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Introduction 

 

1. The overall theme of APFW 2019 is “Forests for peace and well-being”. The theme reflects 

important roles that forests can play in promoting peace and enhancing the well-being of people in the 

Asia-Pacific region. Both are identified as critical components in sustainable development, and 

accorded high priority in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Peace is the overarching goal in 

SDG 16 Peace, justice and strong institutions, with a subtext to, “promote peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable 

and inclusive institutions at all levels.” Similarly, SDG 3 Good health and well-being aims to, “ensure 

healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.” Various other SDGs also include significant 

peace and wellbeing aspects, for example, SDG 11 Sustainable cities and communities. It seems evident 

that these are particular goals that the forest sector can make large and tangible contributions toward for 

the broader society. 

 

Forest-related conflict 

 

2. Conflict is one of the most significant challenges confronting natural resource management 

globally, but also in the Asia-Pacific region, with real potential for causing or exacerbating resource 

degradation, marginalization of vulnerable groups, losses of revenue and income, and even loss of life. 

For example, in the 60 years to 2009 (globally), 40 percent of civil wars can be associated with natural 

resources (including timber); since 1990 there have been at least seven violent conflicts in Asia and the 

Pacific fueled or financed by natural resources, including forests.1 Forest-related conflict can occur at a 

wide range of levels including inter-state conflict, intra-state conflict (including ethno-national 

conflicts), inter-group conflict, intra-group conflict and inter-personal conflict. A typology of forest 

                                                      
1 United Nations Environment Programme. 2009. From conflict to peacebuilding: The role of natural resources 

and the environment. Kenya. 
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conflicts2 in Asia and the Pacific has also emerged over time as various forest management discourses 

have evolved in the region. Types of conflict include: 

 Conflicts over timber – logging, especially in natural forests, has generated many conflicts in the 

region. Primary actors are often governments, logging companies and local communities. In some 

cases, conflicts between local communities and logging companies have occurred where concessions 

have been allocated to forests used by communities to support their livelihoods, and where they may 

be seeking recognition for tenure rights. Conflicts have also occurred among the forest industry, 

governments and environmental non-government organizations (ENGOs) over the relative 

prioritization of economic, social and environmental objectives for forests. 

 Conflicts between conservation objectives and the use of forests for livelihood purposes – the 

discourse on multiple economic benefits of forests and conflicts, particularly over measures to 

increase areas of protected forests, have been ongoing since at least the 1980s. Conflicts over 

establishment and access to protected areas typically involve conservation agencies and local or 

indigenous communities.  

 Conflicts involving community participation – under the participatory-forestry discourse, conflict 

often revolves around the extent of user rights, boundaries and benefit sharing.  

 Conflicts over large-scale land acquisitions and global markets – such acquisitions often lead to 

competition with existing land uses and to conflicts involving local communities, minority ethnic 

groups, private-sector actors and the state.  

 Conflicts over climate change and sustainable development – with the policy discourse moving 

towards climate change and sustainable development, emerging initiatives on mitigation and 

adaptation have the potential to both reduce and increase forest conflicts. Furthermore, climate 

change is likely to be a contributing factor to future forest conflicts as climatic changes increase 

threats to livelihoods. 

 

3. Weak governance and institutions dealing with resource management have resulted in failures 

to adequately address forest related conflicts. Many countries in the region lack reliable data on forest 

conflict as well as mechanisms for coordinating between sectors and levels of governance in responding 

to conflicts. These issues require more attention in many countries, including allocation of sufficient 

human and financial resources for effective institutional development to build the capacities required 

for effectively managing conflict. 

 

Forests for peace 

 

4. Peace may be defined3 as a sense of safety, security and well-being, within a context of 

harmonious relationships. Peace is the absence of conflict, including threats, violence, civil disturbance, 

war, oppression, intimidation and discrimination. Peace is strongly related to power and particularly the 

use of non-violent forms of power to meet needs in collaboration with – and by empowering – others.  

 

5. Environmental peacebuilding is a natural resource governance concept that aims to bring 

together previously adversarial parties to collaborate in managing a natural resource in which each party 

has a stake.4 The goals of environmental peacebuilding usually include at least one of the following: (i) 

prevention or resolution of resource-related conflicts; (ii) facilitation of cooperation between adversarial 

parties; and (iii) promotion of sustainable development. Consequently, while forests may often be a 

source of conflict, they can also make significant direct and indirect contributions to conflict reduction 

and resolution and to peace-building. In particular, despite the broad propensity for disagreements over 

the use of natural resources to be a fundamental source of both violent and non-violent conflicts, forests 

                                                      

2 Adapted from FAO. 2019. Forest Futures: Sustainable pathways for forests, landscapes and people in the Asia-Pacific region. 

3 Adapted from Centre for Proactive Peace-making International. 2019. The principle of peace. 

4 Woolnough, T., J. C. Fernandez Ugalde and A. Bradley. 2018. Forests for peace: the role of forests in conflict reduction. UN-

REDD Programme 
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can potentially contribute to peacebuilding by bringing together adversarial parties to collaborate in 

resource management. Less directly, forests and trees play critical roles in economic development, the 

provision of livelihoods and ecosystem services, and ensuring healthy environments in which people 
5and societies can flourish, thereby removing many potential sources of dissatisfaction and conflict. 

 

6. A wide variety of examples can be drawn, where allocation or restoration of rights and tenure 

to forests and land have been used to resolve conflicts in the Asia-Pacific region. In the Philippines, for 

example, several types of instruments have been used to resolve conflicts over tenure to forest lands, 

particularly involving indigenous peoples, including enactment of the Indigenous People’s Rights Act 

1997, Certificates of Ancestral Domain Title and Community-Based Forest Management. To date, 

some 5.5 million hectares of land (more than one-sixth of the entire land area of the Philippines) has 

been recognized as "ancestral domains” under the Indigenous People’s Rights Act 1997 – affording 

legal ownership by the relevant indigenous people. In Indonesia, a ruling by the Constitutional Court in 

2013 required customary forests to be removed from state control and returned to indigenous 

communities.  By 2018, under the social forestry program, the Government of Indonesia has issued 

more than 4 800 permits encompassing more than two million hectares of land under various schemes 

such as village forest (Hutan Desa), community-based forest management (Hutan Kemasyarakatan) 

and people’s plantations (Hutan Tanaman Rakyat). In Australia, the Native Title Act 1993 provided 

recognition and protection of indigenous people’s title to land and paved the way for more than half 

(69.5 million hectares) of Australia’s forest area to be part of the country’s indigenous forest estate; 

either owned, managed or co-managed by indigenous groups, or otherwise forests over which 

indigenous groups hold special rights. In New Zealand, significant areas of forest have been allocated to 

indigenous Maori groups as settlements under the Treaty of Waitangi. 

 

7. There are also numerous examples in the region of conflicts involving governments, logging 

industries, other land clearers and ENGOs. These often involve clashes between logging and forest 

clearance interests with biodiversity conservation objectives, but also a wide variety of other issues 

encompassing climate change, land and water degradation, smoke haze from forest burning, flooding of 

forests by hydro dams, mining, genetic modification, industrial mill discharges, use of preservatives and 

other chemicals and disposal of waste and residues. Specific examples of significant environmental 

conflicts in forestry include efforts to protect habitats for keystone species such as tigers (e.g. in the 

Sundarbans), Asian elephants, pandas and orangutans; and clearing of natural forests for oil palm in 

Southeast Asia.  

 

8. Forests and forestry can also play important roles in peacebuilding efforts to promote 

reconciliation and reconstruction, subsequent to wars and armed conflicts. For example, in the early-

1990s in Nepal, management of most national forests was handed over to Community Forest User 

Groups (CFUGs). During the period from 1996 to 2006, the country entered a state of armed conflict.  

Subsequent to the conflict, CFUGs were able to play a variety of important roles in peacebuilding and 

reconciliation including assisting displaced persons return to their homes, acting as mediators in 

reconciliation efforts, helping to rebuild housing and infrastructure and supporting small-scale 

enterprise development.6  

 

9. Forestry scientific and technical exchanges can also play roles in peace-building. Such 

exchanges may take place in both bilateral and multilateral contexts. For example,, the Charter of the 

United Nations identifies four fundamental purposes for the organization: (i) to maintain international 

peace and security; (ii) to develop friendly relations among nations (iii) to achieve international co-

operation in solving international problems of an economic, social, cultural or humanitarian character; 

and (iv) to be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends. 

In this light, an important underlying objective of the work carried out under FAO’s various fora, 

including APFC, is to help build peace and understanding among countries. A number of other 

                                                      

5 Ministry of Environment and Forests. 2018. Capaian Perhutanan Sosial. 

6 Chapagain, B. & T. Sanio. 2019. Forest user groups and peacebuilding in Nepal. 
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international organizations also play similar roles in promoting cooperation and peace through forestry 

in Asia and the Pacific.  

 

10. Forests can also play roles in promoting transboundary cooperation, as well as promoting, 

commemorating and celebrating peace. For example, in several parts of the world, formal “peace parks” 

have been established in areas previously subject to international disputes and conflicts. In Latin 

America, for example, the Cordillera del Condor is a transboundary protected area encompassing 

Ecuador's Parque Nacional Podocarpus and Peru's Zona Reservada Santiago-Comaina. The two 

countries agreed to create the protected area as part of a settlement to a border conflict in the 1990s. 

While not formally designated as peace parks, there are numerous transboundary protected areas in 

Asia and the Pacific, which can play important roles in fostering peace through collaboration and joint 

management. Examples include the Heart of Borneo complex, the Wasur-Tonda Transboundary 

Conservation Area and the Landscapes of Dauria. Several areas in Asia and the Pacific that have been 

affected by conflict have been suggested as offering potential for future peace parks, including in the 

Altai mountains, the Northern Annamite range, the Chomolungma-Sagarmatha region and the 

Karakorams. 

 

Forests for well-being 

 

11. Well-being may be defined as “the experience of health, happiness, and prosperity”.7 It includes 

having good mental health, high life satisfaction, and a sense of meaning or purpose. Consequently, at 

the level of the individual, well-being has inter-linked economic, physical and psychological 

dimensions, and these can be extrapolated to community and societal levels (including social well-

being). Forests can make highly significant contributions to each of these three dimensions of well-

being.  

 

12. Forestry makes a highly significant contribution to economic well-being in many Asia-Pacific 

countries. For example, in 2011, forestry’s gross value-added contribution to national economies in the 

region is estimated at USD 260 billion, with forest industries employing almost seven million people. 

Incorporating subsistence and informal utilization of forest products, consumption of woodfuels, and 

economic valuations of ecosystem services, the contribution of forests to economic well-being are 

largely unquantifiable, but clearly are worth many billions of dollars. Similarly, while estimates of 

forest dependent people (i.e. people whose economic well-being is dependent on forests) in Asia and 

the Pacific vary according to definitions and methodologies, most suggest there are several hundred 

million forest dependent people in the region. 

 

13. Forests make major contributions to people’s physical health and well-being, primarily through 

a range of ecosystem services, but also through the provision of medicinal non-timber forest products, 

through economic contributions to improved living standards and by providing attractive facilities and 

locations for exercise and recreation. The important contributions forest and tree ecosystem services 

make to people’s well-being include provision of fresh water, contributions to climate regulation, 

carbon sequestration (and the often taken-for-granted production of oxygen through photosynthesis), 

shelter and slope stabilization. Forests are often an important source of foods, and many medicinal 

plants. In many developing countries, plant products, including plants obtained from forests, are of 

paramount importance in traditional health care systems and an important source of micro nutrients 

especially for children. For example, a World Health Organization (WHO) Traditional Medicine 

Strategy (WHO, 2002) has provided estimates of the use of traditional medicine, stating that 65 percent 

of people in India and 40 percent in China use traditional medicine. It has also been noted that 

medicinal plants are used as ingredients in up to a quarter of all prescription drugs, so the number of 

people using medicinal plants (at least for part of their treatment) is much larger than just those using 

traditional medicine.8 Additionally, the WHO has rated physical inactivity as one of the major causes of 

                                                      

7 Psychology today. 2019. What Is Well-Being? Definition, Types, and Well-Being Skills 

8 In FAO. 2014. State of the world’s forests 2014. 
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premature death, especially in developed countries. The roles that forests, woodlands and urban parks 

can play in promoting exercise is extremely important for health and well-being. 

 

14. The WHO identifies mental or psychological well-being as being “a state in which an 

individual can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to 

make a contribution to her or his community”9.  The contribution of forests to people’s psychological 

well-being – their mental health, happiness and life satisfaction – is perhaps a less familiar well-being 

dimension for forestry practitioners but, in an increasingly urbanized world with substantial disconnects 

from nature, there is clear recognition that forests can make an enormous contribution in this regard. 

For example, studies have shown that people derive benefits not only from being active in natural 

environments, but also simply through proximity to nature, including viewing through a window, or 

being near it in the course of everyday activities. An increasing body of research is documenting that 

living close to natural landscapes has beneficial effects on stress, mood, cognition, mental health and 

even longevity. Evidence also shows that mental health problems are more frequent in urban as 

compared to rural areas, including mood and anxiety disorders as well as schizophrenia.  

 

15. Research around “Attention Restoration Theory”10 suggests that people recover from directed 

attention “mental” fatigue (e.g. fatigue caused by focusing on specific tasks such as work) by 

participating in activities that require only “involuntary attention” (i.e. activities that require no mental 

effort). Natural environments are regarded as being particularly helpful in restoring attention, due to 

their gentle stimulation of senses by offering a range of sights, smells and sounds. Psychological health 

and well-being can be promoted by providing opportunities for people to gain access easily and quickly 

to green spaces such as forests and woodlands that support restoration. Not surprisingly, a range of 

forest-based enterprises aimed at enhancing especially psychological wellbeing have emerged in the 

form of forest retreats, spas, wellness centres and similar. In Japan and Republic of Korea, for example, 

a practice of “forest bathing” (termed Shinrin-yoku in Japan) has emerged. The concept is based around 

the rejuvenative and restorative benefits of simply spending time walking beneath a forest canopy. 

Studies of the effects of Shinrin yoku have demonstrated beneficial effects on stress markers such as 

concentrations of cortisol, pulse rates, blood pressure as well as activity of the parasympathetic and 

sympathetic nervous system. Forests also play significant roles in promoting spiritual well-being in 

many countries and many religions. In India, for example, “sacred groves” of remnant forest often have 

important religious connotations for local communities.  

 

Conclusion 

 

16. Forests have been both significant sources of conflicts and played important roles in the 

settlement of disputes in a number of countries in the Asia-Pacific region during the past 30 years. 

Ethno-national disputes over tenure rights to lands and forests and environmental disputes over 

economic versus environmental objectives have perhaps been the most visible types of conflicts in the 

region, but many other types of conflict have also occurred including at community and inter-personal 

levels. In many countries significant progress in resolving these conflicts has been made by 

encouraging participatory forestry and especially devolving and/or returning tenure rights to 

dispossessed (often ethnic or other minority) groups and communities. A significant future challenge 

may be the forced migration of large numbers of people vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 

Forests and forest lands are likely to be significantly affected by migration in some countries and 

successful integration of migrants into new localities and communities will likely depend on effective 

conflict management and dispute resolution processes. Peacebuilding efforts will continue to depend on 

shifting from dispute to agreement and replacing conflict with collaboration. In this regard, where 

forests are a source of conflict, they also hold the seeds for conflict resolution. However, in situations 

where forests are subsidiary to conflicts, they can still play important roles in peacebuilding by offering 

opportunities for cooperation, reconstruction and celebration of peace.   

                                                      

9 World Health Organization. 2014. Mental health: a state of well-being. 

10 Kaplan, S. 1995. The restorative benefits of nature: toward an integrative framework 
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17. As populations in Asia and the Pacific have become more urbanized, less engaged in physical 

labor and more sedentary, obesity and increasing levels of stress have become significant problems. 

Forests, woodlands and parks can offer important avenues for improving health and well-being, 

including providing pleasant settings in which exercise and recreation are both beneficial and enjoyable. 

As countries in the region develop and become more prosperous, demands for these benefits from 

forests are likely to increase. Efforts to develop partnerships between both forestry and environmental 

and health sector organizations and local authorities, especially in urban areas, are likely to prove 

fruitful in recognizing and developing the well-being aspects of forestry. A particular focus should be in 

ensuring children and young people experience opportunities for forest recreation and to connect with 

nature. Research has shown that children are more likely to be active and use woodlands and green 

spaces as adults if they used these spaces as children. In this regard, the FAO/APFC Kids-to-Forests 

(K2F) initiative continues to carry out valuable work in connecting children with forests. 

 

Points for consideration 

 

18. The Commission may wish to: 

 Increase attention to raising awareness and promoting the important roles forests can play in conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding and in enhancing people’s health and well-being as contributions to 

achieving SDG1, SDG3, SDG11 and SDG16; and   

 Invite countries to collaborate and share information and their experiences relating to enhancing 

well-being dimensions of forests including, in particular, urban and peri-urban forests. 

 


