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Summary 
 
The forest tenure arrangements found in a country go a long way in determining the attitudes and perceptions of 
that country’s population regarding the management and utilization of forest resources. By the same token, 
tenure arrangements are instrumental in determining the potential of the forest sector to contribute to poverty 
alleviation and improve the livelihoods of local populations. 

Forest tenure encompasses two principal assets: ownership of the trees; and ownership of the land on which 
the trees are growing. Owning one of these assets does not necessarily guarantee ownership over the other. In 
the Gambia, the law attributes ownership of all naturally growing trees and forests to the State. Land, on the 
other hand, is customarily owned, except for in the Greater Banjul area, where the State annexed all lands in 
2002. This means that people can acquire ownership of natural forests only by collaborating with the State in the 
management of those forests or by applying for community and private forestry status from the government.  

Institutional arrangements for forest and land tenure have undergone significant changes in the last decade. 
The Forestry Department has the mandate to manage forest resources, and the Local Government Act of 2002 
gives area councils the responsibility to protect, control and manage the forest resources in their areas of 
jurisdiction. One of the most important decisions affecting forest tenure in the country as a whole was adoption 
of the 1995 Forest Policy, which puts special emphasis on local communities’ involvement in forest 
management by ensuring their ownership of the forests located within their traditional landholdings.  

The State remains the principal owner of forests, with tenureship over 414 300 ha − or 90 percent of the total 
forest area. The remaining 10 percent is managed through community forestry (CF) (6 percent) and joint forest 
park management (4 percent). The trend is changing, however, as more and more local communities become 
aware of the importance of securing rights over their forests through community forestry. The government is 
also eager to decentralize forest resource management, as doing so removes the enormous financial and human 
burden of management from the State.  

Forest tenure has an appreciable impact on encouraging rural development and good governance. With 
secured ownership, communities can undertake sustainable forest management (SFM) activities to generate cash 
income, and can develop or modify local institutional arrangements that enhance governance issues at the 
village level. Most of the income generated is spent on strengthening community infrastructure rather than as 
direct monetary benefits to individuals. 

Transferring forest tenure to local communities should be backed by durable capacity building for the new 
forest managers, because conventional forest management is new to them. This gives non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) an important role in imparting skills to communities, and requires that the government 
allocates adequate budget to the forestry sector so that the participatory forest management (PFM) approach can 
be pursued further.  
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Introduction  
 

COUNTRY PROFILE 

Physical context 
The Gambia is a subtropical country in West Africa with a total land area of approximately 10 689 km2 and a 
population of about 1.4 million people, which is growing by 4.2 percent per annum (according to provisional 
results of the 2003 National Census). This high population growth rate is exerting increasing pressure on limited 
forest resources, and setting up a vicious circle of deforestation and desertification. The climate of the Gambia is 
Sudano-Sahelian, with average annual rainfall of about 900 mm coming in a short rainy season from June to 
October. During the long dry season from November to May, bushfires become rampant and often out of 
control.  
 

Socio-economic context 
With gross national product of about US$37.5 million, the Gambia ranks among the world’s least developed 
countries. The economy is characterized by its small size, its relatively narrow economic base, and low levels of 
literacy and skills among the population. Redistributive trade, agriculture and tourism are its main sectors. 
 

Overview of the forestry sector 
 Prior to independence in 1960, most of the Gambia’s forest cover was categorized as closed forest of the 
Guinea-savannah and Sudan-savannah types. With increasing human population since the early 1950s, however, 
these closed woodlands have virtually disappeared as a result of unsustainable usage, such as extraction of wood 
and non-wood products, expansion of agricultural activities and frequent incidences of fire. Consequently, much 
forest cover has changed, usually to secondary succession, resulting in less dense forests, poor regeneration 
potential, lower growth, undesirable grass occupation and reduced plant species diversity.  

Nationwide, forests remain very important, with more than 85 percent of the population depending on wood 
in the form of fuelwood or charcoal as the primary source of domestic energy. Although attempts are being 
made to diversify domestic energy sources, this scenario is expected to remain for many years to come. 
Forestry’s contribution to the formal sector is masked, however, by a lack of data on the trade in forest products 
and on the numerous employment opportunities the sector offers; forestry is currently estimated to contribute 1 
percent of gross domestic product.  

Although the State remains the most important stakeholder, owning and managing nearly 90 percent of all 
forest resources, there is an emerging trend for increased community and private ownership of forests. 
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The formal and legal context 
 

FOREST TENURE IN THE GAMBIA 
Forest tenure comprises both forest usage rights and various forms of forest ownership. The type of forest tenure 
arrangements in a country goes a long way in determining the attitudes and perceptions of that country’s 
population regarding the management and utilization of forest resources, and the Gambia is no exception to this. 
Tenure arrangements are also instrumental in determining the potential of the forest sector to contribute to 
poverty alleviation and improve the livelihoods of local populations. 

Where people can identify with forest laws governing access to and ownership of forest resources, they show 
great willingness to cooperate with the forestry authorities in implementing forestry programmes and projects. 
On the other hand, where laws are exclusive and impinge on customary and user rights, people tend not to 
associate themselves with them and eventually resort to subversive activities that lead to the gradual degradation 
of forest resources. The forest parks are good examples of this dynamic; they were demarcated without adequate 
consultation with local populations, who felt robbed of their traditional lands and, therefore, disenfranchised. As 
a result, people felt they had no stake in protecting the forest from bushfires and other destructive activities. This 
situation contributed significantly to the vicious circle of forest degradation. 

With its colonial legacy, forest tenure in the Gambia encompasses two principal elements: ownership of the 
trees and vegetation growing on the land; and ownership of the land itself. These two elements are not mutually 
inclusive. The law attributes the ownership of all naturally growing trees and forests to the State. Land, on the 
other hand, is customarily owned, except in the Greater Banjul area, where the State annexed all lands in 2002. 
This means that people can acquire ownership of natural forests only by collaborating with the State in the 
management of those forests or by applying for community and private forestry status from the government.  

Although the law attributes full ownership of naturally growing forests to the government, the rights of local 
communities to use the forest and trees are guaranteed, albeit to a limited extent. Section 6 of the general 
provisions of the 1998 Forest Act stipulates that “any forest tree outside a forest shall be under the responsibility 
of the traditional land user or landowner as the case may be and may be lopped or its leaves or fruits harvested 
according to the prescriptions set in any regulation or by-law made under the Forest Act; provided that it shall 
not be exploited or cut without the prior approval of the Forestry Department”. 

Section 7 of the same general provisions stipulates that “any tree planted outside a forest by any person or a 
community which together with the existing vegetation does not constitute a forest shall be owned by that 
person or community and may be used by the person or community as he or they may wish; provided that no 
produce shall be removed without obtaining a permit from the nearest forest officer”. Section 15 of the Forest 
Regulation states that “no person shall cut, fell, burn, uproot and remove any forest tree outside forests without 
obtaining a permit from the Forestry Department”. 

Although the Forestry Department is the national institution mandated to manage the country’s forest 
resources, the Local Government Act of 2002 gives area councils (decentralized local government bodies) the 
responsibility to protect, control and manage the forest resources located in their areas of jurisdiction. The 
councils therefore regulate and control the exploitation of forest resources in their districts. Under section 73 of 
the Local Government Act, a council may request the Secretary of State for Forestry to designate as forest park 
any council or other land where the council believes that forest growth should be protected or established. 

To curb the trend in forest destruction and encourage local communities to manage forests, in 1995 the 
Government of the Gambia − with international support, particularly from Germany − developed the country’s 
first Forest Policy, which puts special emphasis on involving local communities in forest management. The 
Forest Policy has the ambitious goal of putting 200 000 ha of natural forest under sustainable management, 
mainly through community forestry (CF). 

To support this policy, the Forest Act and the Forest Regulation were reviewed in 1997 and 1998, 
respectively, to provide the legal framework for public and private participation in forest management. These 
legal reforms provide for formal and long-term recognition of the rights and responsibilities of local populations 
and the private sector. 
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FOREST CATEGORIES 
The forests of the Gambia are categorized into three broad classes, which are further subdivided into 
subcategories, as shown in Table 1. 
  
Table 1. Forest categories and subcategories 

Main categories Subcategories 
Forest parks State forests 
Forest reserves 
Community forests 
Joint forest park management 

Participatory forest management 

Community controlled State forest 
Private natural forests Private forests 
Private plantations 

 
Figure 1. Forest tenure types 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CATEGORIES OF FOREST AND FOREST MANAGEMENT 
Any State, participatorily managed or private natural forest may become a protection or protected forest. 
Protection forests are designated as such in accordance with section 78 of the Forest Act, which authorizes the 
Secretary of State for Forestry to declare, by a notice published in the gazette, any forest that is to become 
protection forest. 
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securing permanent forest cover. Any conversion of a forest park or part of it to another land use, or any 
alternation of the park border requires re-demarcation and re-designation. 

As foreseen in the Gambia Forest Management Concept (GFMC), forest parks are managed for forest 
production; demonstration of forest management techniques; training of forestry staff, local communities and 
other people involved in forestry activities; applied research; and conservation. The GFMC aims to create a 
nucleus approach to forest management by integrating community forest management into the forest park 
management system. 

Section 96 of the Forest Act makes it mandatory that the Forestry Department prepare a management plan for 
each forest park. The minimum requirements for a management plan include: the size and boundaries of the 
forest; a structural description of the forest; the management objectives for the next ten years; and the 
silvicultural and bushfire measures to be taken. Section 10 (subsections 1 to 5) of the Forest Regulation 
prescribes that: (1) management plans prepared under section 96 of the Forest Act shall cover a period not 
exceeding ten years; (2) any subsequent management plan for a forest park shall be prepared not later than one 
year before the expiry of the previous management plan; (3) management plans shall be prepared by a 
professional forester from the Forestry Department, or a qualified consultant; (4) the Director of Forestry shall 
specify the content of management plans; and (5) each management plan shall be approved by the Director of 
Forestry. 
 

Forest reserves and their management 
Forest reserves are all the State forests outside the boundaries of forest parks, community forests and private 
natural forests or plantations. There is a limited management system for forest reserves; utilization is controlled 
through permits and licences. 
 
Responsibilities of community forest committees in the management of State forests (forest parks and forest 
reserves): Section 85 of the Forest Act makes it mandatory for any forest committee empowered under section 
73 to control a State forest to: (1) protect the forest from fire; (2) decide, in collaboration with the Forestry 
Department, the types and numbers of licences and permits to be issued in the State forest; (3) monitor the 
activities of licence and permit holders in the forest; and (4) prevent illegal actions in the forest. 
 

Community forests 
Community forests are designated as such in accordance with section 68 of the Forest Act, and are owned and 
managed by the designated communities. Under section 60 (1) of the Forestry Act, any forest committee may 
represent a community or group of communities seeking to obtain ownership rights over forests located on its 
customary lands by submitting an application for a preliminary community forest management agreement 
(PCFMA) to the Forestry Department.  

The PCFMA is a temporary agreement serving as a testing phase for Forestry Department and community 
collaboration in forest management, and lasts for a maximum of three years. Management is the responsibility of 
the local village forest management committee, which is the interface between the Forestry Department and the 
local community.  

The PCFMA is evaluated after three years, and if the community is deemed to have implemented its 
preliminary forest management plans successfully, a community forest management agreement (CFMA) is 
issued, leading to the permanent transfer of rights and responsibilities. This status can be revoked only if the 
community violates a major clause of the CFMA, such as by changing the land use. 
 
Management arrangements for community forests: Section 11 (subsections 1 to 6) of the Forest Regulation 
prescribes the following management of community forests: (1) a simplified management plan is prepared for a 
period of three years for every proposed community forest under a PCFMA; (2) any management plan prepared 
for a community forest under section 97 of the act covers a period of five years; (3) any subsequent management 
plan for a community forest must be prepared not later than six months before expiry of the current management 
plan; (4) management plans are prepared by the forest committee with assistance from the divisional forest 
officer (DFO), any officer he/she may designate, or a qualified consultant; (5) the Director of Forestry specifies 
minimum standards for management plans; and (6) each management plan is approved by the Director of 
Forestry or any forest officer she/he may delegate. 
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The responsibilities of community forest owners are detailed in the PCFMA and CFMA, which are annexed 
to the Forest Act and agreed between the Forestry Department and local communities for the ownership and 
management of forests outside forest parks.  

The PCFMA stresses the management responsibilities of forest committees regarding forest protection and 
resource development, and the CFMA strengthens and consolidates communities’ access and user rights over a 
particular community forest area by building local management capacities. Rights and responsibilities differ 
according to whether stakeholders are at the PCFMA or the CFMA stage. The rights and responsibilities of 
communities and the Forestry Department are shown in Annex 1. 
 
Authorization for exploitation of community forests: The right to utilize a community forest sustainably resides 
with the forest management committee, which represents the entire community. Under section 39, the Forest 
Regulation confers rights to the forest committee to exploit forest produce in community forests, as long as it 
does so in accordance with the management plan and holds a valid licence or permit, issued (free of charge) by 
the Forestry Department under the provision of section 90 of the Forest Act. 

Regarding the exploitation of forest produce by community members, section 40 of the Forest Regulation 
states that “no community member shall exploit any forest produce for commercial use in a community forest 
without the consent of the forest committee, which may request the payment of fees according to the rates set 
out in the by-laws and in accordance with the management plan”. 
  

Joint forest park management (JFPM) 
Communities living on the periphery of forest parks can join the Forestry Department in managing the parks. By 
doing so, they obtain shares of all the benefits from these forests. The management of forest parks is based on 
simplified management plans, which are jointly developed and implemented. 

Co-management is based on the principle of sharing the rights, responsibilities and benefits among the 
management partners. As local communities receive more rights and benefits, they take over more tasks and 
responsibilities for forest protection and development from the State. Co-management objectives, terms and 
conditions for each forest park are specified in a formal agreement signed by the Forestry Department and the 
community concerned. Co-management requires that both management partners have the same management 
objectives. If objectives differ, the Forestry Department will continue to manage the park alone, according to its 
legal mandate. 
 
Table 2. Benefits and responsibilities in JFPM 
Management partner Forestry Department 
Benefits Responsibilities Benefits Responsibilities 
Access for grazing 
Forest product utilization 
privileges 
Tax incentives 
Income from labour 
Transfer of knowledge 

Control and patrolling 
Fire protection and fighting 
Monitoring of activities 
Silviculture operations, 
including planting and tending 
of trees 

Improved conservation and 
protection 
Reduced costs 
Reduced illegal activities 
Permanent presence and 
control 

Provision of material (plants, 
fencing) 
Strengthening of partners’ 
management capacity  
Training in technical forestry 
skills 
Monitoring of the JFPM 
process and its impact  

 
The population adjacent to the forest park is the primary target group for the Forestry Department when 

identifying potential management partners for JFPM. Other major stakeholders who may not reside in the park’s 
vicinity, such as livestock owners and herders and collectors of fuelwood and other forest products, also need to 
be consulted and involved in JFPM. To conclude a co-management agreement and draw up the management 
plan, the stakeholders interested in JFPM have to establish a body to act on their behalf. 
 
Process monitoring and documentation in JFPM: JFPM start-up and implementation are closely monitored to 
identify the positive and negative effects and impacts of co-management. Process monitoring analyses 
stakeholders’ initiatives and actions in co-management activities and operations, and compares the results with 
the management objectives and development goals. Unplanned, unintentional and negative effects also have to 
be examined so that the process can be corrected. 
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Process monitoring uses mainly qualitative indicators – for example, to examine stakeholders’ perceptions 
and attitudes, the performance of institutional actors, and behavioural changes towards sustainable management 
− which are usually more complicated to apply and interpret than quantitative indicators.  
 
Community-controlled State forests (CCSFs) 
Communities that have concluded a CFMA with the Forestry Department can obtain the right to manage other 
State forests outside their community forests. As a reward for their efforts, the communities get 50 percent of all 
the revenues generated from licences and permits in the area. So far, however, no community has yet indicated 
its willingness to join this scheme. 
 
Private forests and private plantations 
Private forests are those growing or planted on lands that are privately owned and/or leased in accordance with 
the relevant land legislation, and whose management is subject to the conditions specified in sections 74 and 76 
of the Forest Act. Although there is a relatively long history of private sector involvement in plantation 
management, private participation in natural forest ownership is just beginning. In the mid-1980s, the 
government privatized a sawmill owned by the Forestry Department as part of the Economic Recovery 
Programme. The sawmill was transferred to Muktara Holdings, a private company, which obtained the privilege 
of buying logs from State-run Gmelina arborea plantations. Muktara Holdings has since established a 100-ha 
Gmelina plantation on its farm in Bonto, about 45 km from Banjul. 
 
Management of private natural forests and private plantations: Section 12 (subsections 1 to 5) of the Forest 
Regulation prescribes that: (1) a management plan is prepared for a private natural forest for no more than ten 
years; (2) any subsequent management plan for a private natural forest is prepared not later than one year before 
the expiry of the current management plan; (3) the management plan is prepared at the owner’s expense by a 
professional forester recognized by the Forestry Department; (4) the Director of Forestry specifies minimum 
standards for management plans; and (5) the management plans are approved by the Director of Forestry or any 
forest officer he/she may delegate. 
 

FOREST TENURE RESPONSIBILITIES AND RIGHTS 
The Forest Act makes it incumbent on everybody to take part in forest protection. In this regard, the Forest 
Regulation of 1998 states in sections 16, 17 and 18 that: 
 

• “district heads, town or village heads and communities shall be responsible for the protection of lands 
situated in their districts, towns or villages from the ravages of forest and bushfires, and if they have been 
found guilty of any neglect of duty with such fires they may be held liable to the penalty prescribed for 
contravention”; 
• “forest committees shall be responsible for the protection of their community forest and community-
controlled State forests under their responsibility from the ravages of forest and bushfires, and where they 
have been found guilty of any neglect of duty with such fires as prescribed in the Community Forest 
Management Agreement they may be held liable for the penalty prescribed for contravention”;  
• “owners of private natural forests shall be responsible for the protection of their natural forests, and 
where they have been found guilty of any neglect with such fires they may be liable to the penalty 
prescribed for contravention”. 

 
Ownership in each forest category carries responsibilities and rights, which are described in the relevant 

forest regulations and legislation, CFMAs and JFPMs.  
As the manager of forest parks and reserves, the State is obliged to adopt sound management principles 

directed by properly developed management plans. The Forestry Department should undertake a national forest 
inventory every ten years to monitor the status of forest resources. 

CF villages are required to develop reiterative five-year management plans. Under the terms and conditions 
of CFMA, it is the responsibility of the CF management committee to ensure that forestry activities in its forests 
are implemented according to the Forest Act and Regulation. The committee is also required to draw up by-laws 
guiding community access to benefits and the mobilization of community labour. 
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Access to and distribution of benefits depend on the type of tenure arrangement. All revenues from the 
management of forest parks and reserves are collected by the Forestry Department; 50 percent of revenues from 
licences and royalties are paid to the central government and 50 percent to the National Forestry Fund; 100 
percent of revenues from forest parks and plantations are paid into this fund. Revenue from JFPM is distributed 
equally between the Forestry Department and participating villages.  

Revenues from community forests are collected by the treasurer of the management committee. The 
president of the committee is responsible for managing these funds. Community forest committees have to pay 
15 percent of their revenues to the National Forestry Fund, because they benefit from Forestry Department 
services including technical capacity building, training, and surveying and demarcation of community forests. 
Forest improvement activities, such as enrichment planting, are also supported by the Forestry Department via 
the fund. 
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Changes and trends 
 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF FOREST OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT APPROACHES 
In 1950, a colonial forestry service was set up and a forestry adviser was appointed to deal with forestry-related 
matters in the Protectorate of the Gambia. A total of 66 forest parks covering 34 029 ha were identified, 
demarcated and declared between 1952 and 1954. The major activities of the forestry service at this time 
included establishing forest parks and converting natural forests into Gmelina arborea plantations to meet the 
future demand for fuelwood and timber.  

Protection and production (particularly of timber, bamboo and rhun palm) were the main management 
objectives pursued at that time. Forest park declaration followed provisions outlined in the Lands Provinces Act 
and Regulations, which granted the colonial government exclusive access and user rights. 

Through the Provinces’ Lands Regulations of 1966, forest parks were given particular protection status 
through regulated forest access and use and through making the State the sole owner and manager of forest 
resources. The law also made local authorities responsible for fire protection on their customary lands. 

The first forest legislation was enacted in 1977, prior to establishment of the Forestry Department in the 
same year. This legislation was designed to increase the area of forest parks and other protected forests and to 
consolidate the State monopoly on forests and forest resources. 

The Forestry Department’s first priority was and still is to bring the existing forest parks under sustainable 
management. However, apart from in forest parks with Gmelina plantations, active management started only in 
the mid-1980s, when basic management data became available and natural forest management models were 
developed and tested in eight forest parks in Western and Lower River divisions. Experiences and results from a 
ten-year test phase were compiled in the GFMC in 1995. The GFMC merged State and community forest 
management into one concept, whereby forest parks are considered the nuclei for developing silviculture 
systems and techniques for duplication in different forest management systems, particularly private and 
community forests. 
 

MANAGEMENT PARTNERSHIP ARRANGEMENT 
Since the mid-1990s, in collaboration with development partners, the Government of the Gambia has made 
significant legislative and policy changes that allow partnerships between the State and other stakeholders in the 
forestry sector. The forest legislation of 1998 makes the Forestry Department responsible for managing State 
forests, including forest parks (Forest Act section 9 [2]). It empowers the Forestry Department to regulate the 
exploitation of any type of forest product for domestic and commercial purposes, and to determine the fees for 
such products (Forest Regulation sections 27 and 34). The legislation makes both the Forestry Department and 
the local authorities responsible for protecting forest parks from fire (Forest Regulation section 16). The Local 
Government Act of 2002 makes district and village authorities accountable for preventing bushfires and 
ensuring environmental protection within their areas of jurisdiction (Local Government Act sections 139 [2][e] 
and 146 [2][e]). 

The overall goal of management partnership is to contribute to the conservation and improvement of the 
Gambia’s forest resources in order to supply as much as possible of the country’s demand for forest products 
through sustainable management. Participatory forest management (PFM) also contributes to achieving food 
security and alleviating poverty in rural areas.  
 

DECENTRALIZATION OF FOREST MANAGEMENT 
Unlike what happened in many other countries, decentralization of forest resource management in the Gambia 
preceded local government decentralization. The Local Government Decentralization Bill was adopted in 2002, 
seven years after the Forest Policy advocating public participation in forest management came into force. This 
development took place in the mid-1990s, and coincided with the increased global attention that forests’ role in 
poverty alleviation and rural development was attracting. There was growing acceptance that other national 
institutions could contribute to solving problems that until recently had been perceived as technical forestry 
issues. This was the case of bushfires, illegal felling and conflict over natural resources. These problems are now 
being tackled collaboratively and effectively with the Ministry of Local Government and the police force.  
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Frequent bushfires and lack of cooperation from rural populations made it impossible to attain sustainable 
forest management (SFM) through State intervention on its own. Until the early 1980s, the Forestry Department 
paid more attention to plantation forestry than to the management of existing natural forest, large areas of which 
were cleared for the establishment of Gmelina plantations. Only when a German Agency for Technical 
Cooperation (GTZ) project intervened was this practice discouraged. 

The government reformed policy and legislation to facilitate rural populations’ participation in forest 
management. In 1995, the Government of the Gambia adopted its first forest policy, which aims to put 30 
percent of the country’s total land area under forests.  

In early 2001, with GTZ funding, the joint forest management concept was introduced in Central River 
division as a strategy for improving the protection of forest parks and promoting the involvement of peripheral 
communities in managing forest parks. All the division’s 23 forest parks are now covered by the scheme. 

The drive to decentralize forest tenure and management received a boost with enactment of the Local 
Government Act in 2002, which gives area councils jurisdiction over forests in the territories under their 
domains. It is foreseen that the councils will eventually contract foresters and other extension agencies to carry 
out forest management. The only problem with the act is the councils’ limited capacity to implement it because 
they lack the necessary funding mechanism. Finance and audit bills for councils were enacted in 2004, but no 
substantial changes have been made since then.  
 

Impetus for changes in forest tenure 
A key impetus for decentralization of the forestry sector was the failure of the State monopoly to manage forests 
effectively. Despite decades of total State control and ownership of forest resources, the rate of forest 
degradation remained unabated. Bushfires increased in both intensity and frequency, and the local population 
remained by and large indifferent to forest destruction. This state of affairs compelled the government to 
consider other options and create favourable legal and policy conditions for community involvement in forest 
management.  

Consequently, the 1995 Forest Policy calls for the transfer of forest tenure to local communities through the 
CF programme. This was followed by revision of the Forest Code in 1998 and the Forest Regulation in 2000, 
providing the legal basis for transferring forest tenure to competent individuals and communities. The concept of 
CF was formally embraced in 1991/1992, marking the start of a new era and approach in forest management.  

One of the most important prerequisites for decentralized forest resource management was to restructure the 
institutional framework of the forest service (Annex 2). The country is divided into six forest administrative 
divisions headed by DFOs, with each division subdivided into administrative circles and implementation areas 
for efficient service delivery. This structure was adopted to bring the forestry sector closer to the rural 
populations that have the greatest impact on forestry.  

Within the Forestry Department, units were established for such functions as PFM, monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) and technical services. These units support the divisional offices in implementing 
programmes and projects. 
 

Status of decentralized forest management 
After a decade of CF implementation, significant areas of natural forest have been transferred to rural 
communities, as shown in Tables 3, 4 and 5.  
 
Table 3. Demarcated community forests in the preparatory, PCFMA and CFMA stages, 2004 

Demarcated community forests  

Preparatory PCFMA CFMA 

Division 

No. Ha No. Ha No. Ha 

Number of 
gazetted 
community 
forests 

Area of 
gazetted 
community 
forests (ha) 

Western  9 595.00 21 1 731.10 26 3 106.85 24 2 911.49 

Lower River  16 1 661.44 22 2 092.60 9 1 139.17 10 1 461.15 

Central River  47 3 501.70 35 3 043.33 41 3 559.60 25 1 716.32 

Upper River  9 821.00 8 526.85 14 1 400.19 11 1 197.87 

North Bank  5 2 98.90 3 122.30 - - - - 

Total 86 6 878.04 89 7 516.18 90 9205.81 70 7 286.83 
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Table 4. Demarcated community forests in the preparatory, PCFMA and CFMA stages, 2005 
Demarcated community forests  

Preparatory PCFMA CFMA 

Division 

No. Ha No. Ha No. Ha 

Number of 
gazetted 
community 
forests 

Area of 
gazetted 
community 
forests (ha) 

Western  9 589.00 17 1 807.90 30 3 346.55 28 3 187.59 

Lower River  12 1 031.19 19 2 411.55 15 1 729.39 15 1 729.39 

Central River 36 3 676.25 59 3 609.70 60 5 098.43 59 5 047.39 

Upper River  10 708.00 10 692.45 16 1 582.39 16 1 450.50 

North Bank  8 313.20 4 673.00 3 122.30 3 122.30 

Total 75 6 317.64 109 9 194.60 124 11 879.06 121 11 537.17 
 
Table 5. Demarcated community forests in the preparatory, PCFMA and CFMA stages, March 2006 

Demarcated community forests  

Preparatory PCFMA CFMA 

Division  

No. Ha No. Ha No. Ha 

Number of 
gazetted 
community 
forests 

Area of 
gazetted 
community 
forests (ha) 

Western  7 492.33 13 1 316.70 37 3 957.45 38 4 053.74 

Lower River  12 1 103.18 17 2 458.95 17 1 804.79 17 1 804.79 

Central River  26 3 901.76 77 4 297.37 63 5 173.53 61 4 889.68 

Upper River  10 694.00 5 442.78 20 1 757.07 20 1 757.07 

North Bank  8 313.20 4 673.00 3 122.30 3 122.30 

Total 63 6504.47 116 9 188.80 140 12 815.14 139 12 627.58 
The low figures for North Bank division are explained by two main factors: (1) the division’s general lack of forest cover owing to intensive 
groundnut cultivation, which has resulted in crisis-level deforestation and desert conditions; and (2) the lack of donor-funded projects to 
support CF in the division. In spite of these negative perceptions, however, there are viable areas in North Bank division, particularly in the 
western extreme of Lower and Upper Niumi districts.  
 

The rapid expansion of CF and its impacts on bushfires convinced a lot of people who had been sceptical 
about the sustainability of decentralized forest management. Enough political will was mustered to accord 
forestry the attention it deserves, ultimately leading to creation of the National Forestry Fund, which aims to 
enhance the financial resource base of the Forestry Department. The fund is used to promote PFM initiatives, 
among other activities. 

Over time, the concept of CF was broadened until it was replaced by PFM, varieties of which have been 
tested and adopted, including JFPM and CCSF concepts. JFPM has made tremendous progress in Central River 
division, where 16 979.6 ha is currently under the scheme.  

The area under private forest ownership is still very small, but is likely to increase as more urban-based elite 
groups start to invest in forest management.  

Although the concept of CCFS has been around for the past ten years, no villages yet participate in the 
scheme. According to field staff, the incentive of obtaining 50 percent of the benefits is not sufficient to lure 
local communities into the programme. In addition, some communities are not interested in CCSF arrangements 
because they gain more from using the forest illegally than they would through the proposed 50 percent share of 
legal benefits. 
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Analysis of forest management systems  
 
When the Forestry Department was established in 1977, forest management systems focused on the protection 
and development of gazetted State-owned forest parks and exotic plantations. Over time, given the existing 
socio-economic and environmental conditions, it became nearly impossible to manage forest parks in isolation, 
and the government introduced PFM systems as a holistic response to the challenges of SFM. Such systems 
include CF, CCSF and JFPM. 

The contribution of forest tenure to poverty reduction depends on the type and security of tenure 
arrangement. Where tenure is long-term and secure, people feel confident to make investments in forestry that 
will have positive impacts on their lives. Efforts to plant trees and control bushfires, for instance, are directly 
related to security of tenure. 

The increased search for ways of enhancing the forestry sector’s contribution to poverty alleviation and 
improved livelihoods has led to the development of strategies and methods for utilizing forest products and 
services for rural development. The creation of small-scale forest-based enterprises, managed by local forest 
committees, has had many positive results in the last four years in the Gambia (see Table 6). The Forestry 
Department piloted FAO’s market analysis and development (MA&D) approach to improve the marketing of 
products and services. 
 

FOREST PARK MANAGEMENT 
The 66 forest parks, covering a total of 34 029 ha, were established between 1952 and 1954 and are owned and 
managed by the State, for both production and protection purposes. Each park was supposed to be managed on 
the basis of its own ten-year forest management plan, but only a few such plans were ever drawn up. The failure 
to develop management plans is attributable to the Forestry Department’s lack of expertise and financial 
resources.  

Some forest parks were fenced to keep out livestock and control access from the surrounding communities, 
but this was not a lasting solution because most of the fences were stolen or deliberately breached by cattle 
herders so their animals could enter the parks for grazing; a number of parks were encroached by farmers. This 
situation has been aggravated by increased bushfires and illegal extraction of forest products.  
 

Management systems in forest parks 
Until very recently, forest parks were managed conventionally, with clearly fenced borders curtailing access 
from the peripheral communities. It was assumed that this would be sufficient to regulate forest cover 
maintenance and prevent destructive practices. It is now clear, however, that although regulatory measures are 
important, standard forest laws are no guarantee of SFM and cannot be based on such measures alone. 

An additional problem is the lack of forest management plans for forest parks. Even when such plans exist, 
forest management activities tend to focus on bushfire prevention and management, and only very limited forest 
stand improvement is undertaken in the parks. 
 

Planning and monitoring systems for forest park management 
Planning and monitoring duties are shared by two separate units in the Forestry Department; the Technical Unit 
is responsible for helping divisions to develop forest management plans; and the M&E Unit is responsible for 
monitoring the implementation of plans and evaluating results.  

Planning and monitoring systems for forest parks include: an annual plan of operation developed by the 
DFO, which includes all the activities to be performed in each forest park, with detailed costings and time 
frames; and six-monthly reports to the Forestry Directorate concerning implementation of the divisional plan. 
DFOs are also obliged to submit monthly returns reporting their revenues to the directorate.  

The M&E Unit collates divisional reports and synthesizes them into six-monthly reports, highlighting 
achievements and constraints in plan implementation. 

Both the annual division operation plans and the reporting systems face challenges. Very few DFOs prepare 
plans consistently, usually limiting themselves to bushfire or tree planting plans. These deficiencies are the 
result of divisions’ lack of trained personnel and weak support from the Forestry Directorate.  
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Neither the technical nor the monitoring units have the necessary human resources to fulfil their roles 
adequately. The M&E Unit lacks transport for travelling around the country to cross-check and validate 
divisions’ reports. 
 

Achievements of the forest park management system 
One of the greatest achievements of the State control of forest resources is the survival of forest parks in areas 
where there would now be no forest had the State not intervened to declare a forest park. The North Bank 
division is an example of this. Farmers from Senegal and Mali invaded this area in the 1960s and 1970s to grow 
groundnuts, and today the only forest areas in the division are forest parks, which are much degraded. The local 
customary authorities would not have been able to stop forest destruction, because most of the incoming people 
were farmers looking for land to clear for agriculture.  
 

Limitations of the forest park management system 
The conventional forest management approach adopted in forest parks soured relationships and alienated rural 
communities. According to survey results from 1986, a total of 2 068 ha of forest parks were lost through 
conversion to farmland and for settlement. As a result, most of the objectives for which forest parks were 
established have not been achieved. Bushfires and other illegal forest activities remain common. The Forestry 
Department has not had the necessary resources to develop and implement plans for the sustainable management 
of parks. 
 

Contribution of forest park management to livelihoods  
In general, surrounding communities make little use of forest parks. By law, communities are permitted to enter 
forest parks to harvest fuelwood and other minor products for domestic consumption, but they require 
permission from the Forestry Department to do so. 

 Forest park management offers seasonal employment opportunities. The planting season and the beginning 
of the dry season, when firebreaks are established around the parks, are peak periods for forest-related 
employment. It is important to note that although jobs in the forest parks are seasonal and often low paid, they 
provide significant relief to local communities, coming at a time when other employment opportunities in the 
villages are rare and the crops are not yet ready to be sold. 
 

Capacity building needs for State forest management 
To augment the capacity of the Forestry Department, there is an urgent need for the government to commit 
additional financial and human resources. Capacity building should focus on improving: 
 

• the technical capacity of staff, through long- and short-term training programmes in-country and abroad; 
• data processing, storage and retrieval, through training and the provision of computers; 
• the mobility of field staff; 
• accommodation facilities at the field level; 
• salaries and wages. 

 
In-country training up to certificate level is available at the Forestry School in Kafuta, Western division, but 

the restricted government budget makes it difficult to recruit trainees on a regular basis. The institution also has 
problems relating to its teaching staff, who are all full-time forest officers with little time for lecturing at the 
school. Attempts to integrate the forestry curriculum into the Gambia College were stifled by resource 
limitations.  

In-service training for experienced staff is particularly necessary for the proper implementation of PFM 
concepts. Short courses in computer technology should be provided to improve staff’s information management 
capacities. 
 

FOREST RESERVES 
As well as its forest parks, the Gambia also contains vast expanses of forest reserve, which are also owned and 
managed by the State. Forest reserves are gradually being turned into community and private natural forests. 



 

 

 

13

 

Management system in forest reserves 
The only management in forest reserves is the implementation of a licensing system. The Forestry Department 
issues production licences to fuelwood producers who have obtained permission to operate in an area from the 
head of the nearest village. The application form for a production licence must be signed by the village head and 
endorsed by the district chief before a licence is issued to the applicant. 
 

Planning and monitoring systems in forest reserves 
There are no management plans for forest reserves. The Forestry Department issues utilization licenses on a 
quota basis to fuelwood producers, whose activities are supposed to be supervised by forestry field staff to 
ensure that they comply with the provisions of their licences and permits. Unfortunately, as a result of poor 
logistics and field staff’s inclination towards corruption, such supervision is poor, and it is not uncommon to 
find licensees violating the provisions of their licences by felling more trees than they are authorized to. 

The Forest Act advocates for the active involvement of local authorities in issuing forest utilization licences 
and permits. This is why licence holders have to obtain permission from the nearest village head and district 
chief before they can operate in a particular area.  

Bushfire is a constant menace, because local populations take no responsibility for protecting forest reserves. 
More than 85 percent of forest reserves are burned every year, leaving most of them highly degraded. Perhaps 
the only way of reducing the impact of fires would be to introduce the practice of early burning, which is 
strongly advocated by local communities. The Forestry Department does not support early burning, however, as 
it is very difficult to coordinate nationwide and can be used as a pretext for burning forest for other motives.  
 

Contribution of forest reserve management to livelihoods  
Forest reserves are de facto common property, which is used by local communities to satisfy their daily needs 
for fuelwood, medicinal products and construction materials. Local communities also derive food items, such as 
leaves, root tubers and bushmeat, from forest reserves, especially during the hunger season.  

because marketing difficulties have led to a downturn in the agriculture sector, many rural households are 
turning to the forest for the commercial production of fuelwood and charcoal. Forest reserves also provide fertile 
land for local farmers, most of whom have no access to conventional agrochemicals to increase productivity. 
 

Additional requirements for forest reserve management 
The poor level of supervision in forest reserves is due to the incapacity of forestry staff to make regular patrols. 
Because of mobility difficulties, the Forestry Department’s M&E Unit is often not aware of what is going on in 
reserves. Even where staff are aware of what is happening, they often succumb to corruption, thus perpetuating 
illegal activities in the forest. It is therefore essential that measures be taken to improve transport for the unit and 
prevent corrupt practices in the field. 

Irrespective of government inputs, the involvement of local populations is crucial for the sustainable 
management of forest reserves. Ways of strengthening this involvement, such as sharing the revenue from 
licences, should be considered. 
 

COMMUNITY FORESTRY 
A village or group of villages can become involved in community forest management by concluding an 
agreement with the Forestry Department over any piece of forest land that is not a forest park and that lies 
within the traditional lands of the village or group of villages.  

The PFM programme is implemented in phases. The timing for transfer to community ownership depends 
largely on the experience and readiness of the community concerned. Phased implementation is useful because it 
gives partners the chance to learn about each other. The responsibilities transferred to the local community must 
be commensurate with its technical and managerial capacity for sustainable management of the forest. The 
process of ownership transfer must therefore include regular training sessions to build community capacity. 

A village representative committee − of which one-third of the members are women − is formed for day-to-
day running of the community forest. This management committee is registered with the Forestry Department 
and becomes the legal contact group for matters pertaining to PFM. Forestry field staff ensure that the 
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committee membership reflects and represents the interests of all groups in the village, including women and 
youth. The Forestry Department organizes training sessions to inform committee members about their roles and 
mandates, and forestry staff help the committee to carry out a preliminary demarcation of the community forest 
boundaries. The heads of families owning land that borders the proposed community forest reserve are invited to 
witness this preliminary boundary demarcation so that the reserve does not encroach into undesired zones, 
which may lead to future conflict.  
  

Planning and monitoring in community forest management 
The management of a community forest is based on an approved forest management plan developed by the local 
management committee with the help of forestry field staff. There are two types of plan: the three-year 
preliminary management plan, and the five-year community forest management plan. These correspond to the 
preliminary and consolidation phases of the CF implementation process. 

The three-year management plan focuses on fire protection and, where possible, forest stand improvement 
through enrichment planting. The plan is based on a simple visual survey of the forest condition and the listing 
of basic activities to be carried out in the forest. 

The community’s management performance is evaluated before the end of the preliminary phase. If the 
evaluation results are positive, the final agreement − the CFMA − is concluded. If the results are negative, the 
community repeats the preliminary phase. 

Prior to the end of the preliminary phase, a five-year detailed management plan is elaborated by the forest 
management committee with the help of local forestry staff. This is forwarded to the DFO, who determines 
whether or not it is realistic.  

The CFMA leads into the community’s permanent ownership of the forest. During this three-year period, the 
Forestry Department provides capacity building to the local forest management committee, with training on 
record-keeping, bookkeeping and numeracy skills to enhance financial management by the committee. The 
committee carries out a forest assessment, draws up a work plan every five years and provides the labour to 
implement the plan. To ensure careful financial management, the committee is mandated to open an account 
with the nearest bank.  

The M&E Unit of the Forestry Department is responsible for compiling data on CF implementation. CF 
villages are grouped into clusters of implementation areas (IAs), the number of clusters depending on the size of 
the district and the distribution of forest cover in the area. Each cluster is supervised by an IA officer, who is 
answerable to an administrative circle (AC) head. Each AC head oversees between three and five IA heads. At 
the end of each quarter, the IA heads submit progress reports to the AC head, who then prepares a summarized 
report for the DFO. The DFO then provides a synthesized divisional report on CF implementation to the M&E 
Unit. Reports are published in the M&E Unit’s six-monthly report. 
 

Impacts of community forest management on livelihoods 
In June 2003, GTZ commissioned a study to monitor and evaluate the impacts of CF after nearly 12 years of 
operation in the Gambia. The study examined the following ecological and socio-economic impacts of the 
programme.  
 
Environmental knowledge and awareness: The study found that local populations’ awareness of environmental 
problems had been adequately raised through extension work by the Forestry Department, other State 
departments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Knowledge about environmental degradation, forest 
management and protection, and government policy was found to be high.  

Many villages are careful not to degrade their resource bases. It was observed that villagers in Brefet were 
harvesting their palm leaves (Borasus aethiopum) in a manner that would not jeopardize the trees’ future 
productivity.  
 
Bushfire occurrence and extent of area affected: It was difficult to draw conclusions from the bushfire analysis 
because a lack of comparable fire statistics for the divisions meant that there were no baselines for objective 
comparison. Villagers reported that bushfire is declining in both frequency and intensity, however. The lower 
incidence of bushfire throughout the country confirms this assertion. 
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Ecological improvement: According to FAO’s State of the world’s forests report for 2001, the Gambia has 
gained a net increase in forest area, which has risen from 42 to 43 percent of the total land area. This increase is 
undoubtedly mainly attributable to expansion of the CF programme. 

The results of the impact assessment show that local tree species are increasing more in the vicinity of CF 
villages than in non-participating ones. The study also indicated that CF villages become increasingly aware of 
the importance of forest protection and therefore more concerned about State forest parks. 

Populations of many animal species, such as monkeys, baboons, hyenas and warthogs, are increasing in 
many CF villages because of improved vegetation cover and reduced bushfire. The availability of vegetation 
cover also influences the migratory pattern of many animal species. 
  
Commercialization of forest products: The programme has improved both the variety and the quantity of forest 
products that can be commercialized. Branched fuelwood, which used not to be valued, has become an 
important commercial product. The CF programme advocated for the collection of branched fuelwood from the 
forest floor as a fire management strategy. 

Fruits and nuts are also important commercial items for many CF villages. Bakindicki in North Bank division 
earns more than 5 000 dalassi (D) (165 euro) a year from sales of Detarium senegalensis and Saba senegalensis 
fruits. 
 
Gender dimension of forest product commercialization: Women are heavily involved in the commercialization 
of small-scale forest products, selling fuelwood (particularly branched), fruits, herbs and leaves. Although these 
are of lower economic value than the high-value products sold by men, such as timber and split fuelwood, they 
provide an important alternative income source for the women.  
 
Forest services for recreation: Ecotourism is growing in popularity in CF villages close to urban areas. This 
could be a sustainable alternative to the commercial use of forest products. Tumani Tenda and Brefet (both CF 
villages) have started to run their own community forest-based ecotourism centres, which provide employment 
opportunities for youth. Tumani Tenda ecotourism centre has been operating for five years and now employs 
more than 20 village youths. The village has used the profits from the centre to finance construction of a primary 
school and to electrify the village. 
 
Improved grazing: The availability of grass and fodder is improving as bushfires decrease, but some 
communities expressed concern that the forest is becoming too close to the village, which is inhibiting the 
growth of grass for livestock grazing. This concern should be addressed through silviculture interventions, such 
as opening the forest canopy to allow more sunlight to reach the forest floor. 
 
Good governance/democratization: The community forest management process was a forerunner of 
decentralization in the Gambia. Forest management committees are constituted with a view to handing over 
forest management responsibilities to local communities. Committee members are democratically elected to 
represent their villages in all matters pertaining to the forest.  

The training in record-keeping, communication and simple accountancy that the Forestry Department 
provided to the committees has helped to ensure that local forest resources are managed and utilized in a fair and 
transparent manner for the benefit of all community members. 
 
Promotion of rural development and poverty alleviation: Over the past five years, the enterprise development 
component of the PFM approach has catalysed many village development initiatives. Interest groups have been 
formed in selected villages in Western, Lower River and Central River divisions to undertake small-scale forest 
enterprises such as beekeeping, fuelwood and timber production, handicrafts and ecotourism. Table 6 lists some 
of these villages and the developmental initiatives they have accomplished. 
 
Table 6. Forestry and rural development  
Village Division Money raised in the last 5 

years 
Development initiatives undertaken  

Batending/ 
Kandonko 

Western  D7 200 
D23 560 

Water and solar energy for electrification 
Road construction between Somita and the village 

Bulanjorr Western  D76 000 Purchase of a bush taxi  
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D30 600 
D2600 

Mosque construction and solar power for village electrification 
Construction of bunds against salt intrusions in rice fields  

Brefet Western  D30 000 to D40 000 a 
year from ecotourism 
D18 000 from log 
extraction 

Village electrification and water supply  
 
Construction of the ecotourism camp  

Kafuta  
 

Western  D100 000 
 

Mosque, Arabic school, scholarships for students, clinic and water 
supply 

Tumani Tenda
  

Western  D180 000 a year from 
ecotourism 

Water supply, village electrification, income tax of compound 
owners, school construction, irrigation facility for women’s orchard 
and purchase of a bush taxi 

Bustaan Central 
River  

D24 350 Repairs of village rice irrigation machine, fuel for its operation, 
rehabilitation of village hand pump and roofing of village mosque 

Dobo Central 
River  

D37 850 Village electrification, repair of village well, fuel for village 
generator and investment in the groundnut selling point 

Buram Western  D3 000 Purchase of TV and battery for village use  

Kanuma Western  D21 055 Purchase of rice to support families, mosque construction, 
registration of a forest association and repair of village hand pump 

Jakoi Sibrik and 
Nyangit 

Western  D7 450 Digging of well for cattle, mosque construction, purchase of 
materials for the village primary school and recitation of the Holy 
Quran for village 

Brefet, 
Ndemban and 
Besse 

Western  D9 000 Divided among participating villages for rehabilitation of village 
mosques 

Korrup Central 
River  

D14 500 Well dug for village use, purchase of two bulls for hire to farmers 

Boraba Central 
River  

D20 0000 Purchase of groundnut seeds for the 2005 planting season for 
loan to communities 

Tabanani Central 
River  

D60 000 Village electrification and maintenance, repair of village hand 
pump 

US$1 = D27 (July 2006). 
 

Although it could be argued that the benefits of CF do not trickle down directly to the households, through 
improved village infrastructure, individual households do have greater possibilities to engage in income-
generating activities. Most forest management committees organize soft loans for their members to buy food or 
pay school fees, especially during the rainy season.  

The success of the CF programme is an important factor in convincing the government about the forest 
sector’s importance to rural development, and has helped to integrate forest resource management into the 
country’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, contributing to attainment of Millennium Development Goals 1 
and 7. 
 

Overall impact of community forestry implementation 
Implementation of CF across the Gambia has helped to integrate forest management into rural development 
because of the development opportunities it offers. The success of the community programme has been a 
catalyst for local government reform and calls for councils to obtain their own forests. The positive results 
attained have encouraged the Forestry Department to move away from command-and-control mechanisms 
towards provision of an enabling environment for local communities and the private sector to participate in 
forest management. 
 

Limitations of community forest management 
Although CF has expanded rapidly throughout the country, its long-term sustainability is not clear. There is still 
a large supervisory role for the Forestry Department, because most local forest management committees cannot 
operate independently. Most local communities lack skills and experience in forest management, which limits 
the extent of forest area that can be transferred to them for management.  

The commercial use of most community forests is restricted by their grading status. Perhaps because they 
were suspicious about the Forestry Department’s motives, at the beginning of the CF programme, most 



 

 

 

17

communities selected hilltops and shrubland as community forests. Several years of improvement activities, 
such as enrichment planting and bushfire control, will be required to improve the structure of these forests for 
the sustainable utilization of timber and fuelwood.  

A further limitation for CF is rural−urban migration, which is draining rural areas of the active young people 
needed to initiative village development. Most villages lack the necessary labour force to protect the forest from 
bushfires and undertake forest improvement measures. 

Modern education is eroding traditional authorities and many of the social values that keep communities 
together. CF performs best in communities with strong traditional authorities and where people are willing to 
forego personal gain in favour of community prosperity. 

The design and implementation of management plans has to be monitored by the Forestry Department to 
avoid overexploitation of forest resources. There are numerous cases of forest management committees and 
local forestry staff colluding with commercial agents to use the forest illegally. 

The temptation to overexploit the forest for quick gains for the village is a serious threat. With the downturn 
in the agriculture sector, many villagers are resorting to the forest to earn their living, and there are cases of CF 
villages carrying out illegal forest activities in the name of village development. This attitude is reinforced by 
the “island approach” of many villagers towards forest protection and management. Villagers often guard their 
community forests to the detriment of nearby State forests. 

Leadership of the management committees is problematic because most committee leaders remain in their 
positions for long periods, thus increasing the potential for corruption. Local politicians’ interference in the day-
to-day operation of management committees makes it difficult to restructure them. There is a real need to 
improve executives’ transparency and accountability to the local communities they represent. 

The most serious threat facing the sustainability of community forest management is the emergence of inter-
village conflicts over landownership. Many CF applications are pending approval because of long-term 
conflicts, most of which are fuelled by political differences. There is also increasing conflict concerning the 
misuse of local funds.  
 

Prospects for community forestry expansion 
Throughout the five administrative forest regions, 319 villages participate in the programme, managing a total of 
28 508.41 ha of natural forest (Tables 3, 4 and 5). 

In Western division, there are indications that the CF area has reached its maximum possible extent because 
of high demand for land for other uses. This is confirmed by the low acceptance rate of CF in Kombo south, 
where there is very good forest land. Communities prefer selling this land to estate developers rather than 
preserving it as community forest. 

In response to this situation, serious efforts need to be directed to consolidating existing community forest 
areas and enabling the villages involved to complete the CF process rapidly; more than half of community 
forests are still in the preliminary phase. There might be potential for further expansion of CF in Lower River 
division, especially in the sparsely populated district of Kiang West, but progress here is hindered by the very 
poor condition of the road network, making it hard to reach the communities.  

The potential for CF is highest in Central River division, where there are huge forest areas and a project that 
provides the necessary capacities for programme implementation.  

The prospect for further CF expansion in Upper River division is limited by the prevalent land tenure system, 
which alienates people who are interested in the programme. Most land is owned by the Sarahules, who are not 
willing to use it for CF.  
 

COMMUNITY-CONTROLLED STATE FOREST 
The CCSF programme offers communities that are already participating in CF and have CFMAs the opportunity 
to manage forest areas outside the forest parks and community forests, in partnership with the Forestry 
Department. These areas are traditionally referred to as “open-access forests”, where most commercial 
utilization is carried out under a licensing system.  

In CCSF, no elaborate management plans are required; priority is given to fire control and the reporting of 
illegal activities to the authorities. Local communities involved in such co-management benefit from a 50 
percent share of the revenue earned from forest exploitation activities in the area.  
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The ultimate objective of CCSF is to put all the forest areas outside the boundaries of forest parks and 
community forests under sustainable management. The concept has much potential for promoting public 
involvement in forest management, because more than 360 000 ha of natural forest cover still lacks any forest 
management regime. In addition, the scheme would generate substantial revenue for the communities.  

Disappointingly, local communities have shown little interest in the CCFS concept. Several years after its 
initiation, no community has yet opted for this type of joint management. It seems that the incentives offered 
under the scheme are not sufficient to attract local communities. 
 

JOINT FOREST PARK MANAGEMENT 
The JFPM initiative is gaining momentum, especially in Central River division, where the German Agency for 
Financial Cooperation (KFW) is supporting the programme. There are currently 23 forest parks, covering a total 
area of 16 979.6 ha, for which joint management agreements have been concluded with neighbouring villages.  

 Steady progress is also being made in Lower River division, where tentative agreements have been reached 
with villages to co-manage two State forests. There is potential for JFPM in other divisions, and it seems to be 
the best option for the sustainable management of forest parks.  

One major factor limiting the spread of JFPM is the degraded status of most forest parks. In North Bank 
division, for instance, the bulk of forest parks are so seriously degraded that there is virtually no economic 
incentive for communities to join the Forestry Department in managing them; special incentives are needed to 
encourage local populations to adopt JFPM in these areas. The Central River division forest park provides such 
incentives as milling machines and wells for the communities.  
 

PRIVATE NATURAL FOREST MANAGEMENT 
Lack of experience with this management system precludes adequate analysis of the approach. The first private 
natural forest management agreement was concluded in May 2006, but private participation in forest 
management has a good chance of expanding as there is much potential for investment in ecotourism. 

In-line with the government’s decentralization programme, the forest policy encourages private participation 
in both natural forest tenure and plantation establishment. The incentives for private involvement include tax 
exemption and technical support from the Forestry Department in the preparation of management plans and 
forest inventories. The owner of a private natural forest or plantation does not have to make any payments to the 
National Forestry Fund. 

The low rate of expansion of private natural forest management is probably due to a lack of adequate 
publicity on the forest policy, as many people are unaware of the incentive package for this initiative. Another 
limiting factor is the opportunity cost for other land uses. At present, it is difficult for forestry to compete with 
other land uses, such as residential and industrial uses. Land has increased massively in value, especially in 
urban areas, where people prefer to sell their land rather than keeping it under forest. The private sector is by far 
the largest potential investor in forest management, and the institutional framework should therefore encourage 
long-term private investments in SFM under conditions of profitability, fair competition and security, which can 
compete with investment alternatives. 

The future of SFM depends on the government’s continuous commitment to implementing the local 
government decentralization agenda and ensuring that adequate budgetary allocations are available to the 
Forestry Department to provide the needed technical and extension services to rural communities and other 
stakeholders in the forestry sector. 
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Recommendations 
 

Financing the local government decentralization process  
The Local Government Act of 2002 creates new opportunities for forest tenure in the Gambia, but inherent 
financial difficulties mean that it remains only a theoretical concept. The central government must provide the 
necessary financial resources to operationalize the local government decentralization process so that councils 
can implement the provisions of the act.  
 

Greater NGO involvement in the community forestry programme 
Analysis of forest tenure issues reveals an absence of NGOs and other civil society organizations in forest 
tenure. NGO advocacy for reduced State dominance of forest tenure and NGO help in resolving the numerous 
conflicts that are derailing the course of CF are required. The continuous increase in PFM-related conflicts poses 
a serious threat. NGOs can also provide vital links between communities and marketing channels. 

As resources available to the Forestry Department decline because of project closure and limited government 
budget, the sustainability of the CF programme depends on increased participation from NGOs. 
 

Building the capacities of local forest managers 
Sustained efforts are needed to build the capacities of local communities in forest and community management. 
Forest management committees must be transparent and accountable in their duties, to keep the rest of the 
community with them. NGOs have a particular role in this endeavour, through credit and saving schemes. 
 

Marketing development 
As a way of maintaining local motivation in CF, market development for forest products and services should be 
given more attention. FAO’s MA&D approach has much potential for creating small and medium-sized forest-
based enterprises. Forests should provide sustainable income for their managers, and this can come about only 
through developing marketing mechanisms. 
 

Nationwide implementation of the JFPM concept 
The State must capitalize on the experience of JFPM gained in Central River division by increasing 
collaboration with forest-peripheral communities in the management of forest parks. Decades of State monopoly 
over forest parks have yielded very few positive results. 
 

Improve the CCSF concept 
Ways of making CCSF more attractive to local communities should be explored, as the concept offers much 
opportunity to extend sustainable forestry ideals to the vast expanse of open forest. The Forestry Department 
should revitalize patrolling and supervisory activities in forest reserves to reduce the high incidence of illegal 
activities. 
 

Expanding private sector involvement 
The private sector is the largest potential investor in forest management, so the institutional framework should 
encourage long-term private sector investment in SFM under conditions of profitability, fair competition and 
security, which can compete with investment alternatives. 

The private sector is likely to command an increasing role in forest management, given the current 
orientation of the government’s macroeconomic policies. This will require strengthening of the Forestry 
Department’s monitoring and regulatory role to avoid the totally private control of the public service functions 
of forests, such as conservation and protection of biological diversity, microclimate and water supply. 
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ANNEX 1. RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES IN COMMUNITY FORESTRY  
 

Phases Community responsibilities Community benefits and rights  Forestry Department responsibilities 
Start-up  
 

Identify proposed forest area 
Form forest management committee 
Form by-laws  
Apply for PCFMA 

Traditional customary access for 
non-commercial forest uses 

Assist forest identification and 
committee formation 

Implementation 
(PCFMA) 

Elaborate preliminary management plan 
Plan implementation and monitoring 
Final demarcation of the forest area 
Develop 5-year forest management 
plan 
Protect proposed forest and 
surrounding forests from bushfires and 
other illegal exploitation 
Apply for CFMA 

Collection of forest products for 
private consumption 
Processed wood or round logs 
from clear felling for firebreaks 
Access to fruits and other 
perishable non-wood products 

Assist development of management 
plans 
Issue committee’s certificate of 
registration  
Build capacities of forest 
management committees 
Issue licences and permits free of 
charge for specified products 

Consolidation  
(CFMA) 

Protect the forest and surrounding 
forest areas 
Establish a 5-yearly management plan 
and annual work plans 
Organize and mobilize the community 
for field activities specified in the 
management plan 
Monitor and document activities  
Regulate the administration and 
disposition of funds 
Record quantities of all forest products 
harvested and regularly inform the 
forest officer  
Pay proceeds of forest product sales 
from the forest into a bank account in 
the name of the committee and 
administered by 3 elected members 
Spend at least 40% of revenue on 
forestry development, and the balance 
on community development 
Pay 15% of all revenues to the National 
Forestry Fund 

Ownership rights over the forest 
Harvesting of timber and fuelwood 
for commercial purposes 
according to the management plan 
Right to exclude outsiders 
Right to exploit the forest for 
commercial purposes  
Right to increase the forest area 
by application 

Monitor management plan 
implementation 
Issue licences and permits for 
products described in the 
management plan 
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ANNEX 2. FORESTRY ORGANOGRAM 
 

Accounting &
Auditing Section

IA Gunjur

IA Sanyang

IA Brikama

AC
Brikama

IA Faraba Banta

IA Kafuta

IA Bessi/Somita

IA Sibanor

AC
Kafuta

IA Bwiam/Kanfenda

IA Bondali

IA Kalagi

AC
Bondali

Div. Headquarter
WD

 Brikama

IA Manduar

IA Kuli Kunda

IA Karantaba

AC
Manduar

IA Dumbutu

IA Sibito

AC
Dumbutu

IA Kaiaf

IA Soma

IA Buiba

AC
Soma

IA Jalang Bereh

IA Bureng

IA Pakilaba

AC
Bureng

Div. Headquarter
LRD

Soma

IA Dankunku

IA Niamina W

IA Fulladu W

AC
Kudang

IA Fulladu W

IA Madina Tujang

IA Sare Soffie

AC
Yoro Beri Kunda

Div. Headquarter
CRD-Sout

Janjang Bureh

IA Kaur

IA Njau

IA Bakadagy

IA Niani

AC
Bakadagy

IAJaruma Koto

IA Karantaba

AC
Jarume Koto

Div. Headquarter
CRD-North

Jarume Koto

IA Jimara

IA Kanube

AC
Bakadagy

IA Kulari

IA Basse

IA Kantora

AC
Suduwol

IA Sandu West

IA Sandu East

AC
Diabugu

IA Wuli West

IA Wuli Central

IA Wuli East

AC
Jeloki

Div. Headquarter
URD

Basse

IA Lower Niumi

IA Upper Niumi

AC
Ndunku Kebbeh

IA Jokadu

IA Lower Baddibu

IA Central Baddibu

AC
Kerewan

IA Farafenni

IA Ngeyen Sanjal

AC
Farafenni

Div. Headquarter
NBD

Kerewan

IA Bijilo

Urban Forestry
Section

Market Analysis &
Development

Participatory
Forest Management

Unit

Monitoring & Evaluation
Unit

Kafuta School

Training &
Research Section

IA Nyambai

IA Furuyar

Plantation
Section

Survey and
Mapping Section

Beekeeping
Section

Technical Unit
Unit

FD-Directorate
(Director, Ass. Director,

Principal Forest Officers)

 
 


