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Introduction

All over the world, Indigenous and local communities use,
manage and protect forest lands in their surroundings –

broadly referred to as community forestry. Community
forestry has the potential to support local livelihoods while
contributing to the conservation and restoration of forests –
crucial to tackle the global biodiversity and climate crises
(Aggarwal et al., 2021; Ding et al., 2016; WWF, 2021). It
has been suggested that community forestry can contribute
to at least 13 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) of the United Nations (De Jong et al., 2018), and it
can be a key component of ‘other effective area-based
conservation measures’ (OECMs) as defined by the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity (CBD), referring to areas
outside of protected areas where local actors sustain bio-
diversity, irrespective of their core management goals
(Alves-Pinto et al., 2021; Castillo & Tugendhat, 2022;
Gurney et al., 2021).

Over the last decades, many governments have installed
policies in support of community forestry, allowing com-
munities to apply for formal tenure rights over forest lands,
giving them greater control to use and manage forest re-
sources according to their own customs and needs (RRI,
2020). This thus implies the transfer of certain forest-related
rights and responsibilities from the state to communities. In
this process, a community is often represented by a gover-
nance body, which can be based on traditional leadership (e.g.
a village chief) or a newly established institution (e.g. a
community forest management committee or community
forest users groups). The transfer of authority over forest
management and the use of land is often partial, resulting in

an agreement between the government and the community
about rights, responsibilities and benefit distribution
(Cronkleton et al., 2012).

The formalization of community forest tenure rights
provides communities with an increased level of protection
against expropriation by external actors. It allows com-
munities to secure access to natural resources for their own
livelihoods, and may secure or increase opportunities to
derive economic benefits from forest management, for ex-
ample by harvesting and selling timber and non-timber
forest products, setting up ecotourism businesses or
through carbon payments. The formalization of community
forest tenure rights may also contribute to the recognition
and reinforcement of customary rights to forests (rights that
are rooted in long-standing customs, rather than in state
laws), and increase local self-determination (Kusters & De
Graaf, 2019).

Local governments are often responsible for the im-
plementation of tenure policies, which offers opportunities
for greater local engagement, but also presents challenges in
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terms of capacities and resources (Kusters et al., 2022). This
gap may be filled by NGOs (Gupta et al., 2020). They may
help communities with the application for formal collective
tenure rights, the preparation of forest management plans, and
setting up governance arrangements and benefit-sharing
mechanisms, among others. In Indonesia, the central gov-
ernment even issued a new forest extension policy that en-
abled NGOs to get involved in government extension
services, in order to help achieve the government’s ambitious
targets to extend the area under community forestry (Rahayu
et al., 2020). In the Philippines, the central government made
it possible for local legislative bodies to formally accredit
NGOs to function as active partners in efforts to promote
community forestry, among others (DILG, 2019).

A recent multi-country review assessed the ways in which
community forest tenure models contribute to local liveli-
hoods and forest conservation, and the role that NGOs play in
this (Kusters et al., 2022). The review identified ten condi-
tions for successful devolution of forest tenure rights to
communities. One of the conditions is inclusive community-
level governance, which is the focus of this article.
Community-level governance is highly complex and context-
specific, and NGOs that intervene at the community level will
need to find ways to support inclusive local governance,
without imposing externally defined structures and principles
in a top-down manner. Below, we will first describe some of
the challenges in community governance, before presenting
suggestions for NGOs to support communities.

Examples of Community
Governance Challenges

Here, we provide some examples of community-level gov-
ernance challenges that NGOs may encounter when sup-
porting community forestry initiatives. NGOs may develop
community forestry projects based on the assumption that
communities are organized around the collective manage-
ment of the forest and that community members have a shared
vision of the forest’s future, while this is not always the case.
Different members of a community may have different pri-
orities and interests, and even when NGOs actively engage
representatives of different community groups in their
projects, such differences are often persistent. Resentment or
conflict among community members may occur, especially
when newly introduced governance structures and regula-
tions imply restrictions to the way they use forest resources,
and when expectations in terms of economic opportunities are
not being met (Krantz, 2018).

In cases where rights are devolved to newly formed forest
governance bodies, customary leaders may be unhappy to see
their influence decrease. This has been reported in Liberia, for
example, where the establishment of new community forest
governance structures resulted in tensions between people
involved in those new structures and traditional chiefs and

elders (Yiah, 2020). In cases where authorities are devolved
to customary leadership, the involvement of community
members in decision-making processes is sometimes lacking,
and discrepancies may arise between customary governance
practices and externally defined good governance principles
such as accountability, fairness, participation and transpar-
ency. In many countries, it has been found that women and
youth tend to have little influence in customary forest gov-
ernance institutions (Evans et al., 2019; Robson et al., 2020).

There are also challenges related to elite capture and rent
seeking (Persha & Andersson, 2014). Community members
may decide to use part of the forest for their own economic
activities, going against the agreed management plans. Also,
external investors in search of natural resources may try to
persuade local community representatives to sell or lease out
community forest resources. This can be a tempting offer,
especially when one or a small number of traditional leaders
have most of the decision-making power. Commercial
companies may offer lucrative deals for these leaders, with
little or no involvement of other community members (Van
Kanten & Razab-Sekh, 2020).

What Can NGOs do to Strengthen
Community-Level Governance?

The above-mentioned issues raise the question if and how
NGOs can support communities to strengthen their internal
governance in the context of community forestry initiatives.
As a group of practitioners working on community forestry in
Bolivia, Colombia, DR Congo, Ethiopia, Nepal and the
Philippines, we have been discussing this question. This
resulted in the following four general lessons.

First, advocacy NGOs can call on governments to design
and implement community forest tenure models that provide
more room for communities to develop their own governance
structures, adapted to existing customs, practices and needs.
NGOs will have to advocate for a policy environment that
allows for the bottom-up development of customized com-
munity forest governance, adaptable at the community level,
within a general framework of regulations and safeguards.
Government regulations need to contain key principles, while
allowing communities to translate these principles into lo-
cally appropriate systems (ClientEarth, 2019). This corre-
sponds with results of research suggesting that communities
who have the autonomy to craft their own governance re-
gimes are more likely to sustainably develop their community
forests (Van Laerhoven, 2010).

Second, NGOs can support communities to adjust and
adapt their internal governance systems to the state-defined
regulations that come with the formalization of community
forest rights, as well as to the ever-changing internal and
external developments and pressures. In doing so, NGOs
need to carefully consider the constellation of coexisting
customary collective and individual user rights within
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community forest areas, without imposing simplistic and
idealized ideas of collective or individual user arrangements.
Particular attention may need to be paid to identifying internal
mechanisms for enforcement and conflict resolution, and
their connections to external monitoring and enforcement
authorities (Sheil et al., 2017; Van der Zon, 2021). Related to
this, NGOs can help build connections to relevant local
government agencies, and build the capacity of local officials
to support community forestry governance regimes, which
may require a change in mindset and organizational culture.

Third, NGOs can promote inclusivity in community
forestry initiatives, so that different community members
have the opportunity to influence decisions related to the
community forest, including those on how benefits are being
shared. Although it is unrealistic to expect that all community
members are actively involved in community forestry ini-
tiatives, NGOs can at least work with communities towards
(i) increasing transparency in decision-making processes; (ii)
ensuring that information is available, so that people can
make their own informed choices; (iii) removing barriers for
people who want to engage; and (iv) engaging marginalized
groups, such as women and youth (and monitor the effects of
activities on women and youth).

Fourth, NGOs can add value by strengthening local
competencies (especially of local leadership), including the
ability to liaise with external stakeholders, such as govern-
ment agencies at relevant jurisdictional levels. This is crucial
to reduce the dependence of community forest governance
systems on NGO support. Moreover, NGOs can play a key
role by fostering the development of institutions for collective
action between communities (Van Laerhoven, 2010).

Discussion

The success of community forestry is influenced by many
factors, one of which is community-level governance. As part
of community forestry initiatives, NGOs can help commu-
nities with developing and implementing local governance
systems, rather than transferring externally defined gover-
nance schemes and management technologies
(Boedhihartono et al., 2018; Pokorny et al., 2010). NGOs
thus need to focus on facilitating social processes of nego-
tiation, conflict resolution, consensus building and decision
making at the level of the community, and beyond. This
should eventually contribute to greater local agency and
ownership, as key requirements for successful community
forestry in the long term.

For NGOs to play this role effectively, investments are
needed in the training and careers of conservation and forest
management professionals (Sheil & Nichols, 2022). They
should not only be trained in technical and management
skills, but also in the facilitation of highly complex and
dynamic social processes. Also, practitioners will need to
team up with action researchers in ‘communities of com-
mitment’, for continual learning and adaptation (Langston

et al., 2019). Although the above lessons are far from new,
taking them seriously requires time and flexibility, which
does not match well with short-term and tightly planned
projects. We call upon national governments, development
banks and donors to make longer term commitments, and we
call upon practitioners to experiment with new approaches
and tools for the facilitation of community-level governance
in the context of community forestry initiatives, and to
document and share the lessons. Such learning is essential
and urgent, if we want to ensure that community forestry can
live up to its potential.
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