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Since the 1970s and 1980s, community-based forestry has grown in 
popularity, based on the concept that local communities, when granted 
su�cient property rights over local forest commons, can organize 
autonomously and develop local institutions to regulate the use of 
natural resources and manage them sustainably. Over time, various 
forms of community-based forestry have evolved in di�erent countries, 
but all have at their heart the notion of some level of participation by 
smallholders and community groups in planning and implementation.

�is Policy Brief draws on the review of the FAO Forestry Paper 176, 
Forty years of community-based forestry: A review of its extent and 
e�ectiveness to summarize the extent of CBF around the world and 
assess its e�ectiveness in terms of socioeconomic and biophysical 
outcomes. It then details the reforms needed to improve CBF so that it 
can better enhance sustainable bene�ts for local people, and contribute 
to national development goals and national and global climate change 
targets, as well as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.

�e Policy Brief is targeted at policy-makers, practitioners, researchers, 
communities and civil society.
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Introduction

In 2015, FAO undertook a detailed global review 
of community-based forestry (CBF), which was 
published as FAO Forestry Paper 176, Forty years 
of community-based forestry: A review of its extent 
and effectiveness (www.fao.org/3/b-i5415e.pdf ). The 
review demonstrated and confirmed the potential 
social, economic and environmental benefits that 
can flow from CBF.

This Policy Brief draws on the review to summarize 
the extent of CBF around the world and assess 

its effectiveness in terms of socioeconomic and 
biophysical outcomes. It then details the reforms 
needed to improve CBF so that it can better 
enhance sustainable benefits for local people, and 
contribute to national development goals and 
national and global climate change targets, as well 
as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals.
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1. Defining community-
based forestry 

Community-based forestry is an umbrella term 
that includes both collaborative regimes (forestry 
practised on land that has some form of communal 
tenure and requires some level of collective action) 
and smallholder forestry (forestry practised by 
smallholders on land that is generally privately 
owned). The focus of this Policy Brief is on 

CLASSIFICATION OF COMMUNITY-BASED FORESTRY 
REGIMES

CBF regimes can be categorized according to the tenure rights enjoyed by stakeholders. These rights largely 
determine the extent of empowerment of local communities and are key to understanding the effectiveness of 
different CBF regimes.

Forest tenure is generally defined as a “bundle of rights” that includes operational-level rights to access forests 
and obtain ecosystem goods and services and various collective choice rights in relation to forest management 
(defining forest protection and silvicultural practices), exclusion (controlling the access to forests by others) and 
alienation (dealing with forest management and/or exclusion rights, including using them as collateral). 
Source: RRI (Rights and Resources Initiative). 2012a. What rights? A comparative analysis of developing countries’ 
national legislation on community and indigenous peoples’ forest tenure rights. Washington, DC.

The type and nature of forest tenure rights that are devolved to the managing communities in CBF regimes are on 
a spectrum from limited rights, which provide only for passive participation in government programmes, through 
to a comprehensive set of rights, which empower communities and smallholders to manage forests actively. 

Forest tenure rights can vary in their duration (from time-limited to perpetual), in the ease with which they can 
be changed or extinguished, and the nature of any compensation, that may be available to communities if rights 
are revoked or extinguished. Strong property rights are those embedded in constitutions or laws, which can only 
be amended by plebiscites or parliaments. Weak rights are those in lower levels of the regulatory framework, such 
as ministerial directions, rules and regulations. Weak rights can be easily changed by administrative discretion.

formal CBF regimes that are defined by a legal 
framework. It excludes informal regimes, which, 
while widespread and often both longstanding 
and locally effective, lie outside a country’s legal 
framework and hence can be easily changed by 
administrative discretion.

Passive participation
in government programmes

Active control
by communities

INCREASING NUMBER
AND STRENGTH OF RIGHTS

SPECTRUM OF CBF REGIMES

Participatory
conservation

Joint forest
management

Private 
ownership

Community
forestry

(limited devolution)

Community
forestry

(full devolution)
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2. Extent of community-
based forestry

Sixty-two countries, representing some 65 percent 
of the world’s forests, were surveyed in the 
FAO Forestry Paper 176 review of CBF. Some 
28 percent of the forests in those countries, 
equivalent to around 732 million hectares, are 
managed under CBF regimes. It is evident that 
CBF is now a major forest management modality 
across much of the world. 

CBF regimes that require collaborative decision-
making for the management of forest commons 
predominate in the global South, but are expanding 
in Western Europe, Canada and the United States 
of America. By contrast, smallholder forestry 
is more prevalent in the global North, but is 
expanding rapidly in countries such as China and 
Viet Nam and some Latin American countries.

FIGURE 2
Area of forest under CBF regimes, by region
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3. Effectiveness of 
community-based 
forestry

There has been a significant research investment in 
analysing the effectiveness of CBF. This has included 
regional and global reviews of CBF, site-specific 
case studies and analyses of metadata drawn from a 
large number of individual case studies. While the 
objectives of CBF are frequently not stated explicitly 
in national policies, it is generally considered that 
CBF aims to achieve two key outcomes: improved 
forest condition, and enhanced livelihoods for 

those communities and smallholders managing 
the forests. The United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development livelihood framework 
provides a convenient frame of reference for 
assessing and reporting on the effectiveness of 
CBF based upon three key classes of capital 
assets: natural, social/institutional and human, 
and financial. Taken together, these determine the 
biophysical and socioeconomic outcomes of CBF. 

LIVELIHOOD ASSETS 

(i) Natural capital relates to the forest resource and its capacity to produce the ecosystem goods and services 
useful for livelihoods.

(ii) Social/institutional capital relates to the social networks required for collective action to manage a forest. 
Social capital comprises both the capacity and enabling policy environment needed for groups (and individuals) 
to manage forests effectively and thereby build the natural capital (improved forest condition) needed to support 
improved livelihoods and jobs. This capacity and enabling environment can be enhanced through the formation 
of cooperatives or other types of producer organization that can leverage political support and economies of scale. 
Human capital is the knowledge and capacity required by individuals and communities to manage forests.

(iii) Financial capital denotes the financial resources that people derive from their forest management activities.

Source: DFID (Department for International Development). 1999. Sustainable livelihood guidance sheets. London.
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(i) CBF and improving natural capital

Many CBF assessments have identified substantial 
improvements in forest condition (forest area, 
density, productive capacity and sometimes species 
diversity), expansion in the forest estate, and 
reduction in threats such as illegal logging and 
wildfires, as important outcomes of CBF. 

NEPAL 

Over a twenty-year period 
following the introduction 
of community forestry 
into the Dolakha district 
of Nepal, sparse forest 
was converted into dense 
forest at the rate of 1.1–
3.4 percent per annum, 
reforestation rates increased 
by 1.1–2.0 percent per 
annum and forest loss due 
to wildfire was greatly 
decreased. Much of the 
increase in the extent 
and ecosystem health of 
the forest estate occurred 
in highly erosive and 
landslide-prone landscapes 
and riparian areas, resulting 
in beneficial watershed 
outcomes. Importantly, 
these gains in natural capital 
were realized despite a 
backdrop of 2.3 percent per 
annum population growth.

Source: Niraula, R.R., Gilani, 
H., Pokharel, B.K. & Qamer, 
F.M. 2013. Measuring impacts 
of community forestry program 
through repeat photography 
and satellite remote sensing in 
the Dolakha district of Nepal. 
Journal of Environmental 
Management, 126: 20−29.

VIET NAM 

In Viet Nam, tenure 
reforms catalysed the 
development of smallholder 
CBF regimes and led to the 
area of forest managed by 
smallholders (largely Acacia 
plantations) increasing 
from 400 000 hectares to 
1.2 million hectares in the 
decade 2002–2012. This has 
substantially increased the 
amount of natural capital 
utilized in both small- and 
large-scale industries to 
produce wood chips, veneer 
sheets and other products. 
This large plantation estate, 
along with matching 
wood-processing facilities, 
now generates substantial 
financial capital, as shown 
in the box on p. 6). 

 Source: Byron, N. 2015. The 
Acacia economy of Viet Nam. 
Unpublished report for 
the Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR).

INDIA 

Forests managed under 
various CBF regimes 
in six Indian states 
(Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, 
Karnataka, Rajasthan, 
Tripura and West Bengal), 
affecting 174 villages, 
demonstrated increased 
plant diversity and biomass 
compared with traditionally 
managed forests and, 
in the case of Gujarat, 
also recorded improved 
biodiversity outcomes.

Source: Ravindranath, N.H., 
Murali, K.S. & Sudha, P. 
2006. Community forestry 
initiatives in Southeast 
Asia: A review of ecological 
impacts. International Journal 
of Environment and Sustainable 
Development, 5(1): 1–11. 

UNITED 
REPUBLIC OF 
TANZANIA 

The miombo woodlands 
of the United Republic 
of Tanzania comprise 
more than 90 percent 
of forestland in the 
country and provide a 
range of socioeconomic 
and cultural services to 
around 87 percent of rural 
and urban populations. 
The introduction of 
CBF management with 
clearly defined property 
rights and an enabling 
regulatory framework 
improved sustainable forest 
management, increased 
forest biomass, reduced 
illegal activities and 
improved local livelihoods.

Source: Lupala, Z.J., Lusambo, 
L.P., Ngaga, Y.M. & Makatta, 
A.A. 2015. The land use and 
cover change in miombo 
woodlands under community 
based forest management 
and its implication to climate 
change mitigation: a case 
of Southern Highlands of 
Tanzania. International Journal 
of Forestry Research. 2015: ID 
459102. 
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MEXICO 

In Mexico, CBF has 
increased community 
cohesion, improved social 
capital and enhanced the 
communities’ capacity to 
strengthen governance 
at local level. The results 
have had positive spin-offs 
for increasing community 
harmony (sometimes in 
conflict-prone areas), 
stemming loss of human 
capital through migration 
to cities, and increased 
participation in community 
affairs.

Source: RECOFTC (Center 
for People and Forests). 2013. 
Community forestry in Asia and 
the Pacific: pathway to inclusive 
development. Bangkok.

(ii) CBF and improving social/institutional and 
human capital 

Growth in both social/institutional (decision-
making influence and governance capacity) 
and human (forest management and marketing 
capacity) capital is clearly evident in longer-
running CBF regimes in India, Mexico, Nepal, the 

United Republic of Tanzania and in European and 
North American smallholder forestry. A number 
of assessments have documented examples of 
CBF regimes displaying substantial resilience to 
internal and external shocks as a result of enhanced 
social cohesion associated with improved social/
institutional and human capital and improved local 
governance.

SWEDEN 

In Sweden, approximately 
90 000 private owners are 
members of four private 
forest owners’ associations 
managing an area of 
6.2 million hectares. These 
cooperatives employ 
full-time staff providing 
technical and marketing 
services (human capital). 
The cooperatives facilitate 
collective action for the 
efficient management of 
privately owned forest 
resources. 

Source: Schmithüsen, F. & 
Hirsch, F. 2010. Private forest 
ownership in Europe. Geneva 
Timber and Forest Study 
Paper 26. Geneva, UNECE/
FAO.

NEPAL 

In Nepal, the Federation 
of Community Forestry 
Users, Nepal (FECOFUN) 
has chapters from local to 
national level that network 
with most of the 18 000 
Forest User Groups in the 
country. FECOFUN has 
now become an important 
civil society platform to 
augment broader governance 
discourse. The federation 
has been able to increase 
the resilience of forest 
management to counter 
vested interests and provide 
a mechanism for including 
community vision and ideas 
into considerations of the 
future of forestry in the 
country. 

Source: Ojha, H.R., Khanal, 
D.R., Sharma, N., Sharma, H. 
& Pathak, B. 2008. Federation 
of Community Forest User 
Groups in Nepal: an innovation 
in democratic forest governance. 
In B. Fisher, C. Veer & S. 
Mahanty, eds. Poverty reduction 
and forests: tenure, market and 
policy reforms. Proceedings of 
an international conference, 
Bangkok, 3−7 September 2007. 
Bangkok, RECOFTC/RRI. 

INDONESIA 

A project in Indonesia 
reported that improving 
the silvicultural skills of 
smallholders enabled them 
to produce higher quality 
timber to supply a veneer 
market, and thus increase 
their prices by 16 percent. 

Source: ACIAR (Australian 
Centre for International 
Agricultural Research). 2015. 
Overcoming constraints to 
community-based commercial 
forestry in Indonesia. Final 
report of ACIAR project 
FST/2008/030. http://aciar.
gov.au/publication/fr2015-10

http://aciar.gov.au/publication/fr2015-10
http://aciar.gov.au/publication/fr2015-10
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(iii) CBF and improving financial capital

There is mounting evidence that CBF can increase 
financial capital. In Cameroon, economic surpluses 
from CBF are supporting community assets and 
health services. In Viet Nam, smallholder CBF 
regimes have demonstrated positive cash returns 
and local employment generation. In the United 

States of America, CBF has provided important 
values to individuals, families and communities, 
offering quality options for those wishing to work 
on the land. However, in most cases, CBF provides 
complementary sources of income for communities 
and individuals, rather than being the sole source 
of income.

BRAZIL 

In a comprehensive assessment 
of the financial viability of CBF 
in the Brazilian rainforest, a 
large-scale operation in Pará 
state, producing boards with 
a portable sawmill, showed 
rates of return (profit divided 
by total costs) of 12 percent; 
and a smaller-scale community 
project in Amazonas state 
producing logs showed rates of 
return of 2 percent. 

Source: Humphries, S., Holmes, 
T.P., Kainer, K., Koury, C.G.G., 
Cruz, E. & Rocha, R de M. 
2012. Are community-based 
forest enterprises in the tropics 
financially viable? Case studies 
from the Brazilian Amazon. 
Ecological Economics. 77: 62–73.

NEPAL 

An extensive survey of 
individuals and groups from 
community forestry in Nepal 
found that an average of 640 
paid person-days of work were 
generated each year for each 
user group. At an average wage 
of USD 2 per day this has 
resulted in an average income 
increase of USD 8.5–12.8 per 
household per year. In addition, 
the user groups have been able 
to generate substantial funds 
(an average of USD 3 660 per 
group for forests >100 ha in 
area), much of which is directed 
to improving livelihoods of 
group members. Key targets for 
these community forestry funds 
include schools (30 percent), 
pro-poor income-generation 
activities (17 percent), roads 
(16 percent) and other 
infrastructure such as electricity 
generation, temple buildings, 
drinking water and sanitation.

Source: MFSC (Ministry of Forest 
and Soil Conservation). 2013. 
Persistence and change: review of 30 
years of community forestry in Nepal. 
Kathmandu.

VIET NAM 

The large increase in natural 
capital in Viet Nam associated 
with the increase in Acacia 
smallholder plantations 
(described in the box on p. 4) 
now: 

• generates USD 4.5 billion 
a year in exports, and over 
USD 1 billion worth of 
domestic wood products; 

• employs approximately 
100 000 workers per 
year (on a full-time 
equivalent basis) and pays 
them the equivalent of 
USD 132 million; 

• pays more than 
USD 320 million to 
approximately 250 000 
rural households who grow 
much (about 70 percent) 
of the plantations.

Source: Byron, N. 2015. The Acacia 
economy of Viet Nam. Unpublished 
report for the Australian Centre 
for International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR).
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(iv) CBF, enhanced equity and reduced poverty

Poverty reduction and equity outcomes in relation 
to fairness, inclusion and social justice are core 
to many CBF regimes. However, improving 
the livelihoods of local communities (through 
enhancing natural, social, human and financial 
capital) is not the same as alleviating poverty. 
Poverty can only be alleviated when poor people 
are identified and opportunities and benefits are 
specifically targeted to them. Where targeted 
arrangements have been used in countries such as 
Kenya, Nepal, the United Republic of Tanzania 
and the global North, CBF has reduced social and 
gender inequalities as well as poverty through the 
creation of job opportunities and enhancing the 
(equitable) flow of forest ecosystem benefits. 

CBF groups with a high proportion of women on 
their management committee have demonstrated 
significant improvements in both forest condition 
and distributional equity.

In spite of these positive outcomes, there are very 
few countries that specifically address poverty 
alleviation and gender equity through their CBF 
programmes by putting in place regulatory and 
institutional mechanisms to identify the poor and 
marginalized, and to direct benefits to them. An 
exception is Nepal, where the rules and regulations 
that guide the implementation of community 
forestry contain specific pro-poor provisions 
relating to the inclusion of disadvantaged groups, 
including women, in decision-making and ensuring 
equitable access to forest ecosystem benefits for 
these groups. It is mandatory in Nepal that around 
35 percent of income generated by CBF groups 
should be invested in pro-poor programmes. 

Source: Bhattarai, R.C. 2012. Economic impact of 
community forestry in Nepal: a case of mid-hill districts 
of Nepal. Economic Journal of Development Issues, 
13/14(1−2): 75−96.
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4. The potential for CBF 
to ameliorate adverse 
impacts of climate 
change and contribute 
to other national and 
international policy 
initiatives

The benefits of CBF in both expanding the 
forested estate and strengthening sustainable forest 
management have significant positive externalities 
that extend beyond local communities, and include 
carbon sequestration. With deforestation and other 
land use changes accounting for around 11 percent 
of annual global greenhouse gas emissions, there 
are compelling reasons for promoting CBF as a 
mechanism to increase carbon sequestration and 
mitigate the adverse effects of climate change.

In addition, the positive externalities that can 
be realized through properly designed and 
implemented CBF mean that it is a potentially 
important delivery mechanism for a number 
of United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, most notably Target 15.2: “by 
2020, promote the implementation of sustainable 

management of all types of forests, halt deforestation, 
restore degraded forests and substantially increase 
afforestation and reforestation globally” as well as 
for countries to meet the emissions-reduction 
objectives put forward in their nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs).

National and international aspirations for 
sustainable forest management (and expansion 
of the forested estate) are manifest in a number 
of important initiatives including Payment for 
Ecosystem Services (PES), Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation 
(REDD and REDD+) and Forest Law 
Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT). 
Not only can CBF support each of these 
initiatives, but it can provide a durable institutional 
framework for their long-term success.
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CBF: A LOW-COST OPTION TO HELP ACHIEVE NATIONALLY 
DETERMINED CONTRIBUTIONS 

The findings of a benefit-cost analysis made in the Amazon basin of Bolivia, Brazil and Colombia provide a 
strong economic case for governments to invest in securing indigenous forestland tenure in Latin America, and, 
more broadly, community land rights around the world. The analysis clearly demonstrates that this is a low-cost 
option that can help governments to achieve the climate goals in their NDCs.

Source: Ding, H., Veit, P.G., Blackman, A., Gray, E., Reytar, K., Altamirano, J C. & Hodgdon, B. 2016. Climate benefits, tenure 
costs: the economic case for securing indigenous land rights in the Amazon. Washington DC, World Resources Institute.  

CBF POTENTIAL FOR SLOWING AND MITIGATING ADVERSE 
EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE 

Global emissions of carbon from fossil-fuel combustion and from industrial processes (production of cement 
clinker, metals and chemicals) totalled 36 billion tonnes in 2014.

Source: PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency. 2015.. Trends in global CO2 emissions: 2015 Report. The Hague.

The World Resources Institute has estimated that around 513 million hectares of community forests (excluding 
the smallholder CBF estate) stored around 38 billion tonnes of carbon, equivalent to around one year of global 
carbon emissions from fossil fuel combustion and industrial processes. Further underscoring the importance of 
CBF to global warming, areas of forest greatly in excess of the 513 million hectares recognized in the WRI study 
are also accessed and managed under customary rights that are not legally recognized by governments. It is these 
forests that are most at risk of land use change, which contributes around 9 percent of global carbon emissions. 
Expanding formal CBF regimes into these forests has significant potential to mitigate climate change, both by 
avoiding deforestation and by protecting and expanding stored carbon.

Source: Stevens, C., Winterbottom, R., Springer, J. & Reytar, K. 2014. Securing rights, combating climate change: how 
strengthening community forest rights mitigates climate change. Washington DC, World Resources Institute/Rights and 
Resources Initiative. 

CBF POTENTIAL FOR IMPROVING CLIMATE RESILIENCE IN 
BRAZIL 

In Brazil, from 2000 to 2012, deforestation in forests controlled by indigenous communities (28 percent of the 
forest cover) was less than 1 percent compared with 7 percent for non-community-managed forests. During this 
same period non-community-managed forests emitted 27 times more carbon dioxide than community-managed 
forests. Additionally, improved forest condition in the community-managed forests resulted in 36 percent more 
carbon per hectare than in forests outside community management. 

Source: Stevens, C., Winterbottom, R., Springer, J. & Reytar, K. 2014. Securing rights, combating climate change: how 
strengthening community forest rights mitigates climate change. Washington, DC, World Resources Institute/Rights and 
Resources Initiative.
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5. Six Policy Actions to 
improve biophysical 
and socioeconomic 
outcomes of 
community-based 
forestry 

CBF has the potential to protect and enhance 
natural capital, build social/institutional, human 
and financial capital, improve livelihoods and 
reduce poverty and inequality in addition to 
contributing to national economic growth, 
sustainable forest management and climate change 
mitigation. Despite this, CBF often does not 
achieve its potential.

There is a need to both expand and reform CBF 
regimes so that they can achieve the outcomes 

sought by local, national and international 
communities. This requires government 
commitment, action and support.

In relation to reforming CBF regimes, experience 
indicates that there is no “one size fits all” solution. 
The way forward involves working locally to 
understand and build upon local capacity and 
learn from successful CBF regimes to inform 
the direction for change. The most effective CBF 
regimes have a number of common “enabling 
features” that can guide policy reform. These 
enabling features can be likened metaphorically 
to keys to unlock a door, the analogy being that 
“opening the door to CBF success” requires both 
“opening the right locks” and “opening all locks”. 

Regardless of the importance of each key, they all 
need to be available for CBF regimes to operate at 
their full potential and to deliver the biophysical 
and socioeconomic outcomes that are expected of 
them.

Secure tenure
(property rights)

CBF

Enabling regulatory 
framework

Strong 
governance

Adequate market 
knowledge

Viable
technology

Supportive
bureaucracy

KEYS TO EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY-BASED FORESTRY
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Secure tenure (forest property rights) 

There is a marked correlation between strong 
(secure) tenure and improvement in forest extent 
and condition. By contrast, weak (insecure) tenure 
tends to be associated with forest degradation 
and deforestation. Globally, forest tenure rights 
of local and indigenous peoples remain weak and 
this limits their ability and willingness to invest in 
forest management and 
so receive a full range 
of benefits, including 
commercial benefits.

The more successful 
CBF regimes have 
secure and long-term 
tenure to manage, use 
and control clearly 
defined forest areas. Property rights need to be 
of sufficiently long duration to encourage local 
communities to invest their social and human 
capital into forest management with the confidence 
that they will benefit from an increased flow in 
forest goods and services.

Enabling regulatory framework
The importance of an enabling and clear regulatory 
framework is a recurrent theme in virtually all 
assessments of CBF. Devolved rights need to 
provide a balance of rights and responsibilities, 
avoiding onerous responsibilities in relation to 
registration, demarcation, taxation, management 
planning, reporting and 
limitations on transport 
and trade. In most 
countries, even when 
community rights are 
strong (secure), multiple 
and complex compliance 
procedures (often 
part of the regulatory 
framework) imposed by 
public forest management authorities and other 
government agencies place significant impediments 
in the path of communities and smallholders. This 
effectively prevents them from managing their 
forests to deliver their full potential. Vigilance 

is needed in CBF regimes to ensure that the 
bundle of rights granted to local communities 
is not overwhelmed by overly constraining 
responsibilities.

Strong governance
Effective local institutions are at least as important 
as specific forms of property rights for achieving 
sustainable forest use. CBF regimes need to be 
built upon a clear understanding of the often-
complex nature of existing local institutions, how 
these might be harnessed to enhance collaborative 
forest management, and how they may influence 
possible outcomes.

When indigenous 
peoples are involved 
or affected by CBF 
programmes it is vital 
that the principle of 
free, prior and informed 
consent (FPIC), as 
articulated in the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), is 
followed. 

Strong governance requires the meaningful 
participation of local communities and other 
stakeholders, transparency of decision-making, 
gender equity, accountability and application 
of the rule of law. It is also associated with 
efficient and effective management of natural, 
human and financial resources, and fair and 
equitable distribution of benefits to members. 
Conversely, weak governance often leads to lack of 
transparency, with many opportunities for rent-
seeking and corruption. The development of strong 
governance in CBF regimes frequently requires 
intensive facilitation and regular support over many 
years.

Viable technology 
In many parts of the world CBF is moving 
towards the commercialization of forest goods and 
services. As this trend continues, the importance of 
developing and applying appropriate technology at 
all stages of production, harvesting, processing and 

Communities and 
smallholders should 

have strong (secure) and 
long-term tenure over 
their forests and have a 

comprehensive “bundle of 
rights” to be empowered 
to manage their forests 

sustainably. 

The regulatory framework 
for CBF should be 

clear and enabling so 
that smallholders and 

communities can manage 
their forests without an 

overwhelming regulatory 
burden.

Communities and 
smallholders should be 

supported in developing 
strong local institutions 

that can exercise effective 
governance of their 

forests.
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marketing of both non-
wood forest products 
and timber becomes 
compelling. 

Smallholders and 
community groups need 
the technical skills and 
knowledge to enable 
them to establish 

and manage their forests and forest products 
sustainably at all stages of the supply chain. For 
example, access to high-quality planting material 
will be critical for maximizing productivity in the 
early stages; whereas access to economies of scale 
in processing and marketing ecosystem goods and 
services will be important in the later stages. 

For a variety of reasons, community forestry 
practitioners and researchers have largely ignored 
the role of sound silviculture in CBF. Silvicultural 
knowledge is needed to manage forests sustainably 
to produce the range of goods and services that 
smallholders and communities require. Importantly, 
the silviculture needed for successful CBF may 
be quite different from that applied in large-scale 
industrial forestry in many industrialized countries. 

Adequate market knowledge and 
access

Considerable business and entrepreneurial skills, 
as well as market knowledge, are needed by 
communities and smallholders to deal with product 
quality, value-addition and marketing, in order to 
tailor their products to fit market requirements. 
Information is needed to assess market trends, 

prices, value chains, 
etc. This information is 
generally lacking in CBF 
regimes. 

Additionally, many 
markets, particularly 
the timber markets, 
are often distorted, as 
they frequently favour 

political and other elites. They also tend to lack 

transparency, and this makes it very difficult for 
communities and smallholders to break into 
the market and to maximize their income from 
commercializing their forest goods and services. 

Supportive bureaucratic mandate 
and culture

There is a strong link between creating an enabling 
regulatory framework for CBF and creating 
a bureaucratic environment that can support 
communities and smallholders to implement it. The 
relationships between bureaucracy, communities 
and individuals is often ignored or marginalized 
in discussing what is needed to implement CBF 
effectively. Resistance by government officials 
to relinquishing control over forests, even where 
they are required to do so under the regulatory 
framework, inhibits the ability of communities 
and smallholders to obtain full benefits from their 
forest management 
efforts. 

Adoption of CBF 
generally requires 
key participants 
such as government 
officials, smallholders, 
community groups 
or individuals to 
adopt very different 
roles from those that previously prevailed under 
centralized forest-management paradigms. 
Government officials may need to change from 
active forest management, which may have 
involved a high degree of command and control, 
to participatory forest management, where they 
are required to assist and support smallholders 
and community groups to manage forests for their 
own multiple benefits rather than the state’s direct 
economic benefit. This implies a fundamental 
change to the organizational culture of agencies, 
which by its very nature is very difficult to achieve. 
Such a change of attitude and approach invariably 
requires a great deal of support from government 
officials.

Communities and 
smallholders should be 

supported by facilitating 
the provision of 

technology and skills 
to manage their forests 

sustainably and optimize 
production of desired 

goods and services.

Communities and 
smallholders should be 
supported by providing 
information, knowledge 

and skills to access 
markets for the goods 
and services produced 

from their forests.

Governments should 
ensure that officials actively 
support smallholders and 
communities to manage 

their forests sustainably by 
taking a bottom-up view of 
forest management rather 

than a top-down (command 
and control) approach.
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CONCLUSIONS FROM 40 YEARS OF COMMUNITY-BASED 
FORESTRY 
1. There are many examples across a range of scales (pilot project to national) and in all regions of the world, 
where CBF has demonstrated improvements in sustainable forest management and local livelihoods, and 
contributions to climate change mitigation. 
2. While CBF regimes are now a major modality of forest management throughout the world, many are 
performing well below expectations and could do much better if all the conditions required for effective 
functioning were met. 
3. There is a lack of solid data on the extent and effectiveness of CBF at national scales that can be used for 
informed discussion and decision-making. 
4. Vision and strong leadership are needed to introduce and reform CBF regimes to achieve the multiple goals of 
global poverty reduction, gender equity, biodiversity protection and increased climate resilience. Enough is known 
about CBF to justify implementation of the six Policy Actions detailed in this Forest Policy Brief that are needed 
to improve the biophysical and socioeconomic outcomes of community-based forestry. 

THE POTENTIAL OF COMMUNITY-BASED FORESTRY
Indigenous peoples, local communities and family smallholders – women and men, young and old – stand ready 
to maintain and restore forests and to sustain livelihoods on a vast scale. For this to happen, political leaders and 
policy-makers, who hold the “keys”, should open the door to unleash the potential of hundreds of millions of 
people to achieve sustainable forest management and improved livelihoods in a major percentage of the world’s 
forests.

Secure tenure
(property rights)

CBF

Enabling regulatory 
framework

Strong 
governance

Adequate market 
knowledge

Viable
technology

Supportive
bureaucracy

KEYS TO EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY-BASED FORESTRY



Community-based forestry  
Extent, e�ectiveness and potential

www.fao.org/forestry/participatory

Since the 1970s and 1980s, community-based forestry has grown in 
popularity, based on the concept that local communities, when granted 
su�cient property rights over local forest commons, can organize 
autonomously and develop local institutions to regulate the use of 
natural resources and manage them sustainably. Over time, various 
forms of community-based forestry have evolved in di�erent countries, 
but all have at their heart the notion of some level of participation by 
smallholders and community groups in planning and implementation.

�is Policy Brief draws on the review of the FAO Forestry Paper 176, 
Forty years of community-based forestry: A review of its extent and 
e�ectiveness to summarize the extent of CBF around the world and 
assess its e�ectiveness in terms of socioeconomic and biophysical 
outcomes. It then details the reforms needed to improve CBF so that it 
can better enhance sustainable bene�ts for local people, and contribute 
to national development goals and national and global climate change 
targets, as well as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.

�e Policy Brief is targeted at policy-makers, practitioners, researchers, 
communities and civil society.
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