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I. INTRODUCTION 

1. In most regions of the world, forests, trees on farms, and agroforestry systems play important 

roles in the livelihoods of rural people by providing employment, energy, nutritious foods and a wide 

range of other goods and ecosystem services. They have tremendous potential to contribute to 

sustainable development and to a greener economy. Yet, clear evidence of this contribution has been 

lacking. This evidence is necessary to ensure that policymakers take informed decisions about forest 

management and use, and that the benefits from forests are recognized as part of the sustainable 

development goals and the post-2015 agenda, not only with respect to the environment, but also in 

terms of their contributions to broader social issues. 

2. In 2015, the UN Forum on Forests will review the International Arrangement on Forests, 

including progress towards the achievement of the four Global Objectives on Forests set out in the 

Non-legally Binding Instrument on All Types of Forests (Forest Instrument). As few countries 

systematically collect data on the socioeconomic benefits of forests or their contributions to improving 

livelihoods, the evidence provided in State of the World's Forests 2014 (SOFO 2014) will be key to 

this assessment. 

3. Due to the difficulty in obtaining data, SOFO 2014 focuses on benefits for which reliable data 

is available at the global level or where information from case studies is sufficient to draw conclusions 

at the global level. In addition, it examines how countries are promoting the benefits from forests, in 

line with the provisions of the Forest Instrument, in their national policies and measures. Crucially, the 

report also suggests how information might be improved and policies adjusted, so that the 

socioeconomic benefits from forests can be enhanced in the future. 

II. THE MEASUREMENT OF SOCIOECONOMIC BENEFITS 

4. Measurement of the socioeconomic benefits from forests at a broader scale requires 

information about how people use forests rather than information about how forests are managed to 

produce different outputs. This emphasis on consumption rather than production will require a change 

in perspective from what is often currently measured in forestry. Current data collection, which 

focuses on forests and trees, needs to be complemented by data collection on the  benefits that people 

receive from forests. In addition, information about how forests benefit specific groups (e.g. women, 

indigenous people and the rural poor) will be required to assess whether these benefits improve 

equality. 
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5. For the purposes of the analyses in SOFO2014 the socioeconomic benefits from forests  were 

defined as shown below. This definition includes both the direct consumption benefits from forests 

and the income and employment generated in the sector that enables people to meet their needs in 

other ways. 

Socioeconomic benefits from forests are the basic human needs and improvements in quality of life 

(higher order needs) that are satisfied by the consumption of goods and services from forests and trees 

or are supported indirectly by income and employment in the forest sector. 

6. The definition does not include the many indirect, non-use or existence benefits that may be 

provided by forests. As comprehensive and reliable information on these benefits is not available for 

many countries,  focusing on the more direct and measurable impacts of forests on peoples’ lives may 

be of more practical use for policy making. This definition also aims to make a clear distinction 

between the socioeconomic benefits from forests and the environmental benefits that are already 

measured in exercises such as the global Forest Resources Assessments (FRA).  

7. In accordance with this definition, data collected for SOFO 2104 show how the production 

and consumption of wood products, non-wood forest products and forest services can contribute to 

meeting different needs. In terms of production this includes the income generated in the sector as well 

as the numbers of people that benefit from this income, e.g. employees and forest owners. For 

consumption benefits most of the data refers to the numbers of people using forest outputs to meet 

different needs,  in particular for food, energy, shelter and health. 

III. THE MULTIPLE BENEFITS PROVIDED BY FORESTS 

8. Key  findings from the analysis of statistical and other data on the socioeconomic benefits of 

forests include the following: 

The formal forest sector employs some 13.2 million people across the world and at least another 41 

million are employed in the informal sector. 

Informal employment in forestry is often not captured in national statistics, but the estimates presented 

in SOFO 2014 show that it is significant in less developed regions. In addition, it is also estimated that 

some 840 million people, or 12 percent of the world’s population, collect woodfuel and charcoal for 

their own use. 

A major contribution of forests to food security and health is the provision of woodfuel to cook and 

sterilize water. 

It is estimated that about 2.4 billion people cook with woodfuel, or about 40 percent of the population 

of Africa,  Asia and Oceania, and Latin America and the Caribbean combined. In addition, 764 million 

of these people may also boil their water with wood. Collection of edible non-wood forest products 

supports food security and provides essential nutrients for many people, but more information is 

required before this can be assessed completely.  

Wood energy is often the only energy source in rural areas of less developed countries and is 

particularly important for poor people. 

Wood energy accounts for 27 percent of total primary energy supply in Africa, 13 percent in Latin 

America and the Caribbean and 5 percent in Asia and Oceania. However, it is also increasingly being 

used in developed countries that are trying to reduce their dependence on fossil fuels. For example, 

about 90 million people in Europe and North America (or 8 percent of the population) use wood 

energy as their main source of domestic heating and wood energy also now accounts for about 5 

percent of energy supply in Europe. 

Forest products make a significant contribution to the shelter of at least 1.3 billion people, or 18 

percent of the world’s population. 

Forest products are used in the construction of peoples’ homes all over the world. The recorded 

number of people living in homes where forest products are the main materials used for walls, roofs or 

floors is approximately 1 billion in Asia and Oceania and 150 million in Africa. However, this 
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estimate is based on only partial information, suggesting that the true number of people using forest 

products to provide shelter could be much higher. 

IV. POLICY MEASURES TO ENHANCE FOREST-RELATED BENEFITS 

9. The extent to which people benefit from forests is strongly influenced by government action. 

In turn, policies have to be adjusted to address growing and shifting demands, emerging opportunities, 

and potentially negative trends. Virtually every country with significant forest resources has a national 

forest programme (NFP) or similar framework of policies and programmes that address critical forest 

issues.  

10. Capacity to implement national forest programmes and policies is a major bottleneck in many 

countries. Few countries appear to set goals with specific and measurable targets, define target groups 

for measures and results chains, or have the capacities to monitor implementation of policies and 

measures. In addition, issues such as gender and decent employment are often neither acknowledged 

nor addressed. 

11. For the analysis in SOFO 2014, information from 121 countries was compiled, providing a 

broad overview of actions taken at national levels since 2007 to meet the commitments set out in the 

seven selected policies and measures of the Forest Instrument that  relate to socioeconomic benefits of 

forests.  

12. Key messages from the analysis of forest policies and country reports to global and regional 

bodies include:  

Forest policies have to take into account the changes the world is undergoing, from the increase in 

population to the shift to predominantly urban living. 

Growing populations and changing lifestyles lead to growing and changing societal demands for 

socioeconomic benefits from forests. National forest policies and programmes need to respond to these 

changing needs,  respond to opportunities and address potentially negative trends, while aiming for 

sustainability in the provision of the wide range of forest benefits. 

Countries have developed numerous policies and measures to promote sustainable forest 

management since 2007, many of which have the potential to enhance socioeconomic benefits. 

There is a trend towards incorporating sustainable forest management (SFM) as a broad national goal, 

increasing stakeholder participation, and greater openness to voluntary and market-based approaches. 

However, implementation capacities need to be strengthened, so that the potential to enhance 

socioeconomic benefits is realized. 

Countries have introduced many measures to encourage the provision of goods and services, 

including by providing people with greater access to forest resources and markets. 

Providing access to resources and markets is a powerful way to enhance socioeconomic benefits at 

local levels, including through subsistence use. The facilitation of producer organizations can support 

access to markets and more efficient production. 

The value of services needs to be recognized and measured to ensure sound decision-making. 

As long as the value of services provided by forests is not measured or recognized, economic and 

policy decisions affecting forests are made on the basis of incomplete and biased information. This 

remains a critical issue for the sustainable provision of many of these services, which range from those 

essential for food security and agricultural productivity, to erosion protection and pollination,  and 

recreation and other amenities that forests provide to people. 
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V. OPPORTUNITIES TO ENHANCE THE SOCIOECONOMIC BENEFITS 

FROM FORESTS 

Stronger rights for people to manage and benefit from forests 

13. People benefit from the production and consumption of forest products to varying degrees, 

depending on the ways they use forests. However, policies still tend to concentrate on technical 

aspects of forest management. Where benefits are addressed, most countries focus on formal sector 

production where the number of beneficiaries is relatively low. 

14. An important step forward would be to adjust forest policies and strategies so that they 

recognize the ways people use forests more explicitly. This requires less emphasis on the state as a 

guardian of forest resources (often defending forests from the people) and more on the needs and 

preferences of people and society. It also requires a shift in emphasis in reporting, with a greater focus 

on the numbers of people that benefit from forests as opposed to the areas of forests that somehow 

contribute to social benefits. 

15. Many countries have already taken important steps in this direction. These include better 

access to resources, stronger rights for people to manage and extract some forest products (although 

often only for subsistence use) and the provision of secure long-term access and tenure to forests, land 

and trees for indigenous peoples, local communities and private smallholders. Some countries have 

also helped to improve access to markets for income and employment generation by, for example, 

strengthening legal frameworks and capacities for small-scale forest enterprises and producer 

organizations. These developments must now be scaled up to ensure that they become real drivers of 

rural development and growth. 

From prohibition to sustainable production 

16. The reluctance of forestry administrations to recognize and promote some of the 

socioeconomic benefits from forests may often be rooted in concerns about the impact of numerous 

small-scale producers on the sustainability of forest management.  

17. Three significant socioeconomic benefits from forests are the use of bushmeat as  source of 

animal protein, the use of forest products as local building materials and the use of woodfuel for 

cooking. But, in many countries, hunting is largely banned (or highly restricted), the local production 

of sawnwood (by chainsaw or pit sawing) is often prohibited and even woodfuel collection may be 

restricted. Attempts to strengthen the sustainability of forest management by prohibiting certain 

activities not only fail to recognize the importance of these benefits, which cover basic needs, but are 

also unlikely to succeed. 

18. Replacing the current emphasis on prohibition with one of sustainable production will be a 

major challenge for forestry administrations in many places due to the large numbers of people 

involved in informal activities. However, measures taken to strengthen property rights and local 

control over forest resources have already given local producers more of a stake in the long-term 

sustainability of the resource, and improvements in organization (producer cooperatives, etc.) may 

provide a mechanism for more effective engagement with informal producers. Technical assistance 

and extension is now needed on a large scale to strengthen the sustainability of these activities, in 

collaboration with the private sector and non-governmental and civil society organizations, and 

drawing on lessons learned from successful experiences. 

Efficiency of production and use 

19. Demand for many of the benefits derived from the consumption of forest products is likely to 

continue to grow as populations increase. If these demands are to be met without significantly 

degrading the resource, informal producers will have to be supported in adopting more efficient and 

sustainable production techniques. Reducing labour and material inputs should also improve the 

sustainability of resource use and free up people’s time for income generation in other activities. This 

would benefit women in particular, who account for almost 80 percent of unpaid woodfuel collection. 
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Towards a greener economy, also in less developed countries 

20. Developed countries are increasingly interested in the benefits of greener economies, but 

many less developed countries’ economies already have  some of the characteristics of a green 

economy (high use of renewable materials, bioenergy and natural products, and high numbers of 

people engaged in the production of these materials). There is an opportunity for less developed 

countries to move towards more highly developed green economies in some areas, rather than 

following a development path of greater recourse to non-renewable resources. 

21. Wood energy is a promising area for many countries. Its supply can often be increased 

sustainably; improved technologies and techniques for charcoal making are relatively easy to 

introduce; and the use of wood residues from processing could be further developed. Better 

cookstoves could also provide opportunities for improvements. 

Evidence-based policy-making 

22. The recommended shift in policy focus  will need to be backed by significant investments in 

developing the capacities of forestry administrations  to deliver and implement their policies, jointly 

with other public and private bodies. Making a case for investing in capacities to manage forests for 

people also requires evidence of the benefits they provide. Furthermore, it requires evidence that 

amended policies are indeed implemented and, ultimately, that they will have resulted in 

improvements to well-being.  

23. One area where statistics are deficient concerns the numbers of people engaged in different 

informal forest-related  activities. At a minimum, forestry administrations should improve their 

reporting of benefit sharing to show the benefits received through revenue sharing and similar 

arrangements in production forest areas. This should be complemented by improved measurement of 

benefit sharing through community forests and other areas where local people have access and 

management rights. 

24. A priority should be to improve statistics on the distribution of benefits between men and 

women and produce information about activities that are particularly important for disadvantaged 

groups such as indigenous people and the rural poor. 

25. A more concerted effort will be required to strengthen the availability of relevant information. 

There are many existing surveys by other sectors covering a range of areas – from agriculture and 

household income to health and nutrition – that may provide scope for collaboration. 

Changing needs 

26. Although SOFO 2014 focuses mainly on forests’ contribution to meeting basic needs – which 

are more important in less developed countries – socioeconomic benefits from forests change as 

countries develop. As countries work towards a more sustainable and greener future, demands will 

increase further for many of the benefits that forests can provide. There is therefore a potential for 

forests to make an even greater contribution to socioeconomic development in the future, and a 

corresponding need to manage this potential wisely. 

27. Many of the issues presented in this paper are further elaborated and discussed in the 

secretariat papers of agenda items 4.1 to 4.5. The Committee may wish to take those into consideration 

in its deliberations on SOFO 2014. 

 

 


