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Asia-Pacific Forestry Week  

Tuesday, 8 November 2011 (08.30-12.00); Beijing, China 

 

The Governance Challenge:  

Impacts on Forests, Lessons Learned and Strategies for the Future 

 

 

Overview:    

 

There is no shortage of calls from political leaders, the private sector and community stakeholders 

about the need to adequately balance the social, economic, ecological and climatic values that forest 

provide.  Yet “governance challenges” have long been identified as a major obstacle in striking this 

balance.  Governance in this sense refers to the mechanisms and processes through which decisions 

that affect forested landscapes are taken, the means by which power and authority are exercised 

and the extent to which accountability in maintained. 

 

Governance tools include legal instruments, institutional structures, coordinating mechanisms and 

the full suite of policies and incentives – both formal and informal - that apply to everything from the 

structure of land tenure systems to the principles governing the role of different stakeholders in 

land-use decision-making to the flows of private sector investment.   Improving governance of the 

forest sector is therefore an essential prerequisite to achieving such ambitious objectives as slowing 

deforestation; improving the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities; conserving biodiversity; 

maintaining ecological functions;  reducing greenhouse gas emissions; and, sustainably meeting 

global demand for both wood-based products and agricultural commodities.    

 

The plenary session entitled “The Governance Challenge” used a diverse and experienced group of 

panelists to explore the main challenges and opportunities for improving forest sector governance 

throughout the region in order to ensure that the sector remains a foundational element of the 

green economy in the 21
st

 century.   

 

Introduction: 

 

Mr. Lu De, Deputy Director of APFNet, introduced the plenary session, thanking US Department of 

State and TNC/RAFT for their support to APFNet. 

Ms. Rose Niu, WWF’s US-China program managing director, serving as the session moderator, 

thanked the Chinese State Forestry Administration for its support of the AP Forest Week . 

 

Panelists: 

 

Ms. Nguyen Trong Van, Vietnam, Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development,  

       International Cooperation Department; 

Mr. Yati Bun, PNG, Executive Director of the Foundation for People and Community    

       Development; 

Dr. Yurdi Yasmi, RECOFTC capacity building and technical services unit leader; 

Mr. Tuuka Castren, World Bank forest governance team leader; and 

Ms. Ivy Wong, WWF Malaysia, senior manager Forest Conservation Program. 

 

Questions to the Panel: 

 

During the first half of the plenary session, Ms Rose Nui presented three focal questions to the 

panelists, allowing each to answer in turn: 
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• What does governance mean to you and what are the key attributes of governance that are 

most important for forests and forest land management? 

• What have been the most significant advances and achievements relating to forest 

governance of the past decade? 

• What are the most important unresolved governance challenges, and what are the best 

ways to address them in the coming decade? 

 

Prior to the coffee/tea break written questions were solicited from the audience and combined 

and/or re-worked by the organizers.  In the second half of the plenary a total of eight questions were 

posed to one or more of the panelists: 

 

• How do you encourage participation from other actors in the governance process? 

• How to deal with the drivers of deforestation coming from outside the forest sector and to 

find a balance with economic growth? 

• Does the “naming and shaming” of corrupt officials work? 

• What are the main gaps in institutional reform for improved governance? 

• In regard to addressing conflict in the forest sector, what progress is being made by 

governments to address social justice issues? 

• What other tools exist for addressing violations of rights? 

• Do global initiatives such as REDD plus and certification help or hinder local forest 

governance? 

• What excites you most about your work in forest governance? 

 

One or more of the panelists answered each questions.   

 

A synthesis of the key points made during the session is presented as follows: 

 

Panel Discussion: First half of the session 

 

The meaning of “governance” and the key attributes most important for forests; 

 

- While there may be many definitions of governance, from a government perspective, it is a 

process related to making and implementing public policy for the country. 

- From a civil society perspective, governance can simply be seen as the laws that are in place, 

and the enforcement of those laws.  The process of law must be clear to everyone, with no 

ambiguity. This should ideally occur with full, meaningful stakeholder involvement. Such 

involvement can work if the time is taken to explain options, and the implications of these 

options, to communities so they can make informed decisions and inputs to policy-making. 

- Governance can also be thought of as managing multiple interests, with the aim of achieving 

social justice. Social justice is achieved when crime and disempowerment are avoided and a 

balancing of interests is achieved. 

- Governance can be narrowly defined as dealing with the technical issues of how public 

institutions work, how information is accessed, and the accountability of institutions is 

maintained. But forest governance is often defined in much broader terms these days 

making the topic more open-ended and difficult. It would be better to keep the definition 

narrower and more technical in nature as this would help define the scope of work to 

address governance.  

- Good governance is difficult in the Asia-Pacific region where the lack of capacity of forest 

administrations is an issue.  Stability of policy and its institutions is needed, as well as 

engagement of all stakeholders, civil society, communities and business.   
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The most significant advances and achievements relating to forest governance of the past decade; 

 

- An acknowledgement that illegal logging is happening, that it is a serious crime, and that we 

need to do something about it at the global level.  

- Market instruments that address illegal logging, such as certification and development of 

VPA's, have been shown to work.  VPA negotiations are helping to create permanent change. 

- The identification of high conservation value forests (HCVFs), using a participatory process, is 

becoming a mainstream activity in public and private forestry in Malaysia. 

- Societies are also becoming more willing to discuss difficult issues such as tenure reform and 

the rights of indigenous people. Discourse is now happening and there is some progress in 

land tenure reform in countries such as Vietnam, China and Nepal as examples. 

- The fact that governance is no longer secretive and that everyone is now talking about 

governance is in itself a significant advancement. There is acceptance that problems need 

multi-stakeholder solutions and there are changes to laws happening to accommodate 

advances in governance. 

- There have also been improvements in the policy and legal framework, for example with 

land allocation throughout the region, as the roles and responsibilities of government in 

relation to other stakeholders are changing. For example, in the last decade Vietnam has 

allocated about two million hectares to households and community forestry is recognized by 

law, where previously forests only belonged to the state. Vietnam has also made efforts to 

develop Payments for Environmental Services (PES) schemes to compensate rural people for 

managing forests that deliver downstream benefits.. 

 

The most important unresolved governance challenges and the best ways to address them in the 

coming decade; 

 

- Law enforcement is still weak and ineffective, in part due to poor coordination between line 

agencies as well as persistent problems with corruption. 

- There is also a need to improve the quality of stakeholder engagement, especially in the 

involvement of the private sector. 

- Formulation of laws needs to be more strongly based around the social and cultural context. 

For example, in PNG where 97% of the land is owned by the communities it is important to 

ensure that laws and the formulation process recognize clan ownership and local customary 

approaches to management.   

- Better connections between stakeholders in PNG with processes and outside organizations 

will help the evolution of forest management.   

- We have not been able to adequately address issues of social injustice.  In Indonesia, about 

12-20 million people are affected by forest conflicts. In Thailand, 400,000 people live illegally 

in protected areas. Of 229 forest conflicts studied, 60% of these involved violence to local 

people. There is a need to use learning networks to promote creative solutions to addressing 

social injustice. 

- A stepwise approach to improving governance would be assisted by a narrow definition of 

what governance in this. Secondly, institutional reform should be focused on making 

agencies more service-oriented. And finally there is the opportunity to use the widespread 

ownership of cell phones to support forest monitoring by citizens. There has been a 

revolution in Information and Communications Technologies (ICT), with 1.5 billion cell 

phones in the Asia region now. This could amount to 1.5 billion independent forest 

monitors, but we have not been able to tap this potential yet. 

- There still exists a lack of confidence on the part of consumers with the forest sector in 

terms of knowing if wood is from legal or illegal/ or from sustainable or unsustainable 
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sources. Forestry is a renewable resource, if managed properly, and verified legal and 

sustainable wood products can build confidence in consumers.  

 

Panel discussion: Second half of the session – Questions from the floor 

 

The questions, answers, and discussions revolved around three key issues, and are summarized 

below: 

 

Approaches for strengthening governance: 

 

- Information must be available in terms that can be understood by people in local languages 

to ensure a common knowledge base among stakeholders. Some stakeholders will need help 

to prepare for discourses on governance. 

- The discourse needs to happen at a landscape level as well as in higher ministries such as the 

finance ministry. 

- Reliable spatial data is needed. 

- More participation is needed in the green growth dialogue so all externalities are identified 

and included in decision making processes. High conservation value forests must be 

recognized in planning to the right balance can be struck. High level political commitment 

will be needed to achieve this. 

- “Naming and shaming” of bad behavior, such as publicly advertising corrupt officials, may be 

a useful approach in some cultures and when there is limited power of others  to address 

the issue. Putting it in the public eye can deter others in the future from doing similar things 

and stop bad behavior. However, after being ‘named’, often nothing happens, so there 

needs to have a strong judiciary and other strong institutions for follow up.  

- Governance will be best when there is a clear legal framework in place, followed by clear set 

of roles and responsibilities of actors coupled with the required resources to implement the 

reforms. 

- Global initiatives such as certification and REDD+ can help improve governance, if they are 

relevant to the situations on the ground, tailored for each country and donors are 

committed.  Such process can be a distraction if they are applied poorly, so there is a real 

challenge to harmonize all of the various initiatives taking place in a particular country (e.g. 

the Ministry of Forestry deals with FLEG, while the Ministry of Environment deals with 

REDD+, but they are not talking to each other). In PNG, the promotion of certification is a 

good thing because it is a tool to address questions of legality. 

- Technologies, such as remote sensing, etc., can help improve governance if they are used 

effectively.  A transformational change is happening now, in which everyone has access to 

information, and there is a convergence of technologies.  People on the ground, through 

crowd sourcing, can complement data from remote sensing and help provide field 

verification, providing a potentially very powerful tool in monitoring on the ground.  A 

challenge remains to scale this up so that it is mainstreamed. 

- We also need to look at the human side of technologies, and make sure there are 

appropriate incentives to engage the public. This will be an area of great advancement going 

forward. 

 

Social issues: 

 

- There are a number of tools available to support social justice, such as media tools to enable 

decision makers to hear the voices of local communities. This is not only the work of 

government, but is everyone’s responsibility, and civil society has an important role to play 

in promoting honest dialogue.  
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- Governments need to put communities first and be more people-centric, as they exist to 

serve the welfare of citizens. It is important to have a clear separation of the roles of 

politicians and those of civil servants, as sometimes these are blurred. Politicians will often 

seek short-term outcomes whereas civil servants have a role to work on longer term goals.  

- Improving social justice is a gradual process, and we need to build capacities of all 

stakeholders and find ways to help people perform their duties in an effective way.  

- Most importantly, we need to change our mindset, and to see local communities as part of 

the solution, not the problem.  Local people live nearby the forests and can help government 

to protect forests if we need value this, protect their rights, and ensure that they benefit.   

- The media is also becoming more open and can act as a watchdog.  Their role needs to be 

strengthened and governments should see them as partners in their work. 

 

Final thoughts on future work on forest sector governance: 

 

- Linking forest management to climate change issues can help raise the profile of the sector 

in the minds of the public. In Malaysia, the Government has committed to keep 50% of its 

forest cover as natural forest type, rather than as plantation. It would be good to hold the 

Government to this promise..   

- There is now a movement away from general awareness-raising to country-level 

implementation. New tools are needed to measure the state of forest governance and how 

it might change over time. 

- There are opportunities to increase the role of women in forest governance and to share 

experiences across countries to help build capacity.  

- Good forestry practices are on the rise. Some big logging companies in PNG are now seeking 

FSC certification, and last month one got chain of custody and forest management 

certification. There is an opportunity for group certification of community forests as well. 

- Vietnam has established a VPA and has established PES schemes based on a fee on 

electricity generated from hyro-power schemes. Both of these efforts provide a good basis 

for improved forest governance.   

 

Closing: 

 

Dr. Appanah, FAO, provided some summary reflections, thanking the excellent panelists from the 

region and the brilliant moderator, and valuing the diversity of the views expressed on forest 

governance. 

 


