitious reforestation 
projects from 1990 onwards throughout the country. Consequently, Viet Nam’s forest area 
coverage increased to 32 percent in 1999, 37 percent in 2005, 39.5 percent in 2010, 40.4 
percent in 2014 and 49.1 percent in 2015. 
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Photo 11. Forested landscape in Viet Nam
 
Table 11. Forest area and forest cover change

Year
Total Area of forest types (mha)

Forest area (mha) Forest cover % Natural forests Plantation forests

1943 14.30 43 14.30 0.00
1976 11.16 33.00 11.70 0.09
1980 10.90 32.10 10.48 0.42
1985 9.89 30.00 9.30 0.58

1990 9.17 27.00 8.43 0.74
1995 9.30 28.00 8.25 1.05
1999 10.91 33.20 9.44 1.47
2005 12.61 37.00 10.28 2.33
2010 13.38 39.50 10.30 3.85
2014 13.79 40.40 10.10 3.69
2015 15.22 49.10 - -

Sources: TTg (2001); MARD (2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014); FAO (2015).
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The expansion of forest area was primarily attributable to the increase in production forest 
plantations, rehabilitation initiatives (typically with fast-growing and often exotic species) 
and the reclassification of previously unused or degraded land as forest land. The share of 
agricultural production in the national GDP and service sectors has declined to 18 percent 
of the GDP compared to its former contribution in the past ten years. In the same period, the 
growth of the industrial sector remained at 38.5 percent and likewise this was 43.5 percent for 
the service sector. Within the agriculture sector, the share of the forestry sector has shrunk 
even more dramatically. Forestry contributed to 1.4-1.7 percent of the national GDP in 2000. 
But since 2006, this has remained at around 0.6-0.7 percent of the national GDP.2 However, 
Viet Nam’s forestry sector has achieved the following positive results: 

 • The export value of forest-based products (wood-based products and NWFPs)  
  increased significantly from US$1.9 billion in 2006 to US$3.4 billion in 2010 and  
  about US$6.7 billion in 2015;

 • Forest management and protection has improved. There have been many positive  
  changes such as increased canopy cover and biodiversity; 

 • Many sectoral policies have moved towards sustainable forest management and  
  development; and

 • The policy on Payments for Forest Ecosystem Services (PEFS) continues to be  
  implemented nationwide and initially this has created positive effects for forest  
  protection.

Table 12. Trends and progress of forest allocation policies in Viet Nam
Before 1990 1990-2000 2000-2013 By 2020

The state owned 
most forests and  
forest enterprises

Introduced the economic 
reform policy through the 
Law on Forest Protection 
and Development 1991 
(LFPD) and Land Law 1993. 
Land is owned by all people, 
but the state is the people’s 
representative; allocation of 
forests and forest land with 
multiple types of owners 
implemented 

The revised Forest Law 
2004, Land Law 2003 and 
further revision in 2013 
recognized the tenure rights 
of local people and greater 
security was provided; seven 
categories of land use were 
established

Reduction of areas 
under state ownership, 
focus on special-use 
and protection forests;  
legal documentation 
and forest allocation 
completed 

Source: Phuong and Son (2015).

Since the 1990s, the legal framework related to forest tenure has switched towards inclusion 
of multiple stakeholders in the management of forest resources. First, the LFPD, introduced 
in 1991 marked an effort to involve local people and the private sector in forest management. 
Second, the Land Law (LL) in 1993 indicated that the legitimate title holders could lease, 

2 GSO (2014).
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exchange, inherit, mortgage and transfer land-use titles. Later, the government released a 
number of policies pertaining to forests, land allocation and lease. These included: Decree 
02/CP (1994), Decree 01/CP (1995) and Decree 163/1999/ND-CP (1999). In 2003, a new 
Land Law was passed that recognized the community as a legal entity that could own forest 
and land resources. This law was recently revised in 2013. At present, there are two laws 
governing forest tenure policies in Viet Nam namely: the LFPD (2004) and LL (2013). The 
evolution of the institutional framework on forest tenure policies is presented below.

 • January 1981: Directive 100CT/TW issued by the Central Communist Party, initiating  
  reform in the agriculture sector;

 • December 1986: The Doi Moi (economic reform) policy launched after determination  
  by the 6th National Congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party; 

 • April 1988: Resolution 10/NQ/TW issued by the Central Communist Party,  
  consolidating reform in the agriculture sector;

 • January 1994: Government Decree 02/CP on allocation of forest land to local  
  organizations, households and individuals;

 • January 1995: Government Decree 01/CP on allocation of land through contracts  
  for agriculture, forestry and aquaculture purposes;

 • November 1999: Government Decree 163/1999/ND-CP on land allocation and lease  
  for forestry purposes;

 • December 2004: The LFPD approved by the 11th National Assembly; it recognized  
  common property as a legal forest management regime; and

 • The LL 2013 was promulgated by amending LL 2003 that recognized common  
  property as a legal forest management regime.

Photo 12. Local timber industry in Viet Nam
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Policy preparation organization in MARD includes work conducted by VN Forests’ Department 
of Legal Inspection. The main functions of this group are to prepare policies as well as to 
direct, monitor and evaluate the implementation of policies related to forest tenure. It also 
addresses legal aspects of policy development and law enforcement.
Forest area, including OWL, across the three pilot countries has been changing over time. 
There has been an increase in forest area in Viet Nam, whereas in Cambodia the forest area 
has been gradually declining. However, in Nepal there has been no change in forest over 
the last ten years. Table 12 shows the changing pattern of forest area in Cambodia, Nepal 
and Viet Nam using FRA data for 2010 and 2015. 

Table 13. Summary of forest cover across the three pilot countries

Country & year Forest OWL
Total forest land 
including OWL

Percentage of total 
land area

1 000 ha 1 000 ha 1 000 ha

Cambodia

2015 9 457 133 9 590 54.5

2010 10 094 133 10 227 58.0

Nepal

2015 3 636 1 897 5 523 38.6

2010 3 636 1 897 5 523 38.6

Viet Nam

2015 14 773 456 15 229 49.1

2010 13 797 1 124 14 921 48.0

Source: FAO (2010, 2015).
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5. FOREST TENURE POLICIES
OVERVIEW OF FOREST TENURE POLICIES AND GOVERNANCE
Forest tenure policies in the pilot countries, are highly varied. Administration and management 
of forests are largely under government control. In most countries, the central government has 
been creating space for non-state actors such as local communities, individual households, 
private companies and IPs for the protection and management of forest resources. 
Governments have transferred authority and provided rights to access, use and manage 
forest locally by the communities. All these changes in tenure arrangements have been part 
of the wider process of decentralization and governance reform. 

Table 14. Key tenure policies and regulations in the pilot countries

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1. Constitution of Cambodia,   
1993
2. Forestry Law (2002)
3. Community Forestry  
 Sub-Decree (2003)
4. National Community  
 Forestry Programme   
 (2006)
5. Prakas Guideline on  
 Community Forestry   
 (2006)
6. Protected Area Law (2008)
7. National Forest Policy   
 (2009)
8. Sub-Decree on  
 Registration of Land of   
 Indigenous Communities   
 (2009)
9. Community Forestry  
 Program under the NFP   
 (2010)

1. New Constitution of Nepal,  
 2015
2. Forest Act (1993)
3. Forest Regulation (1995)
4. Forest Local Self  
 Governance Act (1999)
5. Leasehold Forest Policy   
 (2002)
6. Herbs and NTFP  
 Development Policy (2004)
7. Rangeland Policy (2012)
8. National Wetland Policy   
 (2013)
9. Land-use Policy (2013) 
10. Forest Policy (2015)
11. Forestry Sector Strategy   
 (2016)

1. Constitution of Viet Nam,   
 2013
2. Land allocation and lease:   
 Decree 02/CP (1994),  
 Decree 01/CP (1995) and  
 Decree 163/1999/ND-CP  
 (1999)
3. Law on Forest Protection   
 and Development (2004) 
 Land Law (2013)

 
Pilot country governments have enacted new policies since 1990 to support forest tenure 
reform. These regulatory frameworks such as the Forestry Law (2002) in Cambodia, Forest 
Act (1993) in Nepal and LFPD (2004) in Viet Nam have created space for non-state actors, 
mainly community groups, households and IPs, in the protection and management of forests 
and forest land. Reform of forest and land tenure was one of the milestones in the move 
towards decentralized governance; it was a necessary step to address the rehabilitation of 
degraded forests and declining productivity of forests and agricultural land. 
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Viet Nam has moved forward with further reform in forestry and land by allocating these 
resources to individual households for their management and use. It is a further step 
towards privatization. In Viet Nam, households with legal certificates (known as Red Books) 
pertaining to forest land allocation can realize economic benefits that directly contribute to 
their livelihoods and help to increase income. 
In Nepal the situation is different; although community forestry policies are considered to be 
progressive models of forest management in terms of devolving rights from the state to local 
communities, the economic incentives for individual households remain too small. This is 
mainly because of legal restrictions imposed by the government on harvesting and sale of 
timber from community forestry and inadequate knowledge and information on value addition 
and marketing of forest products. Furthermore, elite capture and inequity in the distribution of 
benefits are other factors limiting the potential contribution of community forests for improving 
the livelihoods of individual households. 
In Cambodia, the concept of community forestry was introduced relatively later compared to 
Nepal and Viet Nam. The community forestry guidelines of 2006 provide a legal basis to hand 
over certain patches of national forests to local communities. The scale of community forestry 
in Cambodia is still insignificant as most of the forest is under government administration, 
but some areas are under long-term contracts with private companies, and are leased for 
economic purposes. 

Photo 13. National policy dialogue in Cambodia
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In general, the existing regulatory framework in Cambodia and Nepal does not allow local 
people to own the forest land or to have a complete bundle of rights, instead communities 
are only allowed to access, use and manage forest resources. However, in Viet Nam, there 
seems to be increased attention on tenure security as stipulated in the current tenure policies. 
The project team visited Que Lam commune of Phu Tho Province of Viet Nam in 2016 and 
met with Mr Hoang Van Son, who has planted acacia for income generation on a 2-hectare 
plot of land. Mr Hoang received his tenure certificate in 2014, which is valid for 50 years and 
extendable for another 50 years. This provides him with a great sense of tenure security in 
that he has a reliable livelihood option for his family. He observed that the forest products 
from the land allocated to him are his only source of livelihood. The forest products are easy 
to market locally as there are plenty of sawmills around the village. The sawmill owners buy 
the products from his land and pay the market price for them. 
In Viet Nam, individuals can inherit, transfer or mortgage forest land allocated to them 
within their tenure period. Furthermore, based on the recently revised Land Law of 2013, 
the government must provide appropriate compensation to the legitimate tenure holders in 
the case of expropriation of allocated forest land for public purposes. Specific features of 
prevailing policies and regulations in each pilot country are listed in Table 15 against the 
assessment criteria. There are both strengths and weaknesses in the current regulatory 
frameworks with different sets of governance patterns in each country. 
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Table 15. Key features of current policies and legislation in the pilot countries
Themes Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1. Legal recognition and 
respect of rights 

The Land Law determines 
the ownership of individuals 
over immovable property 
such as forest areas and 
land 
Limited recognition of the 
rights of IPs and customary 
tenure as they are given 
only use rights over land 
and forest resources 

The New Constitution (2015) 
recognizes the tenure rights 
of individuals over their 
property including land
The Forest Act (1993) 
recognizes FUGs as legal 
and autonomous bodies to 
manage forests 

Clause 2 Article 54 states that 
organizations and individuals are 
entitled to land allocation and lease, 
with recognition of land-use rights 
The LFPD recognizes 11 rights 
ranging from the right to manage to 
the right to inherit allocated forest 
land 

2. Legal allocation and 
transfer of tenure rights 
and duties

The community forestry 
agreement transfers rights 
from the FA Cantonment 
Chief to local communities 
In protected areas, local 
communities are given use 
rights
The community does not 
have the right to dispose of 
any collective tenure to any 
other individual or group
Government directive 001 
serves as a legal platform 
to reallocate de facto 
farmland to thousands of 
poor families nationwide

The Forest Policy of 2015 
clarifies the process to 
transfer forest tenure rights 
to community-based forest 
management
The government may grant 
any part of national forest 
to local communities in 
the form of community, 
leasehold, collaborative, 
protected area or religious 
forests
The Forest Act 1993 
mentioned that without due 
process and compensation, 
the government cannot 
withdraw community forestry 
areas handed over to local 
communities

The LFPD allows the government 
to transfer forest land to individual 
households or groups or state 
entities with sufficient rights to 
manage and use it
The Land Law of 2013 ensures 
proper compensation if the given 
rights are to be eliminated 
The state sets land valuation 
principles and enacts a land price 
framework for compensation

3. Access to justice and 
resolution of tenure 
disputes

The National Strategic 
Development Plan (NSDP) 
does not focus on tenure 
disputes
The National Land Dispute 
Authority (NARLD) was 
established in 2006. This 
new body accepts all land 
disputes for mediation
The forest and PA 
laws mentioned a 
participatory approach 
to resolve conflicts 
through involvement of all 
stakeholders including local 
communities.
There is a local process 
known as Somrouh to 
resolve conflicts locally

Section 29 of the Forest Act 
1993 has given authority 
to CFUGs to manage local 
conflicts by themselves
The Local Governance 
Act (1999) authorizes local 
bodies to resolve conflicts 
locally. Such authority is 
clearly mentioned in the Act.

Clause 1 Article 202 of the 
Land Law 2013 encourages the 
conflicting parties to reconcile and 
resolve their conflicts locally
People-based strategy is 
considered a viable option to 
prevent tenure disputes and any 
violent conflicts
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Themes Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

4. Gender and equity 
pro-poor focus 
and inclusiveness 
of vulnerable and 
marginalized groups

Local government reform 
recognizes the gender 
agenda to mainstream in 
decentralization
The forestry law 
emphasizes support for the 
poor by giving priority in 
resource sharing 
The constitution ensures 
equal rights  
for all citizens

In 2015, the government 
approved the Forestry 
Sector Gender and Social 
Inclusion Strategy to 
promote gender equity and 
social inclusion (GESI)
The CF guidelines of 2015 
emphasize support for the 
poor
The Forest Policy of 2015 
highlights good governance, 
inclusion and social justice 
in forestry

Article 219 of the Law on 
Population ensures equal rights for 
men and women over their property
Policies aim to reduce poverty 
and support social housing for 
disadvantaged groups
Legitimate holders of tenure are 
entitled to 8 common rights and 6 
common obligations

5. Roles and 
accountability of state 
and non-state actors

According to the Land Law, 
no person may be deprived 
of ownership unless it is in 
the public interest
The Land Law sets 
conditions where 
businesses are mandated 
to respect the rights of 
legitimate tenure holders

Forest legislation and 
policies define the roles of 
multistakeholders
in forestry
The private sector can lease 
forests from the government 
for industrial purposes

The state represents landowners 
with 8 decisive rights based on the 
Land Law of 2013
Business enterprises are provided 
with enabling conditions to access 
land and operate forestry activities 
on a legal basis

6. Responses to 
climate change and 
emergencies

The National Adaptation 
Program of Action (NAPA) 
was endorsed in 2006 to 
provide a framework for 
climate adaptation
The National Climate 
Change Committee was 
established to coordinate 
climate change activities
The National Development 
Strategy addresses the 
climate agenda

Nepal ratified the UNFCCC, 
Kyoto Protocol, ILO 169, 
CBD
The government prepared 
and endorsed the NAPA
The Climate Change 
Policy of 2011 is being 
implemented

Viet Nam signed the Kyoto 
Protocol, UNFCCC
The prime minister ratified the 
national strategy on climate change 
with a 100-year vision

7. SFM and 
administration of tenure

The Forestry Law defines 
SFM and provides a 
relevant framework
Community forest groups 
prepare management plans 
based on the principles of 
SFM

The overall objective of 
forest management is 
sustainability as mentioned 
in the Forest Act (1993)
Community forest groups 
apply 10 principles of SFM 
in practice

National policies reflect SFM based 
on the CBD, Rio Declaration, 
UNFCCC etc.
The Constitution of 2013 mentions 
that the state has a policy for 
environmental protection
Law on Environmental Protection 
(2014)

8. Responses to 
the livelihoods of 
forest-dependent 
communities

Subsistence level of 
livelihood support by the 
NSDP
The Law on Forestry 
restricts the harvesting of 
timber by communities
All forest resources are 
state-owned

Pro-poor leasehold forests 
and a special support 
mechanism for poor 
households in community 
forestry are key initiatives 
towards addressing 
livelihoods
The New Constitution of 
Nepal (2015) places equal 
value on the environmental 
and economic functions of 
forests

The LFPD has both environmental 
and economic objectives related to 
forests
The PFES policy is successfully 
implemented in Viet Nam
The LFPD (2004) has special 
provisions for poor and 
marginalized households in the 
community
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In Cambodia, the present revised version of the NFP, issued in 2009, provides the elements 
of a long-term forest policy for the period 2010-2030. The NFP includes a Strategic  
Framework, which sets an overall vision and programmatic and policy priorities. The NFP 
pursues increased contributions from forests for overall socio-economic development, aims at 
making Cambodian forestry a producer of sustainable high-value timber and associated high- 
value NWFPs and targets being a supplier to the emerging carbon sequestration markets. 
According to the Council for Land Policy’s (CLP) White Paper on land policy in 2012, Cambodia 
aims to develop the economy and eradicate poverty by 2030 with the ultimate vision of 
becoming a developed country by 2050. The government’s land policy vision encompasses 
land management, land-use planning and land distribution in an equitable and transparent, 
effective and sustainable manner (CLP 2012). This policy is considered comprehensive as 
it covers a wide range of subjects.
In 2008, the Organic Law was passed in Cambodia, providing the framework for 
decentralization and deconcentration; it specifies the roles and responsibilities of provincial 
and district governments (MAFF 2010). The Rectangular Strategy for Growth, Employment, 
Equity and Efficiency, Part II (2008) provides the platform for national development. It 
highlights challenges such as climate change and global economic crisis, anarchy in illegal 
land possession, unlawful private claims on state land and PAs, illegal logging and institutional 
capacity needs. This strategy also puts focus on strengthening land management and accords 
priority to areas inhabited by indigenous communities in order to reduce land conflict and 
accelerate the preparation and issuance of land-use maps (MAFF 2010). 
The NSDP (2006-2010) reiterates the forestry pillars outlined in the Rectangular Strategy 
(II). Elaborating on these needs, the NSDP contains a commitment of the RGC to implement 
the NFP, focusing on forest reforms, which embrace:
 • Strengthening forestry management and conservation;
 • Promoting human-induced plantations to substitute for national forest demands by  
  encouraging private investment and public participation;
 • Promoting forestry contributions to socio-economic development;
 • Promoting forestry contributions to poverty reduction by strengthening community  
  forestry initiatives and by involving local communities in forest exploitation plans;  
  and
 • Creating public awareness on the importance of community plantations to  
  sustainably meet domestic fuelwood and charcoal demand (MAFF 2010).
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Photo 14. National policy dialogue in Nepal

Likewise, in Nepal, various legislations and policy instruments and guidelines are in 
place to strengthen forest tenure. Out of them, some legislation deals explicitly with 
forest tenure and others are implicit in nature. This is also the same situation for policy 
instruments related to the forestry sector. The issue of forest tenure is widely addressed 
by multiple acts, regulations, directives, policies, strategies, plans and guidelines.  
The new Constitution 2015 includes the fundamental rights to a clean and healthy 
environment, rights to compensation from polluters, rights to shelter and rights to food3 

 which are implicitly related to forest tenure. Various policies on natural resources management 
are included under the state policies in the new Constitution. The new Constitution has given 
rights over forest resources to provinces under the federal structure of governance. Extensive 
elaboration of forest tenure is covered under the Guideline of the Forestry Sector that include 
ways to implement laws and policies, but there is no legal binding to follow the guidelines 
(MoFSC 2013). Due to lack of legal binding to follow the guidelines by the key implementers 
(the government and forest user group committees), forest-dependent communities have 
limited rights to raise legal questions about non-compliance to the guidelines by those 
implementers. 
Forestry development in Nepal is guided by the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector 
(1989), which was considered as a basic policy document for 25 years. The Forest 
Act (1993) and Forest Regulation (1995) were enacted to implement the Master 
Plan. The National Parks and Wildlife Reserve Act (1973) and related regulations4  

3 Chapter 3 of the Draft Constitution of Nepal, 2015.
4 12 separate regulations including the Buffer Zone Management Regulation (1994) have been enacted by the  
 government for the implementation of the National Parks and Wildlife Reserves Act (1973).
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address forest tenure, but to a very limited extent. The Wildlife Reserve Act is being executed 
over approximately 24 percent of the land area (including forests). The Environment 
Protection Act (1997) and Environmental Protection Regulation (1997) are also important 
legal instruments in Nepal which cover 12 percent of the total land area, mainly in the Chure 
Environmental Protection Area. The Soil and Watershed Conservation Act (1982), Formation 
Orders by the Chure Environmental Protection Committee (2014) and the Pasture Land 
Nationalization Act (1974) are cross-sectoral legal instruments with Articles and Clauses 
about forest tenure and associated rights. Similarly, the Local Self Governance Act (1999) and 
Land Act (1964) are key non-forestry sector legislative instruments extensively addressing 
tenure and governance of land and natural resources at the local level. Although there are 
multiple institutions involved in governing forest resources, the MoFSC is the lead ministry 
for forest governance in Nepal. 
The Tenth Five Year Plan (2002-2007) was the government’s main medium-term strategic 
planning document. It aimed to reduce poverty by proper mobilization of resources through 
the participation of the government, local agencies and the private sector and to extend 
economic development and employment opportunities to women’s, poor and disadvantaged 
groups. Similarly, the Agriculture Perspective Plan (1995), the long-term agricultural policy 
of the government, has also clearly defined the linkages between forestry and agriculture 
and has suggested various agroforestry, silvipastoral and agroforestry-based enterprises for 
economic development and livelihood improvement of local communities. 
Major policy instruments concerning forests and forest tenure in Nepal include: The Forest 
Policy (2015), Forestry Sector Strategy (2016), Leasehold Forest Policy (2002), Herbs and 
NTFP Development Policy (2004), National Wetland Policy (2013), Rangeland Policy (2012) 
and Land-use Policy (2013). These instruments have put specific emphasis on legal and 
institutional reform to strengthen forest tenure. In addition, policies such as the Forest Sector 
Gender and Social Inclusion Strategy (2012), Nepal Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 
(2013), Climate Change Policy (2011), Industrial Policy (2011) and Trade Policy (2012) have 
underscored issues such as tenure and rights.
In Viet Nam, there are two laws governing forest tenure policies namely: The LFPD (2004) 
and LL (2013). A land allocation policy has been implemented by the government and the 
forest land allocation programme falls within the umbrella of land allocation. Several laws and 
regulations relate to and support forest land allocation in Viet Nam, among others: Decree 
02/CP (1994) and Decree 135/2005/ND-CP (2005) on allocation of forest land, Decree 01/
CP (1995) and Decree 163/1999/ND-CP (1999) on contracting forest land for agriculture, 
forestry and aquaculture purposes; these are the key legal instruments related to tenure and 
the rights of local communities. In 2003, a new LL was passed that recognized the community 
as a legal entity that can own forest and land resources. The MARD is the lead ministry in Viet 
Nam for governing and administering forests and forest land. The LL was further revised in 
2013. The evolutionary history of the policy framework on forest tenure is presented below:
 • January 1981: Directive 100CT/TW issued by the Central Communist Party, initiating  
  reform in the agriculture sector;
 • December 1986: The Doi Moi (economic reform) policy launched after determination  
  by the 6th National Congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party; 
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 • April 1988: Resolution 10/NQ/TW issued by the Central Communist Party,  
  consolidating reform in the agriculture sector;
 • January 1994: Government Decree 02/CP on allocation of forest land to local  
  organizations, households and individuals;
 • January 1995: Government Decree 01/CP on allocation of land through contracts  
  for agriculture, forestry and aquaculture purposes;
 • November 1999: Government Decree 163/1999/ND-CP on land allocation and lease  
  for forestry purposes;

 • December 2004: The LFPD was approved by the 11th National Assembly and it  
  recognized common property as a legal forest management regime; and
 • The LL (2013) was promulgated by amending the LL (2003) that recognized the  
  community as a legitimate holder of forests and forest land. 

Photo 15. National policy dialogue in Viet Nam

It is clear that all three pilot countries have formulated laws and policies to regulate forests 
and forest land. Commonly, each country is promulgating policies and regulations that 
support a decentralized mode of forest and land governance. There are multiple models 
and approaches in practice to ensure that forests and land management contribute to the 
livelihoods of the rural poor, such as forest land allocation in Viet Nam, leasehold forestry in 
Nepal and community forestry in Cambodia. Each country has recognized the tenure rights 
of IPs and ethnic minorities, remaining consistent with all international commitments and 
declarations such as the United Nations Declaration on Rights of Indigenous People and 
the International Labour Organization’s Clause No.169. At the national level, the national 
constitutions provide a broad framework for implementing the models and approaches for 
forest and land management by securing the rights of legitimate tenure holders. 
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Current policies and legislation are the fundamental basis for strengthening forest tenure 
and improving the livelihoods and income of forest-dependent communities in the pilot 
countries. Strong and supportive policies are in place but there are major gaps between 
what has been achieved so far and the potential level of achievement. In addition, there is a 
huge gap between policy and practice. The implementation of policy is too weak in all pilot 
countries. Therefore, there is a need to build on existing policies and achievements, and to 
strengthen policy frameworks related to forest tenure and its implementation in particular. 
This is important to ensure that forests and forestry contribute to improved livelihoods and 
income in more meaningful ways. 

RESULTS OF THE FOREST TENURE POLICY ASSESSMENT
The results of the policy assessment across the pilot countries were based on the qualitative 
Likert Scale that attributes specific scores (0-4).5 The aggregated score of the six themes 
was calculated based on the score of their subthemes as shown in Table 16.

Table 16. Forest land tenure policy assessment results

SN Themes and subthemes
Score obtained

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1 Legal recognition and respect of rights 2.0 2.7 3.0

1.1 Recognition of a broad spectrum of existing forest tenure 
rights and rights holders and their duties by the regulatory 
frameworks (for both statutory and customary tenure) 

2.0 3.0 3.0

1.2 Recognition and respect of legitimate tenure rights holders 
and their rights in terms of providing a bundle of rights 
involving access, use, management, exclusion and alienation

2.0 2.0 3.0

1.3 A system of formal recording of legitimate tenure rights 
holders and their rights is in place

2.0 3.0 3.0

1.4 Tenure rights are well secured with regard to duration, scope, 
clarity, level of restriction on rights and protection of rights 
from arbitrary withdrawal or breaching

2.0 3.0 3.0

2 Legal allocation and transfer of tenure rights and duties 1.0 2.6 2.3

2.1 There is a clear and explicit mechanism to allocate and 
transfer forest tenure rights and duties from the state to other 
actors

1.0 3.0 3.0

2.2 Rights holders receive fair compensation and advance 
information to get consent if the rights are to be eliminated 

1.0 3.0 2.0

2.3 Assured security of the transferred rights from the state to 
non-state actors 

1.0 2.0 2.0

50 = not addressed at all; 1 = partially addressed; 2 = moderately addressed; 3 = mostly addressed; 4 = fully  
 addressed.
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SN Themes and subthemes
Score obtained

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

3 Access to justice and resolution of tenure disputes 2.0 2.0 1.6

3.1 Measures and mechanisms are in place for the resolution of 
tenure disputes

2.0 2.0 2.0

3.2 Effective and accessible means and provisions to access 
judicial authorities or other approaches to resolve disputes 
over tenure rights

2.0 2.0 1.0

3.3 Strategies to prevent tenure disputes from arising and 
escalating to violent conflict

2.0 2.0 2.0

4 Gender and equity, pro-poor focus and inclusiveness 2.0 2.7 2.0

4.1 Gender sensitivity that ensures equal tenure rights for men 
and women, indigenous and other marginalized groups over 
access and use of forest land and resources

2.0 3.0 2.0

4.2 There is a special mechanism that supports and encourages 
the roles of the poor and marginalized

2.0 3.0 2.0

4.3 Provisions that ensure inclusiveness and the participation of 
all stakeholders in forestry

2.0 2.0 2.0

4.4 Legitimate tenure holders receive equitable benefits from 
forests and forest land

2.0 3.0 2.0

5 Roles and accountability of state and non-state actors 
including business enterprises

2.0 2.0 1.6

5.1 Clearly defined roles and accountability of the state and non-
state actors, including business enterprises, in respecting 
human rights and the rights of legitimate tenure holders

2.0 2.0 1.0

5.2 The state ensures the protection of the rights of legitimate 
rights holders against any rights abuses by private business 
enterprises

2.0 2.0 2.0

5.3 Fair and transparent processes to allocate investment for any 
forest-based enterprises.

2.0 2.0 2.0

6 Responses to climate change and emergencies 3.0 2.0 2.0

6.1 Strategies and mechanisms are in place to address climate 
change impacts and emergencies 

3.0 2.0 2.0

6.2 Legal instruments and mechanisms exist to address REDD+, 
carbon emissions and climate change

3.0 2.0 2.0

6.3 Provisions where the state addresses tenure issues in the 
context of disaster prevention and preparedness 

3.0 2.0 2.0
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SN Themes and subthemes
Score obtained

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

7 SFM and administration of tenure 2.0 2.0 2.0

7.1 The principles of SFM and administration of tenure are well 
recognized by policies and laws

2.0 2.0 2.0

7.2 Legal instruments that confirm the principles of SFM 
management by considering the extent of forest resources, 
biodiversity, forest health, functions and the legal policy 
framework as criteria to define SFM are in place 

2.0 2.0 2.0

7.3 There is a system that records tenure rights, valuation, 
taxation and planning

2.0 2.0 2.0

8 Responses to the livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities

1.0 3.0 2.6

8.1 Approaches and strategies are in place to support the 
livelihoods of forest-dependent communities and IPs 

1.0 3.0 3.0

8.2 Poor and marginalized forest-dependent communities have 
access and rights to the use and sale of forest products, 
benefit-sharing, value adding and reduced poverty from the 
forests and forest land they have been managing

1.0 3.0 2.0

8.3 Both environmental and economic functions of the forests are 
equally emphasized 

1.0 3.0 3.0

Figure 3. Theme-wise tenure policy assessment results
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The results are quite mixed across pilot countries. Based on the assessment, Nepal and Viet 
Nam have relatively stronger tenure policies than Cambodia, but all countries have major 
policy gaps. Some of the thematic areas with weak policies across the pilot countries are:

 • Access to justice and resolution;

 • Responses to the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities; 

 • Allocation and transfer of rights;

 • Ensuring gender and equity; 

 • Roles and accountability of state and non-state actors.
In Cambodia, legal allocation and transfer of rights and responses to the livelihoods of forest-
dependent communities are very weak and need serious attention. But in Nepal and Viet 
Nam these two areas are relatively better addressed by the current regulatory framework. 
Interestingly, policies related to climate change impacts and emergencies are stronger in 
Cambodia than in Nepal and Viet Nam, but their implementation is not adequate. Hence, 
impact on the ground is yet to be seen in concrete terms. Therefore, having policy in place 
is not a sufficient condition to achieve desired goals. 
In Viet Nam, legal recognition and respect of rights is the strongest of the eight themes, 
whereas in Nepal, policies responding to the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities 
are the strongest theme. However, challenges remain in putting these policies into practice. 
Elite capture, lack of distribution mechanisms, corruption, limited institutional and technical 
capacity, limited resources, weak commitment of key actors in implementing policies and 
weak and corrupt governance are some of the factors that inhibit the outcomes of tenure 
policies across the pilot countries. 
The specific results of tenure policy assessment in each country are further described next. 
In Cambodia, the results show that existing laws and regulations address forest tenure 
differently. However, none of them address forest tenure fully as none of the eight themes 
score 4. Responses to climate change and emergencies (theme 6) scored the highest (3). 
Current policies are relatively weak in providing access to justice and resolution of tenure 
disputes (theme 3) and only score 2. Directive 001 in 2012 and the National Authority for 
Reduction of Land Disputes in 2006 are in place but the effectiveness of these policies is 
questionable as disputes between community and economic land concessionaires are still 
a major issue in Cambodia. Weak and unclear regulatory frameworks, lack of criteria and 
definitions to differentiate forest land from agricultural land result in conflicts. Similarly, current 
policies are unable to fully recognize and respect the tenure rights of legitimate holders. For 
example, Sub-decree 83 of the Land Law that addresses indigenous community titles is too 
cumbersome as communities must obtain recognition of identity and legal entity and then 
file a collective land registration request within the Ministry of Land Management. 



FOREST TENURE IN CAMBODIA, NEPAL AND VIET NAM

52

Photo 16. Local forest community activities in Cambodia

The duration of tenure rights over forest land given to communities in Cambodia is only 
for 15 years which is too short to realize tangible benefits from the forests and there is no 
guarantee of further extension after the expiry of tenure. Articles 37 and 11 of the Forestry 
Law on community forestry management lack clarity about the role of state and non-state 
actors including business enterprises in strengthening forest tenure and respecting rights. 
Article 9 of the Forestry Law cites SFM but its principles are largely ignored in implementation. 
At present, there is no system that ensures records of tenure rights, valuation, taxation and 
planning. There is inadequate emphasis on increasing the productivity of forest land because 
policies and legal instruments to provide a basis for designing a comprehensive land-use 
plan are absent. This can be addressed by the current efforts to draft an Environmental 
Code. Both the Forestry Law (2002) and Community Forestry Guidelines (2006) lack legal 
frameworks to support forest-based community enterprises and the livelihoods of local people. 
Overall, the tenure policy assessment results indicate that there are more weaknesses  
than strengths in current policies and legislation in Cambodia in terms of strengthening tenure 
for forest-dependent communities and individual households. Despite having policies in 
place, implementation is poor for multiple reasons, but mainly because of weak institutional 
capacity, lack of commitment and limited or no resources. This raises a major question on 
the effectiveness of policy implementation. 
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Like in Cambodia, the assessment results in Nepal also show that existing policies and 
regulations address forest tenure disparately and to different extents under the various 
themes. Responses to the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities scored the highest 
(3), and this is attributed to the Leasehold Policy (2002), in which pro-poor leasehold forestry 
is considered as a potential approach to poverty reduction and improving the livelihoods of 
the rural poor. According to the Community Forestry Development Guidelines (revised in 
2015) each FUG should allocate 35 percent of its income to the activities related to poverty 
alleviation and this must be used among community members. In addition, Article 51 (g) of 
the Constitution of Nepal (2015) equally values the environmental and economic functions  
of forests. Despite having good policies in place, local communities and individual households 
are still unable to achieve better livelihoods and income improvement through forest 
protection and management. This raises a major question about the effectiveness of policy 
implementation on the ground. 
The assessment also identified policy gaps and shortcomings in the current policies and 
regulations in Nepal, some of which are related to implementation, capacity and resources. 
Current policies are relatively weak in responding to climate change, providing mechanisms 
to resolve tenure disputes, defining the roles and accountability of state and non-state 
actors, including business enterprises, and defining and following the principles of SFM as 
they all scored 2 in Table 16. Section 33 of the Local Self Governance Act authorizes the 
local government and Section 29 of the Forest Act authorizes community FUGs to resolve 
conflict over forest resources at the local level. However, this has often created confusion 
in resolving tenure conflict as no further guideline has been provided. CF Directive (2014) 
and the Forest Regulation (1995) are unclear about the role of the private sector in forest-
based enterprise development and marketing. Similarly, the National Strategy on Disaster 
Risk Management was formulated in 2008 but it has not defined tenure and its importance 
in addressing climate change and other natural disasters. The Forest Act (1993) cites SFM, 
but is more oriented towards conserving forests rather than using forest resources through 
scientific forest management. Furthermore, there is no clear policy and guidelines under the 
Forest Act (1993) to provide technical support to FUGs to strengthen tenure rights and provide 
technical help to review and update forest management plans every five to ten years. In the 
absence of such policies more than 40 percent of FUGs are currently unable to update their 
plans and hence cannot harvest timber and non-wood forest products from their forests.
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Photo 17. Village-level consultation in Nepal ©FAO

Similar to Cambodia and Nepal, the results of tenure policy assessment in Viet Nam show 
that existing laws and regulation address forest tenure differently. None of them address 
forest tenure fully as none of the eight themes score 4 (fully addressed). Legal recognition and 
respect of rights scored the highest (3). This is attributed to the Constitution of 2013’s Clause 
2 Article 54 which states that “organizations and individual are entitled to land allocation 
and lease. Land users have rights to transfer and exercise the right and follow obligation 
as prescribed by the law”. Similarly, Articles 2 and 7, Articles 173 to 187 of the Land Law 
(2004) and Articles 59 to 78 of the LFPD refer to inclusiveness and expansion of land-user 
rights of organizations and individuals. Various policies and laws such as Clause 3 of Article 
5 Decision No. 304/2005/QD-TTg; Inter-ministerial Circular No. 52/2008/TTLT-BNN-BTC; 
Resolution No. 30a/2008NQ-CP; Circular No. 08/2009/TT-BNN; and Decision No. 178/2001/
QD-TTg support enhancing the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities. Despite having 
good policies in place, local communities and individuals are not able to significantly achieve 
more rewarding livelihoods and income improvement. This raises a major question about 
the policy practice gap resulting in ineffective policy implementation. 
The assessment also identified various policy gaps and shortcomings in the current policies 
and regulations in Viet Nam, mostly related to implementation. Current policies are relatively 
weak in providing access to justice and resolution of tenure disputes which scores only 1.6 
on the Likert Scale. Clauses 3 and 4 of Article 203 of the Land Law (2013) do not refer to 
the role of lawyers and legal bodies in dispute settlement. The current process of dispute 
settlement as described under Clause 2 of Article 8 of the LFPD (2004) is too complex and 
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ineffective. In order to settle economic/business conflicts there is an ADR system to negotiate, 
conciliate and arbitrate via formal and informal approaches. Similarly, the current regulatory 
framework is weak about defining the roles and accountability of state and non-state actors, 
also scoring 1.6 on the Likert Scale. Clause 4 of Article 8 of the LFPD (2004) explains the role 
of government administration, but does not refer to the role of non-state actors in respecting 
and advancing the tenure rights of legitimate rights holders. 
Legal allocation and transfer of rights, responses to climate change, gender and equity 
and SFM all scored 2. This means current laws and policies in Viet Nam only moderately 
address these areas and contain policy gaps. For example, there are no clear and precise 
objectives for forest management and use while granting land-use rights certificates. 
Decree 118 of the LFPD also lacks implementation guidelines to ensure gender and equity 
while promoting forest-based enterprises. The current policy overlooks the element that 
regulates the implementation of the Strategic Environment and Social Assessment for Forest 
Protection, Development and Planning. Similarly, Article 5 of the LFPD does not include 
village communities as forest owners. Provisions under Article 113 of the Land Law (2013) 
and Articles 69 and 70 of the LFPD (2004) indicate that the household’s right over the use of 
natural forest is more limited than the right over use of land. The benefit-sharing mechanism 
is ineffective and is based on old and irrelevant forest management standards. There is 
an overlap of land-use rights in the special-use forest areas due to unclear landownership 
between national parks and households/communities. 
Overall, the tenure policy assessment indicates that there are both strong and weak elements 
in the current regulatory framework. The weak areas need to be strengthened through 
amendment of current policies and legislation or promulgation of new policies. 
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Table 17. Key tenure policy gaps in the pilot countries

Thematic areas
Policy gaps

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1. Legal recognition and 
respect of rights

There are no definitive 
criteria to differentiate 
forest lands, IP lands, 
agricultural land and land 
for shifting cultivation

Recognition of customary 
rights is weak

No legal instrument 
to respect customary 
rights of IPs, traditional 
forest dwellers

Customary tenure rights 
are not extensively 
addressed as such rights 
are limited on issuing use 
rights 
 
Households have tenure 
rights over production 
forests but not over 
protection forests

2. Legal allocation and 
transfer of tenure rights

PAs have experienced 
major threats from ELCs 

Overlapping use rights 
between ELCs and 
communities

There are no explicit 
policies on the rights of 
tenure holders to receive 
fair compensation

Time-bound tenure 
period leads to 
insecurity

The objective of forest 
management is not well 
defined for forest land 
allocated to households

No independent 
consultants for valuation of 
forest land compensation

3. Access to justice and 
resolution of tenure 
disputes

The dispute settlement 
mechanism based on 
customary law is not 
recognized

The dispute resolution 
mechanism is not 
accessible for the rural 
poor

No legal mechanism to 
report non-compliance 
of management plans 
by the government 
and executive 
committee members 
of FUGs

Current policies do not 
refer to the role of lawyers 
and legal bodies in dispute 
settlement

The dispute settlement 
mechanism is complex and 
does not include all actors 

4. Gender and equity 
pro-poor focus and 
inclusiveness

There is no mandate 
for the FA to monitor 
compliance

Customary use rights 
of forest products by 
communities are not 
secured by current 
policies

Gender and equity 
dimensions are 
addressed across 
community-based 
forest management 
(CBFM) models but 
not in national forest 
management

Benefit sharing amongst 
various forest tenure 
holders is unequal

The revenue allocated for 
PFES is too low
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Thematic areas
Policy gaps

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

5. Role and 
accountability of state 
and non-state actors

Local communities 
cannot transfer any rights 
to a third party

Lack of policies to 
mandate private 
companies to follow 
corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and 
operate their businesses 
ethically

Inadequate policy to 
motivate the private 
sector to work together 
with community 
groups 

The role of the state 
over communal forests is 
unclear

No sanction mechanism 
to protect tenure rights if 
abused by private business

No equity guidelines

6. Responses to 
climate change and 
emergencies

Lack of safeguards in 
REDD+ 

Unclear policies to 
define who owns 
carbon and who 
benefits from REDD+

No clear linkages 
between tenure and 
strategies to address 
emergencies

Policies ignore the 
significance of ecological 
regions

Insufficient policies to 
implement REDD+ and 
share benefits

7. SFM and 
administration of tenure

IPs within forest lands 
are not identified as 
beneficiaries of forestry 
programmes

There is no system to 
ensure record of tenure 
rights, valuation and 
taxation 

Lack of national 
standards, criteria and 
indicators for SFM

Inadequate system 
and mechanism to 
administer allocated 
rights

SFM principles are 
not referred to in 
management plans or the 
implementation guidelines 
to regulate Strategic 
Environment Social 
Assessment 

Inadequate system and 
mechanism to administer 
allocated rights 

8. Responses to 
the livelihoods of 
forest-dependent 
communities

All resources, including 
NWFPs in the forests, 
are state-owned and 
customary users also 
need to have permits for 
harvesting

There is no clear 
mandate for the FA 
to work on poverty 
alleviation

There are no 
specific policies to 
support livelihoods 
of forest-dependent 
communities under 
certain CF regimes 
such as collaborative, 
buffer zone and 
religious forest areas 

There is no guidance 
regarding harvesting of 
forest products from the 
natural forests

Absence of NWFP 
development and 
marketing plans
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FOREST TENURE POLICY: STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES
As presented above, the regulatory framework related to forest tenure in in pilot countries has 
both strong and weak features. There are many policies in support of strengthening forest 
tenure that aim to improve the livelihoods and income of forest-dependent communities; 
however, in practice, such policies are not implemented on the ground. This situation inhibits 
communities from harnessing potential benefits which could contribute to improving their 
livelihoods. Table 18 presents a summary of key strengths and weaknesses of the current 
regulatory framework in the pilot countries. 

Table 18. Summary of key strengths and weaknesses of tenure policies

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Strengths Strengths Strengths

- A number of policies on 
climate change and resilience 
building

- The Forest Law (2002) 
provides a legal basis to 
advance community forestry 

- The new Constitution of 2015 
recognizes the rights of local people 
over natural resources

- The forest handed over to local 
communities as community forestry 
is not time-bound

- Except for alienation, all 
components of the tenure bundle 
are transferred to local people 

- The Constitution of 2013 Clause 2 
Article 54 states that “organisations 
and individuals are entitled to land 
allocation and lease”

- Legitimate forest land users have 
8 rights including rights to transfer, 
mortgage or inherit the tenure

Weaknesses Weaknesses Weaknesses

- Ambiguity in differentiating 
forest land from agricultural 
land

- The limited duration of 
15 years is inadequate for 
communities to obtain benefits 
from the forests mainly through 
timber harvesting

- There is no guarantee of the 
extension of the tenure period 
after 15 years 

- The leasehold model of 
community management is time-
bound (for 40 years only) and the 
forest lands allocated to the groups 
are mainly degraded

- There is huge economic potential 
to generate income from timber 
harvesting and sale from community 
forests, but there are regulatory 
barriers, e.g. circular guidelines 
which limit such potential 

- The current regulatory framework 
does not recognize customary 
tenure

- There is no clear and precise 
objective for forest management 
and use while granting land-use 
rights to individual households

- The benefit-sharing mechanism 
is ineffective as it is not fair and 
equitable 
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There is a huge opportunity to scale up strong elements of existing tenure policies, but there 
is also a need to amend or formulate new policies to minimize or remove weaknesses. When 
discussing tenure security, duration is considered one of the key indicators to measure how 
secure or strong allocated tenure is. This also refers to the strength of tenure policies. There 
are different types of tenure arrangements under different management regimes across the 
pilot countries as shown in Table 19. 

Table 19. Forest management regimes and their features
Country and management 

regimes
Duration of tenure Type of tenure

Cambodia

Community forestry 15 years and renewable for another 
15 years

Collective tenure, mainly with 
use rights

Nepal

Community forestry Unlimited, but the forest 
management plan needs to be 
reviewed every five to ten years

Collective tenure with all rights 
of the tenure bundle except 
alienation 

Leasehold forestry 40 years and renewable for another 
40 years

Collective tenure of a maximum 
of ten households. All rights 
of the tenure bundle except 
alienation

Collaborative forestry Unlimited, but the forest 
management plan needs to be 
reviewed every five to ten years

Collective tenure but benefit 
sharing with the government on 
a 50:50 basis for timber. Mainly 
use rights. 

Viet Nam

Forest land allocation 50 years and renewable for another 
50 years 

Individual tenure for each 
household and 100 percent of 
the benefits go to households. 
All rights from the tenure bundle 
as local households can treat 
allocated forest land as private 

 
Table 19 shows that forest tenure in Nepal under community forestry is not time bound; 
however, the forest management plan of the user group requires revision every five to ten 
years depending on the type and size of the forests. Under community forestry, except 
for alienation, all other elements of the bundle of rights are transferred from the state to 
FUGs. The ownership of land within community forestry however remains with the state. The 
government can withdraw or dissolve community forestry if the user groups do not comply 
with the agreed rules and regulations as envisioned under the Forest Act, but there should 
be enough reasonable grounds to do this; after resolving the issue, the government should 
hand over those forest areas to the community once more. In other words, the government 
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cannot reclaim the forests forever once they have been formally registered under community 
forestry. There is a similar provision with collaborative forests, but the government retains 
decision-making rights under this model. Community members are entitled to share income 
from timber sale from collaborative forests. Unlike community and collaborative forestry, 
leasehold forestry tenure is limited to 40 years with possible extension for another 40 years. 
Regarding income incurred from forest and agroforestry initiatives within the leasehold area, 
group members have legal rights to use such income without sharing it with the government. 
In Viet Nam, the current regulatory framework legally recognizes the tenure rights of individual 
households over forests and forest land for at least 50 years and this is renewable for 
another 50 years. Article 113 of the Land Law (2013) and Articles 69 and 70 of the LFPD 
(2004) indicate that the household right over the use of natural forests is more limited than 
the right over use of land. Most of the components of the bundle of rights are recognized by 
the current regulatory framework. Therefore, the tenure security of community and individual 
households in Viet Nam is stronger than in Nepal and Cambodia. The Forest Land Allocation 
policy in Viet Nam allows individual households to enjoy benefits from the sale of timber and 
non-wood forest products which directly contributes to improving livelihoods, but this is not 
the case in Nepal and Cambodia as the benefits are collective and redistribution of such 
benefits is complex; in most cases local elites captured them. 
The Forest Law of 2002 provides a legal basis in Cambodia to advance community forestry; 
it is further supported by the community forestry guideline of 2006 known as the Prakas. The 
procedure for joining community forestry by local people is too cumbersome and lengthy. 
Hence there are only few community forestry groups in Cambodia. The regulatory framework 
is weak in terms of transferring rights from the state to local people and restrictive with regard 
to timber harvesting and sale. Compared to Viet Nam and Nepal, the tenure period under 
CBFM is too limited (only 15 years), which is not long enough to realize economic benefits 
from the forests. 

Strategic approaches to addressing policy gaps
Overall, tenure policies still do not provide a strong basis for local people to benefit from the 
management of forests in terms of improved income. In Cambodia, policies tend to favour 
large-scale land acquisition and forest land concessions. In Nepal, regulatory barriers limit 
the potential extraction of timber and non-wood forest products and hinder the development 
of forest-based enterprises in community and leasehold forests. In Viet Nam, forest land 
allocation is confined to production and plantation areas, but economically viable natural 
forests in protection zones are not allocated to local communities and households. In all of 
these countries, forests are commonly allocated to local marginalized people. Furthermore, 
current policies do not adequately address customary rights such as the rights of ethnic 
minorities and IPs, resulting in conflicts. The socio-economic and political context in each 
pilot country is different. Therefore, proposed country-specific action plans to improve the 
situation also vary. 
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Table 20. Proposed national action plans based on policy analysis and stakeholder input

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Create a subdecree and ministerial 
proclamation by the Law on 
Protected Areas and review and 
enforce the subdecree on ELCs and 
environmental impact assessment 

Develop zonation and management 
of mangrove forest in coastal areas 
and align with the newly emerging 
concept of ‘blue carbon’ 

Accelerate the process of land-use 
mapping at the national level

Legal provision should be in place 
to prosecute authorities who sell 
or participate in the alienation of 
indigenous land

Policies and action to promote 
small- and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) in forestry

Simplification of the community 
forestry legalization process 

Scale up agroforestry nationwide 
with strong market linkages 

Develop a comprehensive land-use 
plan

Promulgate new legislation and 
guidelines to encourage private 
sector participation in forestry 

Develop national standard 
criteria and indicators for SFM

Establish a national-level team 
of forest tenure policy experts

Amend current policies and 
regulations to ensure that all 
FUGs will get enough support 
and resources to update their 
forest management plan every 
5-10 years

Formulate new policies and 
guidelines for forest-based 
ecotourism and PES

Scale up agroforestry nationwide 

Formulate pro-poor policies 
and guidelines that support 
the livelihoods of poor and 
marginalized members in the 
community 

Increase people’s access and 
rights to valuable resources in 
practice and  
encourage them to participate in 
their sustainable management 
and trade

Remove restrictions imposed 
on harvesting and marketing 
of timber and non-wood forest 
products from community and 
leasehold forests 

Forest Use Right Certificates 
(FURCs) should not be limited 
to production forest, but should 
be applicable in protection and 
special-use forests as well 

Each type of tenure regime 
should have a specific strategy 
to manage forests and share 
benefits

Establish a team of tenure 
experts within the MARD 

Revise and amend Chapter V 
of the LFPD (2004) to clarify 
the rights and obligations of 
legitimate tenure holders 

Establish a mechanism with 
supporting policies to resolve 
existing conflicts 

Devise a new policy to replace 
Decision 178/2001/TTg to ensure 
equitable sharing of benefits 
and Decree 99 to establish a 
mechanism on PES

Formulate enabling policies 
to promote agroforestry both 
in forest areas and farmlands. 
nationwide so as to establish 
forest-based enterprises
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Improvement of the current regulatory framework on tenure can be accomplished by revising 
existing forest and land policies. Such policies and regulations are preconditions for rural 
communities to gain benefits, but more importantly they need to be implemented effectively 
to ensure better impacts on income and livelihoods. Thus, there is a need to develop policy 
capacity at all levels and secure sufficient resources. In this context, each pilot country 
needs to strengthen existing institutional capacity and manage necessary human and 
financial resources to advance forest tenure and support the livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities. 
The most important strategy is to establish strong collaboration and cooperation among 
stakeholders to ensure collective implementation of action plans, which have been identified 
in each country through multistakeholder processes. Sharing resources and mutual 
complementation should ensure that the proposed action plans are implemented effectively 
on the ground. In addition, there should be a strong commitment from the key actors who 
are directly involved in strengthening forest land tenure in each pilot country. 
Key policy recommendations include:

 • Formulate or revise policies and regulations to enable local people to fully benefit  
  from forest resources;

 • Formulate or revise policies and regulations to support the expansion of community  
  ownership and management and consider the ‘community’ as a legal entity. Policies  
  should ensure that communities can obtain access to forests and forest land of good  
  quality to benefit from forest management;

 • Establish resources to implement tenure policies such as financial and human  
  resources, knowledge and skills; 

 • Allocate quality forests to local communities and support them in the implementation  
  of SFM, including the harvesting of timber for commercial purposes; 

 • Encourage private sector involvement in the promotion of forest-based enterprises  
  and marketing of forest products by formulating an enabling policy environment for  
  private entrepreneurs; and 

 • Scale up agroforestry options wherever possible with strong market linkages to  
  demonstrate the benefits and income improvement of local communities. 
There is an urgent need to strengthen current regulatory frameworks and the institutional 
capacity of the pilot countries on forest tenure. In the long run, forest-dependent communities 
in the pilot countries are expected to have more secured and stronger forest tenure rights 
as key prerequisites for ensuring the contribution of forests to their livelihoods and income. 
Having forest tenure policies in place is not a sufficient condition to achieving social, economic 
and environmental objectives from forests, rather there is a need for capable and vibrant 
institutions with responsible governance to put such policies into practice.
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6. INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY AND GOVERNANCE
Decentralization and pluralism tends to result in tenure rights over forest land being 
transferred to forest-dependent communities in the countries involved in the case study. 
The institutional landscape of the forestry sector undergoes significant changes as a result: 
Central governments pass on roles and responsibilities to lower-level agencies, new actors 
emerge to support the governance and management of these changes and a growing number 
of organizations, projects and programmes act as interlocutors for facilitating and supporting 
processes and strengthening capacities. Traditional institutions are challenged to develop 
new capacities for governance, policy-making and partnership development. Managing 
and institutionalizing these changes and innovations are dependent on strong and flexible 
organizations, and strengthening their capacity therefore needs to go hand in hand with 
developing policy.
Robust institutions can improve governance and influence the way people act, including how 
forest tenure contributes to livelihoods and income. Institutional capacity in this context is 
the ability of organizations to strengthen forest tenure for livelihoods and improved income. 
A range of capacity gaps may reduce the performance of these organizations, including, 
among others, the competence of staff, the availability of staff members for strengthening 
forest tenure, the resources to implement activities and processes, political will, governance 
of policies and organizations. These are direct factors leading to weak forest tenure policy 
and policy processes and conflict between forestry sector stakeholders over tenure rights 
and governance. One of the most complex capacity-development tasks involves developing 
the capacity of organizations. 

OVERVIEW OF INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY
Existing institutional capacity was assessed in the pilot countries. The assessment looked at 
strengths and weaknesses of current institutional capacity, the strategies, approaches and 
recommended actions to address the gaps and needs for strengthening institutional capacity. 
A wide range of institutions is involved in strengthening forest tenure, including departments of 
forest, research and extension services, associations of private traders, producer organizations 
and NGOs. The key institutions involved in strengthening forest tenure in pilot countries are 
listed in Table 21. Although this list is not exhaustive, the organizations are considered as 
key institutions for successful strengthening of forest tenure. 

- Government organizations: Their main functions are to prepare policies as well as 
to direct, monitor and evaluate the implementation of policies. They also deal with 
the legal aspects of policy development and law enforcement. Thirty government 
organizations were assessed; 

- CSOs: They encompass 1) NGOs that implement a wide range of activities 
including piloting and demonstration, networking, capacity development, research, 
communication and advocacy; 2) academia whose activities cover research and 
writing of case studies, developing pilot projects and models, capacity development, 
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and consultations and awareness-raising; and 3) associations/federations/networks, 
which carry out direct support activities to assist forest-dependent communities at 
central and local levels in managing forests, developing livelihoods and providing 
platforms for negotiation. They deliver capacity development services and 
mobilize member organizations around forest tenure for dialogue, advocacy, policy 
development and governance. They also implement projects on the ground. Overall 
23 CSOs were assessed;

- Projects and programmes: They focus on the design and implementation of forest 
tenure activities at various levels. For example, they develop communication products 
and services to raise awareness, conduct research and are involved in various types 
of capacity development initiatives. Nine programmes were assessed.

The institutional landscape across the countries in the case study is quite diverse with different 
organizations playing different roles. For Cambodia and Nepal where communal tenure 
exists, dedicated government organizations oversee processes of decentralizing forest tenure 
(the Department of Forest and Community Forestry in Cambodia; the Community Forestry 
Division under the Department of Forest in Nepal). In the case of Viet Nam there is no such 
government organization as most forest land is allocated to individual households and the 
allocation is largely done through local and provincial offices under the MARD. Therefore, 
in Cambodia and Nepal, capacity at the central level for strengthening forest tenure has a 
more direct impact.

Photo 18. Discussing institutions involved in forest management in Nepal
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Civil society organizations accordingly focus on different areas for strengthening forest 
tenure. More than in the other countries, CSOs in Cambodia provide support to government 
organizations and communities with smoothening and rolling out of the allocation process. In 
Nepal and Viet Nam relatively more effort goes into the development of platforms to ensure 
representation of CFUGs and individual households in national-level policy-making processes. 
All of them, however are supporting the improvement of the governance of strengthening 
forest tenure. In Cambodia, the handing over of forest land started in the early 2000s, whereas 
in Nepal and Viet Nam, it started in the early 1990s. Formal devolution of forest management 
rights started at different times in the three countries and was largely motivated by socio-
economic and environmental development goals. Given the different levels of experience, 
the responsible institutions therefore have different levels of capacity and are struggling 
with different issues: A key capacity challenge in Cambodia is the slow hand-over process 
against the targets set out in the National Forestry Programme; in Nepal, the key challenge 
is developing the enterprises around community forestry to include sustainably harvested 
timber and in Viet Nam the challenge is to develop access to international markets. Therefore, 
as the sector evolves, so do the capacity challenges and the institutional landscape.
Presently, in all pilot countries there is growth in the number of organizations working on 
emerging issues such as international trade and certification as well as climate change, for 
example the REDD+ programme in Cambodia and the Carbi project in Viet Nam. 
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Table 21. Overview of key organizations involved in strengthening forest tenure
Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Government 
organizations

The Department of Forest and 
Community Forestry, Department 
of Wildlife and Biodiversity, 
Department of Legislation and 
Law Enforcement, Department of 
Forest Industry and International 
Cooperation, Office of Land 
Registration, Department of 
Community Fisheries, Department 
of Fishery Conservation, 
Department of Inland Protected 
Areas, Department of Community 
Protected Areas, Department of 
Land Management, Department of 
Indigenous Peoples Development

The Ministry of Forest 
and Soil Conservation, 
the Department of 
Forest, the Department 
of Forest Research and 
Survey, the Department 
of Plant Resources, 
the Department of 
National Parks and 
Wild Life Conservation, 
the Department of 
Soil Conservation and 
Watershed Management 
and the Community 
Forestry Division under 
the Department of 
Forests

The Forest Protection Department, 
the Department of Forest Production 
Management, the Department 
of Planning and Finance, the 
Department of Forest Development, 
the Department of Science and 
Technology, International Cooperation, 
the Department of Land Registration, 
the Department of Land Planning 
and the Department of Economic and 
Land Development; the Departments 
of Legal Inspection of the Vietnamese 
Forestry Administration and the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development; the Department of 
Meteorology, Hydrology and Climate 
Change and the Department of 
Biodiversity Conservation

Civil society 
organizations

RECOFTC, the World Wide  
Fund for Nature, the Wildlife 
Conservation Society, Action for 
Development, the Community 
Translation Organization, the 
Indigenous Community Support 
Organization, the NGO Forum, The 
Department of Natural Resource 
Management and Development 
(Royal University of Phnom 
Penh), the Centre for Biodiversity 
Conservation (Royal University 
of Phnom Penh), the Faculty 
of Forestry (Royal University of 
Agriculture)

The Federation of 
Community Forestry 
Users Nepal, private 
FUGs, the Association 
of Family Forest Owners 
Nepal, Community 
Based Forestry 
Supporters’ Network, 
RECOFTC and the 
Institute of Forestry

The Centre for Indigenous Research 
and Development; the Centre for 
Development of Community Initiative 
and Environment; the Centre of 
Research and Development in Upland 
Areas; RECOFTC; PANature; the 
World Agroforestry Centre; and the 
Viet Nam Forestry University

Projects and 
programmes

National Forestry Programme 
(including the Community 
Forest Programme, 
Strategic Plan on Green 
Growth, Cambodia REDD+ 
Programme)1

The Multi-Stakeholder 
Forestry Programme 
and the Hariyo Ban 
Programme

The Programme on Forest Protection 
and Development, period 2011-2020; 
the Vietnamese Fund of Forest 
Protection and Development; WB3 
Forestry; the UNREDD Phase 2 
Programme; the Project on Forestry 
Development in Hoa Binh, Son La 
(KfW7 project); the Carbi Project 
of the WWF; and the Vietnamese 
Farmer Union Project
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INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY: STATUS AND GAPS
The starting point for the institutional capacity assessment is quite different for each of the 
three countries. The identification of the needs therefore should be viewed relative to the 
current forest tenure status: where communities or households already have tenure rights, 
the challenges are different to situations where these rights have not been handed over yet. 
Although important steps are being taken towards devolving management rights in each of 
the countries, these processes are at different stages. In Viet Nam and Nepal forest land is 
mostly allocated to households and communities; but there is still potential for forest land 
allocation in Cambodia. In Viet Nam, harvesting rights are already resulting in households 
trading timber, but in Nepal this is only at the nascent stage. Therefore, when assessing 
institutional capacity development needs, this should be set against the priorities for forest 
tenure reform of the country, organization and even the individual.
The assessment found both strengths and weaknesses of institutions involved in forest 
tenure reform in each country. A brief overview of existing institutional capacity strengths 
and weaknesses for the eight areas of assessment can be found in Tables 22 and 23. 
Overall, in each country there was some capacity for each area of strengthening forest 
tenure, although significant differences exist between the countries. Offices, organizations, 
projects and programmes assist with getting legal tenure for communities and individual 
households, yet their capacity in terms of competence and resources varies. Despite the 
numerous land conflicts over forest land, key institutions seem to welcome cooperation and 
collaboration towards the promotion of stronger tenure for forest-dependent communities, 
and value each other’s roles and capacity. Projects and programmes are put in place to 
respond to emerging issues in the sector and pay due attention to the implications they 
have for tenure of forest-dependent communities. Together with CSOs, they are also actively 
exploring and experimenting with new modalities, innovative livelihood strategies and forging 
new partnerships. 
For the pilot countries, some shared capacity gaps were identified, including weaknesses in:

- process design and implementation and support for strengthening forest tenure;
- design and management of conflict and grievance mechanisms, and;
- monitoring the role and accountability of the private sector. 

Moreover, the pilot countries lack an integrated and strategic approach to strengthening 
institutional capacity as witnessed by the lack of resources, the absence of integrated capacity 
development programmes and the limited attention paid to capacity development as a main 
element in forest tenure reform. Also, there is weak cooperation among relevant institutions 
involved in capacity development that inhibits the impacts of existing efforts. 
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Table 22. Overview of relative capacity strengths
Area of  

assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1. Capacity to 
support forest 
tenure reform 

Government agencies 
have some capacity to 
register community forestry, 
community fisheries, 
community protected areas 
and IP territory. As a result, 
their numbers and area are 
increasing gradually

Some CSOs have good 
capacity to support the 
implementation of existing 
policies on the allocation of 
rights for forest-dependent 
communities

Within their capacity, key 
stakeholders are supporting 
the development, recognition 
and administration of tenure 
rights for forest-dependent 
communities through by-laws, 
and operational plans for 
different forest users

The government agencies 
have good capacity to provide 
initial and follow-up support to 
the formation of FUGs

Combined, the capacity of 
government stakeholders, 
projects, programmes and CSOs 
towards the allocation of forest 
land and forest to households in 
various regions is high

CSOs have high capacity to pilot 
innovative models for community 
forestry management

2. Capacity 
in designing 
the process 
to strengthen 
forest tenure

Government agencies have 
good capacity to manage 
and enforce forest and 
environmental protection and 
conservation, and actively 
follow up on programmes 
and projects that target 
strengthening of forest 
tenure for forest-dependent 
communities

The capacity of national-level 
actors for collaboration and 
coordination is improving, as 
witnessed by the functioning 
of different platforms for 
consultation and coordination

The government has good 
capacity to develop policy 
implementation guidelines

The capacity of 
multistakeholder platforms 
to develop processes 
supporting the FUGs and 
their establishment is high. 
They have the capacity to 
significantly influence policy 
for strengthening forest tenure

The capacity for networking, 
coordination and technical 
support, and supporting the 
preparation of training and 
manual development is high

The government has good 
capacity to design and develop 
new programmes and policies on 
forest tenure, forest and forest 
land allocation, registration and 
benefit-sharing mechanisms

Projects/programmes have good 
capacity to operationalize the 
programmes, policies and design 
activities and models for forest 
management

CSOs have good capacity to 
generate and manage information 
for informed decision-making on 
forest tenure for forest-dependent 
people
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Area of  
assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

3. Capacity for 
implementing 
activities to 
strengthen forest 
tenure

Government agencies 
utilize their decision-making 
capacity to provide incentives 
for forest-dependent 
communities by giving 
exemptions on transport fees 
and royalties under certain 
conditions

The government capacity 
to inform and coordinate 
with the platforms and the 
management committees of 
the FUGs is good

The capacity of CSOs and 
projects/programmes to raise 
awareness and develop 
capacity related to forest 
rights and roles at different 
levels is good

Projects and programmes 
have good capacity to support 
land allocation to households, 
demarcation of allocated 
forest areas, contracting local 
people to manage forests, 
building models of community 
forestry management for local 
communities, benefit-sharing 
systems, national and provincial 
REDD+ action plans and support 
the review of forest policies
Projects and programmes have 
good capacity to mobilize human 
and financial resources from 
domestic and national donors.

CSOs have good capacity to 
develop and use capacity-
development products and 
services for strengthening forest 
tenure, but mainly operate at the 
subnational level

4. Capacity to 
support forest-
dependent 
communities for 
strengthening 
their rights

A community forestry 
coordination committee at 
the national level is set up 
to mobilize the capacity 
of various stakeholders 
in developing support for 
community forestry

The national-level 
stakeholders have good 
capacity to support FUGs to 
develop skills of individuals, 
and to encourage the FUGs to 
develop equitable distribution 
systems

Stakeholders have good capacity 
to reach a broad group of 
forest-dependent stakeholders; 
CSOs have established a 
TOT training network, support 
information dissemination for local 
communities through various 
media such as printed reports, 
brochures, videos and TV

Projects/programmes have good 
capacity to mobilize financial 
assistance towards establishing 
economically-oriented plantations 
and mechanisms to certify forest 
farmer groups

5 Capacity to 
address conflict 
and grievances

NGOs have capacity 
to support government 
institutions in mitigating 
conflicts over land and 
forests

A conflict management 
coordination committee at 
the national level exists 
to mobilize the capacity 
for conflict and grievance 
management of different 
organizations

There is some capacity, albeit 
limited, for the management 
of conflict at the national level, 
including for filing complaints

There is relatively strong capacity 
and support for the rule of law, 
and clarity over the procedures 
for conflict and grievance 
management

CSOs have relatively good 
capacity in this theme through 
their direct engagement on 
the ground and can bring this 
experience up to the national 
level and mainstream conflict and 
grievance management at the 
national level
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Area of  
assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

6. Capacity 
to monitor 
the role and 
accountability 
of non-state 
actors, including 
business 
enterprises

The capacity of the 
government to identify 
challenges and abuses 
by the private sector 
is increasing, and the 
government has more 
capacity to put in place 
measures to protect forest-
dependent communities 
against outsider abuse

There is good capacity with all 
stakeholders to protect tenure 
rights against abuses from 
outside the FUG

The capacity to attract private 
investments in forestry is 
emerging, albeit it is limited to 
NWFPs

Capacity for networking and 
private sector engagement exists 
with projects/programmes and 
CSOs

Some projects are actively 
implementing efforts to connect 
communities and the private 
sector by mutually sharing market 
information, technical measures 
and the identities of potential 
consumers

7. Capacity to 
address climate 
change and 
emergency 
issues

Despite uncertainties, the 
capacity on REDD+ and 
carbon rights is increasing 
among the organizations 
assessed, especially 
academic organizations

The capacity of national-level 
organizations on climate 
change is increasing: they 
are involved in raising 
awareness and capacity-
development activities at 
different levels on REDD+ 
and forest-based carbon, 
climate-smart planning, 
resilience and adaptation, 
and support the preparation 
of Local Adaptation Plans and 
Community Adaptation Plans 
in some districts

Capacity on REDD+ and carbon 
rights is increasing among all the 
organizations assessed

Programmes/projects have high 
capacity to strengthen national 
capacity on REDD+ through 
development and support for 
a REDD+ action plan, and for 
MRV and safeguard systems 
which contribute to clarifying 
carbon rights for forest-dependent 
communities. They also support 
the setting up of carbon benefit-
sharing systems in project 
provinces

CSOs have high capacity to 
provide awareness-raising and 
capacity-development products/
services, facilitate dialogue and 
debate

8. Capacity 
to respond to 
the livelihoods 
of forest-
dependent 
communities

CSOs and government 
organizations share some 
capacity to derive benefits 
from NWFPs from community 
forests

Capacity at the national 
level to support FUGs to 
commercialize medicinal 
plants is high

Government and non-
government organizations’ 
capacity to facilitate and 
advocate for the better use of 
forest resources is increasing

Government organizations have 
good capacity to enact policies 
which provide financial support 
and market information for local 
communities or which increase 
opportunities to access livelihood 
sources from forest ecosystem 
services

Projects/programmes have good 
capacity to provide financial 
support to local communities, 
offering financial and technical 
support for the establishment of 
economically-oriented forestry: 
plantations, livestock, NWFPs or 
to manage natural forest; they 
also help local farmers to find 
potential consumers and input 
providers
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Table 23. Key gaps of the current institutional capacity for strengthening forest tenure
Area of  

assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

1. Capacity to 
support forest 
tenure reform 

The capacity of government 
organizations to meet 
targets of forest land 
allocation is limited

Technical capacity and 
resources of government 
organizations to support the 
rehabilitation of degraded 
forests are insufficient, even 
though much degraded land 
is being handed over

Weak capacity for 
coordination and transparent 
decision-making by 
government organizations 
over forest land allocation 
results in competing claims 
over forest land, especially 
in the case of economic land 
concessions

Government 
organizations lack 
capacity to realize 
management rights over 
community forests

The capacity 
of government 
organizations and CSOs 
to allocate tenure rights is 
still relatively low

Government 
organizations have 
limited communication 
capacity and cannot 
reach local FUGs 
effectively

The capacity of government 
organizations, programmes 
and CSOs to reach the 
poorest and most remote 
areas is low, partly due to 
lack of financial resources

The capacity of government 
organizations to involve 
local communities in the 
management of natural 
production forest is low 
due to limited experience 
with community-managed 
forestry

2. Capacity 
in designing 
the process 
to strengthen 
forest tenure

Government organizations 
have limited capacity to 
develop effective processes 
for communities to acquire 
legal tenure

Government organizations, 
programmes and CSOs 
have weak technical 
capacity to design integrated 
land-use planning processes

CSOs have limited 
human and financial 
resources to effectively 
design processes to 
support realization of 
management rights

The capacity of government 
organizations to facilitate 
dialogue and coordination 
among relevant stakeholders 
to design forest tenure 
reform processes is low
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Area of  
assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

3. Capacity for 
implementing 
activities to 
strengthen forest 
tenure

Government organizations 
lack technical and financial 
capacity to implement the 
allocation and utilization of 
forest tenure rights

Government organizations 
are reliant on donor and 
CSO support

Insufficient communication 
and coordination capacity of 
government organizations 
and CSOs in the 
implementation of forest 
tenure reform

Networks and federations 
have insufficient capacity 
to resource and organize 
all support activities that 
are expected from them

Government organizations 
do not have the  
capacity to increase 
awareness and knowledge 
on forest tenure and forest 
tenure reform, and do not 
prioritize this

Government organizations 
lack financial and technical 
capacity to implement and 
monitor tenure policies
Government organizations 
and CSOs lack the capacity 
to coordinate support 
activities

There is no integrated, 
clearly defined national-level 
plan

4. Capacity to 
support forest-
dependent 
communities for 
strengthening 
their rights

The capacity of government 
organizations to support the 
development of community-
based forest businesses 
is limited. CSO capacity to 
support access to markets, 
market information and 
finance for community forest 
enterprises is low

Government 
organizations and CSOs 
have limited awareness 
and low capacity on 
entrepreneurship 
development for local 
communities

There is limited capacity 
among government 
organizations and CSOs to 
provide local communities 
with information, capacity 
development on technical 
and legal aspects of forest 
management and access to 
finance

5. Capacity  
to address 
conflict and 
grievances

The capacity of government 
organizations and CSOs 
to develop conflict and 
grievance management 
systems is insufficient. In 
cases where no legal tenure 
rights have been granted 
yet, access to these systems 
is difficult

The capacity of government 
organizations and CSOs for 
alternative dispute resolution 
is limited, including for 
strengthening the capacity 
for negotiation and 
mediation

The existing human 
resources and financial 
capacity of government 
organizations and CSOs 
are limited for addressing 
tenure conflict. They 
are not well trained in 
conflict analysis and 
conflict management, 
e.g. negotiation and 
mediation. This affects 
their capacity to manage 
conflicts and grievances

Government organizations 
do not have enough capacity 
to keep up with the growing 
needs for dealing with the 
dynamic nature of existing 
conflicts at the local level

Government organizations 
lack capacity to monitor 
and analyse forest tenure 
disputes

Too few projects prioritize 
conflict management and 
grievances
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Area of  
assessment Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

6. Capacity 
to monitor 
the role and 
accountability 
of non-state 
actors, including 
business 
enterprises

The capacity of government 
organizations to hold the 
private sector accountable 
for the implementation of 
agreements and monitoring 
their activities is limited

The capacity of government 
organizations and CSOs 
to support dialogue and 
cooperation between the 
private sector and local 
communities is low

More capacity is needed 
among government 
organizations and 
federations to attract 
long-term investments 
from the private sector 
and develop a more 
favourable business 
environment with 
investors

Government 
organizations and CSOs 
have limited capacity 
to guide partnership 
between communities 
and business enterprises

The capacity of government 
organizations to cooperate 
with private investors is 
limited

The capacity of government 
organizations to monitor and 
evaluate the CSR policies of 
enterprises is limited
 
The capacity of government 
organizations to protect 
community rights against 
abuse by outside actors is 
limited

7. Capacity to 
address climate 
change and 
emergency 
issues

Government organizations 
and CSOs do not have 
capacity to develop clear 
enough information over 
carbon tenure and the 
benefits from REDD+
 
The capacity of government 
organizations to lead the 
implementation of projects 
is still low due to the lack 
of sustainable funding for 
climate change adaptation 
and REDD+ development

Government 
organizations, CSOs 
and programmes lack 
understanding on forest-
based carbon trade and 
carbon tenure

Limited capacity of 
government organizations to 
clarify carbon tenure at the 
central policy-making level

The awareness of 
government organizations, 
programmes and CSOs on 
climate-smart planning is 
limited

8. Capacity 
to respond to 
the livelihoods 
of forest-
dependent 
communities

Government organizations 
and CSOs have limited 
capacity to support 
communities to set up 
and manage forest-based 
enterprises (i.e. financial, 
administrative and technical 
capacity), and to promote 
the establishment of such 
enterprises

Government 
organizations and 
CSOs do not promote 
commercialization of 
forest products due to 
lack of awareness and 
technical capacity

The capacity and 
understanding of 
the market demands 
for forest products 
and services (except 
NWFPs) is limited 
among government 
organizations, CSOs and 
programmes

Government organizations’ 
capacity to ensure the 
sustainability of models 
for generating income 
and improving livelihoods 
developed by projects and 
programmes is limited

The capacity of government 
organizations to mobilize 
CSO support is limited
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INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY OF THE PILOT COUNTRIES: STATUS AND GAPS
The assessment was based on the steps described in Chapter 3 using a qualitative Likert 
Scale that attributed specific scores (0-4)6 to the themes across the organizations; it was 
a combination of the self-perceived capacity and the capacity as perceived by other 
organizations. Further qualification was then done through interviews, focus group discussions 
and literature review.

CAMBODIA
Table 24 shows that government organizations and CSOs had the same overall score (2.3). 
The results indicated that the capacity of both groups was more or less similar. The lowest 
capacity of government organizations was responding to livelihoods (2.0). CSOs scored 
weakest in support to forest tenure (1.9), support mechanisms for strengthening forest tenure 
(1.8), conflict and grievance mechanisms (2.0) and in the role and accountability of the 
private sector (2.0).
 
Table 24. Results of institutional capacity assessment in Cambodia

Thematic area
Government 
organization

CSOs

1. Capacity to support forest tenure reform 2.6 1.9

2. Capacity in the design process for strengthening forest tenure 2.3 2.1

3. Capacity to implement activities for strengthening forest tenure 2.3 2.1

4. Capacity to support forest-dependent communities for strengthening their 
rights

2.3 1.8

5. Capacity to address conflict and grievances 2.4 2.0

6. Capacity to monitor the roles and accountability of non-state actors, 
including business enterprises

2.3 2.0

7. Capacity to address climate change and emergency issues 2.4 2.7

8. Capacity to respond to the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities 2.0 2.6

Overall average score 2.3 2.3

Although government organizations had relatively good overall capacity (2.3), significant 
capacity gaps exist. Government organizations scored high on capacity to support forest 
tenure reform (2.6) because of the ongoing efforts to implement and expand community 
forestry, community-protected areas and community fishery programmes, as evidenced by the 
Community Forestry Guidelines and the National Forestry Programme. Since development 
of the guidelines, community tenure has significantly increased in size and more forest-
dependent communities have legally recognized user rights and limited management rights. 

6 Each participating institution was assessed against these elements using relative scores: not mandated/not   
 assessed (-), weak (0-1), average (1-2), good (2-3) and high (3-4).
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However, there are significant gaps in responding to the livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities (2.0). This is largely attributed to the limited support government organizations 
provide to forest-dependent communities for sustainable utilization and commercialization 
of forest products and services. Also, the support from government institutions in developing 
market access for forest products and services is still not sufficient. Furthermore, more 
emphasis on the development of economic activities for the improvement of livelihoods and 
income of forest-dependent communities is needed. Other capacity gaps identified relate 
to the support government organizations provide in addressing conflict and grievances, 
especially in terms of managing conflicts related to overlapping boundaries between ELCs 
and areas under community management. While some efforts have recently been made, they 
are not enough. The capacity to address climate change and emergencies is limited due to 
unsecured long-term funding, limited technical skills and lack of clarity over the sustainability 
of the finance mechanisms.

 

  Photo 19. Collecting vegetables from the forest in Cambodia

Overall CSOs had relatively good capacity (2.3). CSOs scored highest for addressing 
climate change and emergency issues. This is mainly because of the support and expertise 
CSOs provide in supporting national climate change mitigation and adaptation programmes, 
especially where they are aimed at strengthening national institutions and community 
resilience to climate change. In this context, CSOs provide strong support as intermediaries 
between the government and forest-dependent communities in REDD+ efforts as well as 
climate change adaptation projects. Key capacity gaps identified relate to the lack of resources 
(budget and time) CSOs have to support forest-dependent communities towards getting forest 
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tenure rights recognized, something which is further attributed to the time-consuming and 
difficult policy requirements. The low score for support to forest-dependent communities for 
strengthening their rights is explained by the limited contribution of research organizations 
in providing information, capacity development and livelihood options for forest-dependent 
communities and IPs. Regarding conflict and grievances, CSOs face capacity gaps in terms 
of the numbers and capacity of staff as well as their ability to develop relationships and trust 
with other stakeholders (the government and the private sector). Also, NGOs face challenges 
in developing relationships between the private sector and forest-dependent communities.

NEPAL
The government implements various policies and programmes to promote strengthening of 
forest tenure for forest-dependent people at different levels. The Capacity Development Needs 
Assessment (CDNA) found good practices in place, such as promotion and strengthening 
of community forestry, leasehold forestry, collaborative forestry and buffer zone community 
forestry.
Table 25 indicates that (i) in general the capacity of the institutions dealing with forest tenure 
in Nepal is relatively ‘good’ but there are significant capacity gaps; (ii) programmes and 
government organizations have lower average capacity in most thematic areas compared 
to CSOs; and (iii) across the thematic areas they have an average level of capacity.
 
Table 25. Results of institutional capacity assessment in Nepal

Thematic area
Government 
organizations

Programmes CSOs

Capacity to support forest tenure reform 2.5 1.8 2.6

Capacity in the design process for strengthening 
forest tenure

2.1 1.2 2.3

Capacity to implement activities for strengthening 
forest tenure

2.1 1.9 2.4

Capacity to support forest-dependent communities 
for strengthening their rights

2.1 1.6 2.3

Capacity to address conflict and grievances 1.8 1.9 2.3

Capacity to monitor the roles and accountability of 
non-state actors, including business enterprises

1.9 2.0 2.3

Capacity to address climate change and emergency 
issues

1.8 2.6 2.3

Capacity to respond to the livelihoods of forest-
dependent communities

2.0 2.0 2.3

Overall average score 2.0 1.9 2.4
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Government organizations had average capacity (2.0). The areas with the lowest capacity 
(2.0) were: capacity to address conflict and grievance mechanisms, capacity to monitor the 
roles and accountability of non-state actors, including business enterprises and capacity to 
address climate change and emergency issues. For conflict and grievance management, 
conflicts over customary land tenure systems are difficult to address under the existing 
regulations and there is a need to develop more capacity to deal with these conflicts more 
effectively. Moreover, due to the limited number of trained human resources at government 
offices there is a backlog in resolving conflict cases. The low score for the capacity of the 
government to monitor the role and accountability of the private sector is mainly attributed to 
the very limited role the private sector has in supporting the livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities. Nevertheless, opportunities are emerging and provisions are being put into 
place through, for example, the initiation of a public-private partnership model. For climate 
change and emergency issues the main concern is with the government’s capacity to reach 
out to remote districts and the limited understanding on carbon measurement, trade and 
adaptation and mitigation plans. Government organizations should be more informed to 
develop better understanding in the area of climate change and emergencies.
Programmes, including projects, had average capacity (1.9). Their weaknesses were 
mainly in designing the process of forest tenure reform (1.2) and the support mechanisms 
to strengthen forest tenure (1.6). The assessment clarified that existing programmes provide 
limited leadership and direction in the design of processes to strengthen forest tenure. On the 
one hand, programmes lack technical capacity and mandates for contributing to the policy 
development processes. Their focus is more on capacity development and advocacy rather 
than directly supporting local communities in having their forest tenure rights strengthened. 
Their technical capacity to support FUGs is also relatively limited. There is a need to strengthen 
their awareness and understanding of the critical roles strong forest tenure rights have in 
improving the livelihoods and incomes of forest-dependent communities.

 Photo 20. Hill village in Nepal
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In the context of CSOs, associations, federations, networks, NGOs and academic 
organizations had relatively higher capacity compared to other stakeholder groups (2.4). 
Overall, this group has a good performance across all thematic areas. However, differences 
exist within this group. Associations/federations/networks have more capacity than NGOs and 
research organizations. Upon closer assessment, the NGOs’ key weaknesses were limited 
capacity to contribute to the design process for strengthening forest tenure, limited direct 
support to acquire forest tenure rights and conflict management capacity. These weaknesses 
are mainly attributed to the lack of financial and human resources, which limits their ability 
to reach communities at the grassroots level. It should be noted that NGOs play important 
roles in the associations/federations/networks such as providing capacity development and 
awareness-raising at the national and FUG levels. They support the raising of issues for 
improved governance of FUGs.

VIET NAM
Table 26 shows that, in general, the capacity of the institutions dealing with forest tenure in 
Viet Nam is ‘average’.

Table 26. Results of institutional capacity assessment in Viet Nam

Thematic area
Government 

organizations
Programmes CSOs

1. Capacity to support forest tenure reform 2.2 3.0 2.1

2. Capacity in the design process for strengthening 
forest tenure

2.7 2.6 1.9

3. Capacity to implement activities for strengthening 
forest tenure

1.7 2.5 2.0

4. Capacity to support forest-dependent communities for 
strengthening their rights

1.7 2.6 2.0

5. Capacity to address conflict and grievances 1.6 2.1 1.7

6. Capacity to monitor the roles and accountability of 
non-state actors including business enterprises

1.6 2.3 1.7

7. Capacity to address climate change and emergency 
issues

1.7 1.9 2.3

8. Capacity to respond to livelihoods 2.0 2.8 2.0

Overall average score 1.9 2.5 2.0

 
While these results suggest that capacity for strengthening forest tenure exists, analysis also 
shows that it is not enough to ensure the desired outcomes of forest tenure reform such as 
improved incomes and livelihoods of forest-dependent communities. The main findings are: 
(i) programmes have a relatively better performance than government organizations and 
CSOs; (ii) thematic areas 5, 6 and 7 score relatively low for all types of institutions. 
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Government organizations have made significant achievements in terms of supporting forest 
tenure and designing the process for strengthening forest tenure (score > 2.0). This strength 
is because they support the allocation and registration of forest tenure rights/duties for 
forest-dependent communities, design activities related to strengthening forest tenure at the 
national level and support access and user rights to forest resources for forest-dependent 
communities for sustainable utilization and commercialization. The rest of the thematic areas 
score relatively weakly, in particular 4, 5, 6 and 7. The existing support mechanisms for forest-
dependent communities for both production and protection forests include tax exemptions, 
benefit-sharing mechanisms and simplified procedures. However, these mechanisms are, 
in many cases, not fully implemented at the local level due to the low quality of previously 
allocated natural forest and budget constraints. Government support does not always reach 
marginalized people.
Government organizations could do more to facilitate dialogue between different stakeholders 
and with their peer organizations. They could also prioritize financial support for areas where 
forest land allocation is not complete and provide technical and administrative support to 
provincial- and district-level government agencies to declare clear boundary demarcations 
and certificates. Concomitantly, the conversion of less critically important protection forest 
into production forest and to assist in the creation of a legal basis for a number of forest-
dependent communities are identified as significant opportunities for generating livelihood 
benefits and better income. 
Programmes are perceived to have relatively better capacity than government organizations 
and CSOs. They score relatively highly (>2.0) in all areas except for climate change and 
emergencies (1.9). They score particularly highly for thematic areas 1, 2 and 8. This is mainly 
because they can provide direct support to forest-dependent communities. Programmes 
play critical roles in translating policies into practice, supporting the allocation of forest land 
and supporting local government agencies and forest-dependent communities by providing 
financial resources and extension support. They strengthen cooperation through the sharing 
of market information, technical measures and in the identification of potential consumers. 
They score relatively weakly for climate change and emergencies, largely due to challenges 
associated with clarifying carbon tenure and the development of climate-smart planning. 
However, a commonly expressed concern deals with programme sustainability and the ability 
to replicate the interventions beyond the target areas, as they are mainly reliant on external 
funding.
CSOs implement activities to assist local communities in recognizing and exercising their 
forest tenure rights. The surveyed organizations scored highly (> 2.0) for thematic areas 1 
and 7. Here they play key roles in documenting experiences and writing case studies. They 
establish pilot or demonstration sites on livelihood improvement. They play an important 
advocacy role for strengthening forest tenure for forest-dependent communities. CSOs have 
relatively limited direct support in terms of improving the livelihoods and incomes of forest-
dependent communities because they have limited resources and capacity to develop and  
sustain their activities. They also score low in thematic areas 2, 5 and 6. This is mainly because 
they lack resources and capacity in these areas. As such they also have limited scope for 
direct interventions in terms of improving the livelihoods and incomes of forest-dependent 
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communities and what support exists is limited to piloting and demonstration projects. Their 
role is relatively limited: research, awareness-raising and capacity development, rather than 
direct interventions in strengthening forest tenure.
There is no integrated and coordinated capacity development system cutting across the 
three groups. Capacity development for strengthening forest tenure is ad hoc and is not 
adapted adequately to the local contexts. Although training materials are available and key 
staff members have been trained on forest tenure issues, the assessment revealed that 
there is a need to strengthen their capacity to disseminate information about rights and 
responsibilities and strengthen the skills of forest-dependent communities and local-level 
government agencies for livelihood improvement and income generation. 
The key challenges for dealing with conflict and grievance management are the lack of 
capacity at the local level to deal with various issues of boundary demarcation, overlapping 
and competing claims, benefit sharing, and the roles and responsibilities over forest 
management. There is not enough documentation and information on conflict and grievance 
management processes on the ground. Monitoring and analysis of forest tenure conflicts 
are not conducted properly by government agencies due to the limited data available from 
the case studies and limited conflict management support due to a shortage of resources 
(expertise and information). Moreover, where programmes provide direct support to forest-
dependent communities, only one programme recognizes and responds to the need for 
conflict and grievance management. At the same time, CSOs lack the financial and human 
resources to respond to conflict.
The role and accountability of the private sector is regulated to some extent, but the 
implementation and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the practice is limited. This applies 
to the support measures that aim at consolidating land for enterprises, promoting lease 
contracts between enterprises and forest owners and the requirement to hire local labour. 
The capacity of the government for M&E is weak and CSOs are not actively involved. The 
private sector does not provide sufficient and sustained cooperation yet. There is room to 
promote the development of forest owners’ enterprise skills and to promote how forest owners 
coordinate and organize themselves.
Climate change and emergencies and their connection to forest tenure is a relatively new 
thematic area. Awareness and capacity on issues such as carbon tenure and climate-smart 
planning are still limited for government agencies and programmes. Programmes and CSOs 
that bring in new information and promote dialogues on these topics are important but it is 
also crucial to manage expectations.
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STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES TO ADDRESS INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 
GAPS
It can be concluded that there is institutional capacity for strengthening forest tenure in 
Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam but there are still significant gaps. Government organizations 
are responsible for allocating forest tenure rights and improving the livelihoods and income 
of forest-dependent communities. In this context, they can develop policies to strengthen 
forest tenure for forest-dependent communities. They could do more to facilitate dialogue 
between different stakeholders to ensure that the strengths of government organizations, 
programmes and CSOs are maximized and capacity gaps are overcome. They could also 
prioritize the provision of financial, administrative and technical support to allocate forest 
tenure rights to forest-dependent communities and IPs. Furthermore, governments can play 
a role as neutral facilitators in providing information and facilitating dialogue regarding forest 
tenure. They are encouraged to clarify carbon tenure rights and ensure benefits from forestry 
activities are distributed equitably. This includes providing financial support and access to 
finance for forest-dependent communities. 
Programmes play critical roles in translating policies into practice. They support the allocation 
of forest tenure rights on the ground and provide financial resources through project 
implementation. As such, they are critical sources of information for policy-makers and much 
can be learned from their practical experience. However, a commonly expressed concern is 
programme sustainability and the ability to replicate interventions beyond the target areas 
as programmes are mainly reliant on external funding. 
CSOs have relatively limited capacity to support livelihoods and income improvement because 
they have limited financial resources to sustain their activities. They often lack technical 
capacity, financial and organizational strength. Their role is primarily focused on raising 
awareness on forest tenure and to a limited extent in some countries on piloting of community 
forestry and livelihood improvement. 
The three countries surveyed do not have a well-structured system for strengthening 
institutional capacity, which explains relatively low numbers of highly experienced staff working 
in the institutions that deal with capacity development for forest tenure reform. Therefore, 
there is a need to explore an integrated and strategic approach to strengthening the capacity 
of institutions to address the gaps. This can be achieved by dedicating sufficient resources, 
coordinated development of capacity development products and services, and integrating 
capacity development as a main element in the forest tenure activities of government 
organizations, programmes and CSOs. In particular, strengthening dialogue and cooperation 
among different institutions is needed to identify measures and activities that will have direct 
livelihood improvement benefits and increase the income of forest-dependent communities. 
In order to address the institutional challenges mentioned above the following recommendations 
are proposed: 
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 • Strengthen existing dialogue and collaboration among government organizations,  
  CSOs and programmes to prioritize actions to further strengthen forest tenure  
  reform. Particular attention should be given to the engagement of private sector  
  actors and to increase their responsibility so that livelihood improvement can be  
  achieved;

 • Better coordination of existing capacity development efforts needs to be ensured by  
  of plans and programmes at the national level and new products and services to  
  address knowledge and skills gaps in forest tenure. Priority areas for strengthening  
  capacity include enterprise development, FUG management, private sector  
  engagement, conflict and grievance management, and governance of forest tenure.  
  Modalities could include action research, training of trainers and exchange visits; 

 • Government organizations should roll out the models developed by programmes and  
  projects for the allocation and registration of tenure rights. This can be done by  
  allocating sufficient national budget for scale-up activities; and 

 • Awareness of the importance of forest tenure and improved livelihoods needs to be  
  developed further. CSOs could probably take the leading role to develop  
  awareness-raising materials and programmes that target all actors, including  
  government organizations, on the importance of and priorities for strengthened forest  
  tenure.
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7. LESSONS LEARNED AND MOVING FORWARD
KEY LESSONS LEARNED

The assessment has provided useful insights into existing policy and institutional capacity, 
strengths and weaknesses. The actual results in terms of forest tenure policy reforms for 
improved livelihoods and income have not materialized yet. In these countries, various tenure 
policies and regulations are in place, but the benefits from forest management for communities 
are limited or in some cases the extent of benefits varies. The following section explains why 
local communities are still lagging behind in obtaining adequate benefits from the protection 
and management of forests and the key lessons learned from these cases.
Policies are often contradictory and complex. Many policies are contradictory and complex. 
As a result, such policies are not effectively implemented on the ground. For example, in 
Cambodia, the Forest Law (2002) provides a legal basis to advance community forestry but 
the application process is too complicated for local communities to follow, so they are unable 
to benefit from community forestry. Also, the rights for forest-dependent communities are 
limited so economic benefits from forests cannot be fully realized. Furthermore, none of the 
policies and legal instruments allow for designing comprehensive land-use plans for forest 
land in Cambodia. Similarly, in Nepal, the Forest Act (1993) and Local Self Governance Act 
(1999) contradict each other in terms of jurisdiction to manage and use forests and other 
natural resources at the local level. Local government bodies including District Development 
Committees, municipalities and Village Development Committees hold the right to manage 
specified natural resources, including forests, within their political jurisdiction. According to the 
Local Forest Governance Act, local government is authorized to prepare, plan and implement 
programmes on forests, vegetation, biodiversity, soil conservation and the environment. 
However, the Forest Act (1993) states that managing and using forests is the role of District 
Forest Offices. 
Likewise, in Viet Nam, policies to resolve forest and land disputes are contradictory; the 
Forest Protection and Development Law (2004) allows District Agriculture and Rural 
Development offices to handle such disputes, but in many cases the District Office of Natural 
and Environment Development claims such responsibilities. In addition, the District People’s 
Commune also intervenes in dispute resolution, regarding dispute resolution at the district 
level as its purview. 
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Photo 21. The future generation of forest-dependent people

Government policy definition curtails community rights. In most cases, the implementation 
of policy is weak for multiple reasons. Policies are in place, but they are not put into practice 
or are applied in a different way. In policy, for instance, in Nepal, the Forest Act authorizes 
FUGs to harvest timber and NWFPs from community forests and sell them without any 
intervention from government agencies. However, in reality, the government controls timber 
harvesting and sales from community forestry. In Viet Nam, the Land Law (2013) clearly 
cites compensation from the government if it wishes to expropriate forests or forest land from 
legitimate tenure holders, but in practice very few people can obtain adequate compensation. 
Some policies provide a basis for forest valuation (Decree No 48, Circular No. 65 of the 
LFPD 2004). However, they are not implemented on the ground. Also, resettlement policies 
following land acquisition are not practical or feasible under specific conditions and in relation 
to the needs of local people. Hence, implementation is weak. In Cambodia, current policies 
recognize the rights of customary tenure holders, but in practice, these are largely ignored. 
In addition, weak implementation of policies in pilot countries is also due to lack of financial 
and human resources, the ineffectual commitment of key actors, weak governance and lack 
of proper monitoring mechanisms. 
The government imposes restrictions on commercial timber harvesting. The 
governments in all three countries are reluctant to allow local communities to harvest timber 
even though this is prescribed under approved forest management plans. In Nepal, out of 
19 000 CFUGs, more than 70 percent has over-mature forests that are ready for timber 
harvesting, but barely 5 percent of the CFUGs can harvest timber. Despite FUGS having 
full authority to harvest and sell timber from their community forestry according to the Forest 
Act (1993), the government has imposed complicated regulations to follow while undertaking 
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timber businesses which eventually discourage communities from harvesting timber and 
enjoying economic incentives. This is also the case in Cambodia. However, the Vietnamese 
Government allows local communities or individual households in production forest zones 
to harvest timber and accrue economic benefits from value addition and sale via the FLA. In 
general, current policies across pilot countries are primarily focusing on harvesting of NWFPs 
and restricting the harvest of timber. Thus, the considerable economic benefits that could be 
accrued from community forests are not forthcoming. 
Bias on allocation of economically viable forests. The limited benefits from forests 
and forest land are also attributable to the quality of forests and forest land allocated to 
communities and individual households. In Nepal, the Forest Act (1993) clearly mentions that 
only degraded forests and forest land will be allocated to leasehold groups. This means that 
leasehold forest groups need to work hard for many years to restore and reclaim degraded 
land. Thus, opportunities to obtain economic benefits from such land are restricted. Similarly, 
in Viet Nam, the FA/FLA has limited financial benefits for households and communities as the 
government allocates forest land to individual households from production forests, usually of 
poor quality, so timber harvesting cannot occur for several years. Furthermore, there are few 
incentives to motivate households to enter into forest protection with State Forest Companies 
and the Forest Management Board as the income from forest protection and contracts is only  
US$8.00 per hectare per year (MARD 2013). Local households and communities managing 
forests face challenges in terms of access to credit and markets for forest products as well 
as the availability of high-quality seedlings for forest enrichment and replanting. Once they 
receive such land, people must plant trees which can only be harvested when they are 
mature; forest land with natural forest is retained by the government under protection and 
special-use forests. In Cambodia, most of the forests allocated to communities are degraded 
and without standing trees. 
In Viet Nam, Decree 113 does not limit the size of forest areas that can be allocated for 
forest plantation but the Land Law (2013) sets an upper limit for allocation to households 
of 30 hectares. Furthermore, there is a provision under Decree 135 that prioritizes FA/
FLA for the staff of state entities and their relatives, leading to unfair allocation. Criteria 
to select recipients of forest land through FA/FLA processes have sometimes excluded 
poor households due to requirements for permanent housing and sufficient labour to carry 
out forest protection/plantation duties. Also in the contracting model for forest plantation or 
protection, poor households are not considered as priority recipients. As the allocated forest 
land tends to be of poor quality, there are low economic returns from managing such forest 
land, which eventually leads to the conversion of forest land for other purposes such as 
shrimp ponds and rice fields. 
Resources for policy implementation are meagre or absent. Many policies in the pilot 
countries are not implemented due to lack of or inadequate financial and human resources. 
In some cases, insufficient ability to mobilize existing resources also results in weak 
implementation. For example, in the MoFSC in Nepal, many staff have no assigned job 
descriptions; if specific assignments were allocated this would make a significant contribution 
to policy and planning implementation. In Viet Nam, institutional weaknesses include lack 
of human and financial resources to manage forest land, lack of resources for accurate 
cadastral mapping, poor availability of land tenure data and inconsistent forest data due to 
different systems for forest classification and inventories.
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In Cambodia, dispute settlement mechanisms are in place, but implementation is largely 
ineffective due to limited capacity and lack of law enforcement. There is no legal framework to 
support forest-based community enterprises. Most stakeholders are unaware of the provisions 
of forest land tenure in the current legal framework; therefore policies and regulations on the 
ground are misunderstood. 
Tenure security is not sufficient to ensure better income. Obtaining tenure security 
does not automatically guarantee economic benefits for local communities and individuals; 
linkage is needed for potential value addition of forest products and the establishment of 
community-based enterprises. There is an equal need for technical skills, knowledge and 
marketing information to acquire benefits from harvesting and trade of timber and non-wood 
forest products. Viet Nam is making better progress in harnessing economic benefits from 
forest products through the establishment of enterprises (small and medium) and its strong 
network for marketing. The government provides an enabling legal environment for trade 
and supports entrepreneurs through market information and technical skills required for the 
business. However, in Nepal and Cambodia, there are few forest-based enterprises that 
operate at the local level to add value and generate income from the processing of timber and 
non-wood forest products from community forestry. Therefore, tenure security is only a first 
step, and not a sufficient condition for better income. For the latter to transpire, community 
enterprises need to be supported with linkages to markets. 

Photo 22. Forests are an integral part of a landscape

The role of private sector investment is largely undermined. Both Cambodia and 
Nepal have largely undermined the role of the private sector in the development of forest-
based enterprises mainly within community forestry. In Nepal, there is no enabling policy 
to encourage private sector investment in forestry. The investment of the private sector so 
far is insignificant and all the benefits incurred from such business are absorbed by the 
intermediaries involved in the value chain. In Viet Nam, state-controlled enterprises are 
still in operation, but gradually individual households are also entering into forest product 
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processing and marketing by establishing SMEs at the local level. Taxes on the timber 
trade are excessive, dis-incentivizing private sector investment in timber businesses and 
sustainable management. In Cambodia, large-scale multinational companies are operating 
as concessionaires, but there are few benefits for local communities. Therefore, there is a 
need to provide a supportive legal framework for the private sector that works closely with 
community groups to add value to community forestry resources and assist with market 
linkages. This will eventually contribute to more income for forest-dependent communities 
at the local level. 
Governance remains an ignored dimension of forest management. All three countries 
have paid little attention to improving governance and institutions which are fundamental 
to ensure benefits from forests. For example, in Nepal, the forestry sector suffers from 
rampant corruption, illegal timber trade and weak or absent rule of law. Likewise, in Cambodia, 
governance is very poor as there is lack of participation and transparency exacerbated by 
a growing number of violations in forests. The situation in Viet Nam is relatively better, but 
the system of governance is still weak and impeded by a conventional institutional set up. 
Lease agreements for forest land and non-state companies are not properly administered or 
monitored resulting in deforestation and forest degradation. In some instances, lessors have 
cleared areas that have been prioritized for conservation. Conflict between these companies 
and local people, based on overlapping land claims is still a problem in Viet Nam. Circular 38 
stipulates the involvement of local communities in decision-making on forest allocation, but 
lack of participation of local communities and households in most of the stages of reviewing, 
approval and verification of FA/FLA proposals remains. As a result, various disputes related 
to boundaries and overlapping claims are still outstanding at the local level. 
In Viet Nam, most of the forest land has already been allocated to state forest companies 
(SFCs)/forest management bureaus (FMBs) and then contracted out to households. Priority 
has been given to the employees of SFCs and FMBs, which has led to inequitable outcomes. 
Some households have been contracted for protection of relatively large areas (6-30 hectares), 
exhausting the supply of eligible land. There is no remaining land available for interested low-
income households. In recent decades, most governments have promulgated new policies 
and laws to advance forest tenure, but they never perceive the need to reform governance and 
institutions to make sure that new and progressive policies are implemented on the ground.

MOVING FORWARD
Current policy and capacity gaps faced by Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam require 
comprehensive short- and medium-term action plans. Such plans should be more specific 
and focused on strengthening forest tenure. It is almost impossible to achieve the objectives 
of forest management (economic, environment, social) without fulfilling policy and capacity 
gaps, and without involving local communities in the protection and management of forests 
around them. 
The action plan presented in Table 27 could be considered in fulfilling policy and capacity 
gaps, improving the livelihoods and income of forest-dependent communities and maintaining 
forest conditions in Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam. These plans were developed by key 
stakeholders during national-level policy dialogues and consultations conducted in 2005 
and 2016. 
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Table 27. Short- and medium-term action plans

Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Simplify the process of community 
forestry legalization

Lead institution: DFCF/FA
Collaborators: MDR, MoI, MAFF, 
MLMUPC, NGOs

Amend the regulation to promote 
forest-based enterprises
Lead institution: MoFSC
Collaborators: MoPE, MoFALD, 
Ministry of Law
FNCCI, NGOs, CSOs

Land Law and Forest Protection 
and Development Law are revised:
Amending Circular 38

Lead institution: VN Forest
Collaborators: MARD, MONRE, 
MoJ, local authorities, experts and 
academic institutions

Accelerate review of CPA 
guidelines

Lead institution: DFCF/DFI
Collaborators: MDR, MoI, MAFF, 
MLMUPC, NGOs

Develop guidelines on the private 
sector investment procedure in 
forestry and safeguard legitimate 
tenure rights against threats and 
infringements

Lead institution: MoFSC and 
departments
Collaborators: MoPE, MoFALD, 
Ministry of Law
FNCCI, NGOs, CSOs

Promulgate a new policy to replace 
Decree 147 and 178 related to 
production forest

Lead institution: VN Forest
Collaborators: MARD, MONRE, 
MoJ, local authorities, experts and 
academic institutions

Community empowerment to 
participate in forest management

Lead institution: DFCF/DFI
Collaborators: MDR, MoI, MAFF, 
MLMUPC, NGOs

Develop a standard law for dispute 
settlement in forestry

Lead institution: MoFSC 
Collaborators: Ministry of Law, 
CSOs, NGOs

Review and supplement Decree 99 
related to PES

Lead institution: VN Forest
Collaborators: VAFS, universities, 
MoNRE

Create an enabling policy 
environment and develop capacity 
to develop community-based 
forest enterprises

Lead institution: DFCF/FA
Collaborators: MDR, MoI, MAFF, 
MLMUPC, NGOs

Establish a participatory 
monitoring mechanism for benefit 
sharing

Lead institution: MoFSC
Collaborators: FECOFUN, NEFIN, 
DNF, CSOs

Develop new policies to support 
livelihoods of forest-dependent 
communities

Lead institution: MARD
Collaborators: VN Forests, VAFS, 
Forestry University

Review and enforce the 
subdecree on ELCs

Lead institution: DFCF/FA
Collaborators: MDR, MoI, MAFF, 
MLMUPC, NGOs

Review of the current 
environmental threshold in favour 
of communities

Lead institution: MoPE, MoFAC

Collaborators: MoFSC 
departments, FECOFUN

Policy and regulation should define 
the tenure dispute resolution 
procedure

Lead institution: VAFS
Collaborators: MARD, Forestry 
University, VN Forests 
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Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Set up a system to coordinate and 
strengthen capacity development:
 • Planning; 
 • Development; 
implementation, M&E and 
 • Trainers and other  
resources.

Lead institution: MoE (CPAs), FA 
(CFs), NGOs

Develop a Status Paper 
integrating the results from 
policy and institutional capacity 
assessments

Lead institution: DoF
Collaborators: RECOFTC, 
DNPWC, NFA, NFTA, Networks 
(e.g. NEFIN), FAO

Fully implement forest land 
allocation for the prioritized 
provincial and forest areas to 
local communities encouraging 
the participation of all relevant 
stakeholders

Lead institution: MARD and 
MONRE
Collaborators: VNFOREST/DARD 
and DONRE

Resolve conflicts between 
communities and ELCs and 
develop capacity for negotiation 
and mediation 

Lead institution: MoE, FA,
MLMUPC, MRD (IP land), MOI (IP 
registration)

Develop entrepreneurship skills 
for FUGs:
 • National TOT (and curriculum 
development); and
 • Subnational roll out

Lead institution: DoF
Collaborators: DFO/DoF/MoFSC/
RECOFTC (service provision)

Facilitate the process of forest and 
forest land registration to benefit 
those whose forest and forest land 
are not registered

Lead institution: MARD and 
MONRE
Collaborators: DARD and DONRE

Establish a forest tenure database 
which will also link to other data 
on forest monitoring, enforcement 
and conflicts

Lead institution:
MoE, FA, MLMUPC, MRD (IP 
land), MOI (IP registration)

Develop a human resource 
development plan for the forestry 
sector

Lead institution: MOSFC
Collaborators: CFTEC, academia 
(IOF, KAFCOL, AFU etc.)

Organize training on the 
policy-making process for less 
experienced policy-makers, with a 
focus on practical experience with 
the policy-making process  
and legal background, including 
targeting policy-makers on the 
ground

Lead institution: MARD and 
MONRE
Collaborators: FAO, DARD and 
DONRE

Strengthen the conflict and 
grievance handling mechanism. 
Train rangers, field officers, FUG 
and CSO members on forest 
conflict mediation

Lead institution: CFTEC
Collaborators: RECOFTC/RTFC/
DoF/
Networks

Develop mechanisms for dialogue 
and coordination between national 
and subnational levels and 
between different stakeholder 
groups

Lead institution: VNFOREST, 
MARD and MONRE
Collaborators: Development 
partners and NGOs, DARD and 
DONRE
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Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Strengthen the capacity of 
FUGs on advocacy, governance, 
communication, fund mobilization

Lead institution: DFO/networks
Collaborators: the media

Develop a master plan for raising 
awareness and strengthening the 
capacity of local communities, 
covering the following topics: 
Forest tenure, rights, duties of 
forest tenure rights holders, 
technical forest management skills 
and skills to increase access to 
markets

Lead institution: VNFOREST, 
MARD and MONRE
Collaborators: National Agricultural 
Extension Center, development 
partners and NGOs, DARD and 
DONRE

Create subdecrees and Prakas for 
the Law on Protected Areas

Lead institution: MoE
Collaborators: Local authorities 
and DoE

Develop national standards for 
SFM

Lead institution: DoF
Collaborators: MoFSC and other 
forestry stakeholders

Mainstreaming VGGT principles 
in all policies related to forest land 
tenure

Lead institution: MARD
Collaborators: MoNRE, MPI, 
NGOs, government offices, Office 
of Congress

Strengthen community-based 
ecotourism and develop 
comprehensive land-use plans

Lead institution: MoE
Collaborators: Local authorities, 
NGOs and subnational 
stakeholders

Establish database and 
accounting systems for all types of 
forest management regimes

Lead institution: DoF
Collaborators: MoFSC

Establishment of an expert tenure 
team at the national level

Lead institution: VN Forest
Collaborators: Experts, academic 
institutions, NGOs
Dept. of Personnel and 
Organization

Create a pilot project to undertake 
research on forest land tenure

Lead institution: FA
Collaborators: MAFF, MoE

Establish a national forum of 
tenure policy experts

Lead institution: MoFSC
Collaborators: CSOs, FECOFUN 
and other forestry stakeholders

Develop policies to raise 
awareness about forest land 
tenure and rights at all levels

Lead institution: VAFS
Collaborators: MARD, Forestry 
University, NGOs
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Cambodia Nepal Viet Nam

Strengthen coordination among 
key government agencies in 
supporting forest tenure processes 
through the establishment and 
strengthening of interministerial 
working groups

Lead institution:
MoE (CPAs), FA(CFs), MLMUPC 
(titling), MRD (IP land), academia 
(research)

Strengthen the national- 
and regional-level Forest Training 
Centre

Lead institution: MOFSC
Collaborators: GON/PSC

Set up an information 
dissemination system and training 
system on policy and legislation 
related to forest tenure and on 
technical knowledge

Lead institution: VNFOREST, 
MARD/ MONRE
Collaborators: National Agricultural 
Extension Center, development 
partners and NGOs, DARD/ 
DONRE

Prepare and allocate sufficient 
national budget for community 
forestry development including 
for project implementation and 
for the effective functioning of the 
NCFPCC and PCFPCC

Lead institution: FA

Promote private sector 
engagement and development, 
especially targeting FUGs and 
other CBFM

Lead institution: GoN/private 
sector
collaborators: FNCCI private 
sector actors

Accelerating the process of re-
planning forest types; especially by 
converting less critical protection 
forest into production forest

Lead institutions: MONRE/ MARD
Collaborators: DARD/ DONRE, 
Forest Inventory and Planning 
Institute

Improve and enforce SEIA 
to manage ELCs and other 
development projects. Review 
and enforce the EIA subdecree to 
manage ELCs and their impacts 
on affected communities

Lead institution: FA

Develop a knowledge 
management system for 
monitoring and planning of FUGs 
and forest management planning

Lead institution: DoF
Collaborator: Statistics section

Explore possibilities and support 
efforts to establish cooperatives to 
become organized and self-reliant

Lead institution: VNFOREST 
MARD and MONRE
Collaborators: Development 
partners and NGOs DARD and 
DONRE

Table 27 indicates that each country has different needs to strengthen forest tenure 
policies. However, there are some commonalities in terms of strengths and weaknesses.  
For example, all three countries are moving towards promotion of forest-based enterprises 
either at the community level, like in Nepal, or at the individual household level, as in Viet Nam. 
More importantly all three countries have valued the role of the community in protection 
and management of national forests. Similarly, there is a common and increasing trend 
of transferring rights and responsibilities from the central state to local communities, local 
government or individual households for managing forests in all three countries. 
All three countries have considered gender, equity and pro-poor approaches as well as 
responses to climate change as cross-cutting priority issues and developed policies to 
support these agendas. However, the implementation of these policies is weak generally. 
Interestingly, it was noticed that, commonly, governments in all three countries have not  
allocated forest land with high-value forest species; instead, degraded land is mostly allocated 
to local communities for plantation and rehabilitation in Cambodia and Nepal, and to individual 
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households in Viet Nam. In Nepal and Cambodia, timber harvesting from such allocated 
forest land is strictly controlled by the government, whereas in Viet Nam current policies 
and regulations allow the holders of allocated forest land to harvest timber and sell it on the 
market to generate income for their households. In addition, the study identified more common 
weaknesses in terms of strengthening forest tenure such as: inadequate attention to poor 
forest-dependent people, lack of provision for ensuring their access and rights over forests, 
and policy barriers for smallholders and forest communities that inhibit access to valuable 
resources such as timber and so forth. Weak institutional capacity impedes development or 
implementation of forest policies. Therefore, policy statements may often be relatively good 
but their implementation is far from adequate. What is critically needed is comprehension of 
the policy gaps and capacity needs to ensure successful strengthening of tenure for forest-
dependent people.
The contribution of forests to improving livelihoods and generating income across the 
pilot countries varies. For example, in Viet Nam, the holders of land-use certificates are  
 to manage and use forest land for 50 years with possible renewal for another 50 years. 
This tenure provides better opportunities for individuals to benefit from forest plantation as 
they can harvest fast-growing species within seven to ten years. In addition, FLA holders 
have rights to receive 100 percent of the benefits from the sale of timber and non-wood  
 products from the allocated land. The policies in Nepal and Cambodia are different as the 
government allocates forest to communities which manage it collectively and share the 
benefits amongst group members. In this model, there are various challenges to ensuring 
equitable distribution, maintaining transparency and sustaining the system of participatory 
decision-making. Therefore, the direct contribution of forests to improving livelihoods and 
income through collective management is relatively complex compared to allocating forest 
land to individual households, as in Viet Nam. 
These case studies clearly spelled out that strengthening forest tenure for   
livelihoods and generating income is possible only through the amendment of existing   
and regulations or by formulating new laws and policies; but more importantly, an   
framework or guidelines to make sure that policies are properly enforced on the ground 
are needed. Strong commitments of key actors, adequate resources and mechanisms to 
monitor progress are some of the areas to which governments should pay more attention 
for successful forest management. 
The cases from Cambodia, Nepal and Viet Nam have revealed critically important areas for 
further investigation and research, such as how to ensure that the poor and disadvantaged 
can obtain a fair share from community forestry and achieve livelihood enhancement. 
Similarly, it is also topical to identify suitable business models for promoting forest-based  
enterprises at the community level and ensuring that community members benefit from 
generated products. Countries like Nepal with abandoned or underutilized agricultural 
land should research the most suitable agroforestry model to enhance the productivity of 
abandoned agricultural land, which eventually could contribute to improving the livelihoods 
of the rural poor. 
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