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Executive summary

Community-based forestry (CBF) was implemented in countries with the premise that 
these would help improve governance of forests and local livelihoods. In the last four 
decades, there has been significant expansion in the area under CBF involving a broad 
array of initiatives that favour people’s participation in forestry. CBF has evolved over the 
years towards institutionalization into mainstream national development programmes; 
empowerment of user groups;  emergence of civil society organizations to represent CBF 
interests; restitution and privatization of forest land (mainly in Central and Eastern 
Europe); expansion of smallholder forestry, particularly in Asia; commercialization of
forest goods and services; connections between smallholders/communities and private
companies; and incorporation of a wider range of policy objectives into CBF (FAO 2016).

Various studies have attempted to document the extent, transitions and impact of CBF 
systems, but many of these have taken the case study approach, and there is little clarity 
of performance of these at the national levels. Lack of reliable data on effectiveness of 
CBF hinders analysis at the national, regional and global scales. It also makes it difficult 
to guide policy dialogue and to make informed decisions. Meanwhile, studies on the 
effectiveness of CBF that do exist indicate mixed performance. Some show major success 
with regards to improvements in forest governance and livelihoods of local communities. 
However, most of them suggest that CBF is delivering significantly below its potential. 

This assessment framework can serve to provide important insights into the successes, 
as well as the continued shortcomings of CBF at the country level. It can also provide a 
means for determining and tracking the extent and effectiveness of the broad spectrum 
of CBF initiatives. Based on the level of devolution of rights and responsibilities, 
the tool categorizes the range of CBFs into participatory conservation, joint forest 
management, community forestry (partial to full devolution) and smallholder private 
forestry.  The tool provides for an assessment of the institutionalization of CBF regimes 
in government and civil society, level of empowerment of local stakeholders involved 
in the CBF regime, the range and strength of rights, the various responsibilities as well 
as constraints to CBF. With regards to effectiveness, the tool provides for assessing 
changes in natural capital; social, institutional, and human capital; and the financial 
capital of CBF participants. The document provides for indicators that may be used 
across countries. This tool focuses on formal CBF initiatives recognized by statutory 
law, as the informal CBF arrangements not recognized by statutory law will likely be 
too diverse to allow for a national level assessment.  

The tool may be used at any point of time to assess performance of all or specific 
CBF regimes or initiatives at the national level. An assessment can be especially useful 
to inform revision of forest policies and laws, in the design of new forestry initiatives 
such as REDD+ policies and programmes, or to strengthen forest-based enterprises. 
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When the assessment is conducted using a participatory approach involving government 
and non-government stakeholders, the tool can help to develop a common vision for 
strengthening performance of CBF initiatives in the specific country. 

Well-performing CBF has the potential to rapidly restore forests in ecological terms  
and scale up sustainable forest management to the national level, while improving local 
livelihoods of billions of the most marginalized people around the world. In doing so, 
CBF has the potential to contribute significantly to a range of Sustainable Development 
Goals, in particular SDG 15 for supporting sustainable management of natural resources, 
SDG 1 for reducing poverty, SDG 2 for reducing hunger, SDG 10 for reducing inequality, 
and SDG 8 for fostering decent work and economic growth.
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