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SNAPSHOTS OF INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY FORESTRY
NETWORKS: COUNTRY AND NETWORK STUDIES

This is one of series of reports commissioned by CIFOR as part of its study of
'Learning from International Community Forestry Networks'. All these studies were
carried out within a tight budget and very brief time frame, which necessarily implied
an anecdotal and impressionistic method of data collection. CIFOR and the authors
acknowledge that the findings in these studies are thus partial. In our view, however,
they do provide interesting insights into the complex world of networking and
advocacy and are thus being made available to help networkers and those promoting
community forestry to reflect on and, hopefully, improve their work.

Lessons from the IUCN ‘Working Group on

 Community Involvement in Forest Management’

Marcus Colchester1
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“From studying and sharing experiences... I found
that I could learn good things and bad things but

actually its mainly the bad things that provide good
lessons.” 

Heru Iswantoro2

Executive Summary:
Building on a Ford Foundation initiative to promote international forest policy reforms
that favour community forestry, an international network calling itself the ‘Working
Group on Community Involvement in Forest Management’ was created in 1996, with
the IUCN acting as network secretariat.

The goals of the network were to accelerate a process of two-way learning between
nations and across regions, channel the lessons learned from successful local
experiences into global policy making, promote decentralization of forest management
and influence donors to give greater support to community forestry. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests was chosen as the main target for advocacy. The
Working Group emphasized the need to amplify civil society demands for a greater
role in forest management, analyse regional and national trends in policy evolution,
identify the main obstacles to reform, assess the role of the private sector, and
document means of transition towards greater community control of forests. Six
regions were focused on for action.

The Working Group met at least twice a year between 1996 and 2000, when funding
for the network more or less dried up. Most network meetings were in the margins of
IPF and IFF meetings, when efforts were focused on advocating the adoption of
official language supportive of community involvement in forest management. This
advocacy was quite successful, although the IPF and IFF ‘Proposals for Action’ have
not (yet) been widely implemented at the national level.

The Working Group also sponsored regional studies on the status of community forest
management, which resulted in five detailed regional ‘profiles’ in book format – on
North America, Meso-America, Western Europe, South Asia and South East Asia.
Four other reports (one still in press) on Eastern and Southern Africa were also
produced. These regional profiles contain a wealth of valuable information about
community forestry but were too detailed and discursive to serve immediately as tools
for advocacy. However, with the exception of Meso-America and Eastern and
Southern Africa, most of the reports were produced with little lasting engagement with
regional networks or community social movements. The Meso-American and African
processes were developed with extra funding, which allowed for much more

                                                
2 Cited in RECOFTC E-Letter 2 July 2002.
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interactive processes, more inputs into regional advocacy and more local capacity-
building.

The main members of the network were described as ‘highly experienced individuals
who have often acted as change agents and leaders’ – they were two thirds from the
north, and predominantly from NGOs, government and intergovernmental
organizations. There were few direct links with community-based and indigenous
peoples’ organizations. The governance structure was light and secretariat-driven.
Efforts to devolve authority to a steering committee were not taken up by members.

Self-evaluation was built into the network’s functioning and resulted in useful lessons
being drawn for an improved second phase, which was however not funded. More
focus on regional advocacy, capacity building, with much stronger grassroots
membership and engagement in decision-making, were all proposed. A large number
of lessons drawn from this well documented experience are detailed below.

Background and History:

The IUCN:

Founded in 1948, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (now
renamed the World Conservation Union but retaining its acronym IUCN), is an UN-
accredited inter-governmental organization. It counts among its members: States
represented by designated government agencies (73); government departments with
environmental and conservation concerns (107); affiliated conservation agencies (35);
International NGOs (72); and national non-governmental organizations (including
Indigenous Peoples’ organizations and community-based organizations) (683). It
currently has 980 members from some 140 countries.

The Union describes itself as a ‘global alliance for conservation and wise use of living
resources, IUCN is a unique Union, which brings together organizations from
different backgrounds thus creating opportunities to work together on issues of
common interest’. Its vision is ‘to influence, encourage and assist societies throughout
the world to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature and to ensure that any use
of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable.’

The day-to-day workings of the IUCN are carried out by an international secretariat
which has a central office based in Switzerland and regional and country offices
around the world. The IUCN Council, which meets twice a year, has executive
authority over the secretariat and is in turn subject to the periodic (approximately
every four years) meetings of the World Conservation Congress, composed of all the
Union’s members, which as the paramount body of the Union sets policies and the
broad direction of work plans. The Congress also elects the Union’s President and the
Council.3

The Network:

The ‘Working Group on Community Involvement in Forest Management’ emerged
from a meeting organized in New York at the time of the second meeting of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF) by the Ford Foundation. The meeting was
                                                
3 Information from IUCN website: www.iucn.org
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called with the aim of promoting community forestry by influencing global policies on
forests being elaborated at the IPF. With Ford Foundation support, this group of
activists and academics specializing in community forestry, decided to name
themselves the ‘Working Group on Community Involvement in Forest Management’.
They agreed to the IUCN secretariat acting as the secretariat for the Working Group
and put together a set of policy recommendations for governments attending the IPF to
adopt. They also developed their own programme for raising the profile of community
forestry in policy making. The initial programme aimed at ‘linking community forestry
networks to create a process for exchange of experiences and cross-fertilization of
ideas, while providing the members of the working group with an opportunity to
compare national policy environments and local grassroots initiatives to manage
forests’.4

The IUCN was chosen to host the network based on its perceived strengths, which
were given as:

• Mobilizing scientific networks for influencing public policy
• Influencing international and national policy processes
• Regional (and national) capacity building
• Use of professional networks to generate and disseminate information
• Coordination of regional representation and international initiatives.5

Goals:

The initial document of the Working Group, published with a small grant from the
Ford Foundation, set out the following goals:

• Establish two-way linkages and exchanges to accelerate a process of learning
between nations and across regions

• Channel lessons of successful field practices and effective national policies to
global and national forest dialogues and processes and ensure that outputs from
these processes are supportive of Community Involvement in Forest Management
(CIFM).

• Support long-term transitions in management of the public forest domain towards
the decentralization of rights and responsibilities for management to forest-
dependent communities and indigenous peoples

• Influence donor investment strategies to be more supportive of community forest
management transitions.6

To achieve these goals additional funds were sought from the Ford Foundation and the
UK’s Department for International Development. In line with donor preferences, the
initiative was given a discrete identity as a ‘project’ with the title ‘Seeking

                                                
4 Poffenberger 1996:39.
5 IUCN 1997:4.
6 Poffenberger 1996:39.
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Connections: Linking Learning with Policy Formulation’.7 In the funding
application’s ‘log-frame’, the general goal of the ‘Seeking Connections Project’ was
given as:

Policy, regulatory and institutional environment for
communities worldwide to engage in sustainable,
forest-based livelihoods improved.

The purpose was given as:

Government and donor policies and practice made
more responsive to community involvement in
conservation and sustainable use of forest resources.

Strategies:

The network sought to build on the perceived gains made in international forest policy
development at the ‘Earth Summit’ held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, where the United
Nations had adopted both the ‘Rio Declaration’, which gave prominence to forest
issues, and ‘Agenda 21’ which included a whole chapter on ‘Combating
Deforestation’ with an emphasis on the need for community participation and
sustainable development. The summit had also adopted a ‘Non-Legally Binding
Statement of Principles on All Types of Forests’, which had included mention of
issues such as land tenure, indigenous communities and participation. These initiatives
provided the mandate for the Commission on Sustainable Development to establish an
Ad Hoc Inter-governmental Panel on Forests, which was widely expected to develop
influential – if not binding – policies on forests.

The central strategy of the Working Group was to influence this policy evolution so
that it would give more scope for regional and national policies and processes that
allowed community involvement in forest management. The term ‘Community
Involvement’ was chosen after careful consideration to allow the inclusion of a very
broad range of management options ranging from full community ownership and
control of forests, on the one hand, to mere consultation with local communities in
conventional forestry on the other. The Working Group recognised that there was a
need to accommodate the very diverse policy and institutional arrangements and
possibilities in different parts of the world and that a single prescriptive top-down
approach to community forestry would not be useful given these local and regional
differences.

The Working Group likewise recognised that, de facto, communities are involved in
forest management even in many countries where this is not legally recognized or
protected. The strategy was ‘getting policy to catch up with practice: our concern is
that government policy is destroying what is there. Not building on local practice and
what is there.’8

                                                
7 IUCN 1997:1.
8 Interview 16 June 2002.
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Apart from the IPF process, which met four times over a two year period and then
reported its findings to the CSD in time for the ‘Rio + 5’ meeting of the UN in 1997
(when progress towards achieving the commitments made at the Rio Summit was
reviewed), the Working Group also anticipated making similar inputs to policy
evolution in other international fora, such as the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), the World Bank’s Forest Policy Implementation Review and Strategy
(FPIRS), the International Framework Convention on Climate Change (IFCCC) and
regional policy dialogues. The Working Group also targeted the World Forestry
Congress in Antalya, Turkey, as a suitable forum to influence.9

A third key element in the strategy of the Working Group was to influence
international development assistance agencies so that they would give more emphasis
to community involvement in forest management in their aid programmes.

Although the Working Group made no blanket assumption that community
involvement in forest management necessarily leads to conservation gains, the overall
‘question the Working Group tries to address is not whether the transformation to
community involvement in forest management should occur, but how?’ 10

Main Issues and Focal Regions:

The ‘Seeking Connections’ project planned to address five topical foci:

• ‘Articulating the global resurgence of community forest management’ by
documenting and analyzing patterns of change in public forest management in
response to communities reclaiming their rights to use and manage forests.

• ‘Comparing national community forest protection movements and emerging policy
trends’ by documenting national policy and institutional changes.

• ‘Identifying enabling and constraining elements to forest management transitions’
by documenting and analyzing the national and regional factors that hinder and
promote community rights and responsibilities in forest management.

• ‘Assessing the roles of local, national and trans-national private sectors in
community forest management’ by developing recommendations and guidelines to
promote community involvement in relation to multi-national investment in forest
management.

• ‘Documenting mechanisms and articulating strategies for facilitating community
forest management transitions’ by exchanging experiences with organizations
developing national forest programmes, to help them identify community needs,
for example, through ‘social mapping’, public hearings, and ‘other diagnostic and
communication tools.’11

                                                
9 http://www.iucn.org/themes/fcp/special/cifm.html 
10 http://www.iucn.org/themes/fcp/special/cifm.html
11 IUCN 1997.
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To achieve these goals and address these issues the Working Group decided to focus
on six regions (initially four with two extra regions to be added once additional funds
could be raised), with a careful balance between forests in the North and the South.
The focal regions chosen were:

q Europe
q North America
q MesoAmerica
q South and East Africa
q South Asia
q South East Asia.12

Main Activities:

The main activities undertaken by the Working Group included attending the bi-
annual meetings of the IPF and, later, of the institution which took over its role after
1997, the Inter-Governmental Forum on Forests (IFF). At these meetings, the
Working Group members assessed the progress they had achieved to date, lobbied
governments to introduce language into the ‘Proposals for Action’ being adopted by
the IPF and IFF, and held side-meetings to present the findings and recommendations
emerging from the regional reviews. The group also met at the time of the 1998 World
Forestry Congress although this was not a major advocacy target.

The other major activity undertaken by the Working Group was the research and
drafting of the ‘regional profiles’ which became the main vehicle, apart from the
advocacy at the IPF/IFF, for the ‘topical foci’ which the group had chosen to focus on.

The three regional reports to emerge from North America, South Asia and South East
Asia derived from relatively conventional research initiatives.13 Based on literature
reviews, field visits, interviews and small workshops, the report writers assembled an
impressive body of information on community involvement in forest management in
the respective regions, written up in the form of 120-page-long reports, which were
then published by the IUCN in English.14 Essentially, the same process was then
carried out for the regional profile on Western Europe.15

In contrast to these three experiences, which were seen as somewhat ‘extractive’ and
placed local practitioners in the passive role of ‘informants’, the regional exercises in
Meso-America and, even more so, in East and South Africa, were designed to be
much more interactive and locally driven.16

                                                
12 The original ‘Seeking Connections’ project proposal did note the possibility of later expanding the
regional profiling to include West Africa, Central Africa, lowland South America, Siberia, the
Caribbean, Japan and China, North Africa and Middle East, and Oceania. The original intent had been
to focus the European study on Scandinavia but the regional profile in this region was eventually
extended to include Western Europe in general. A West African review, focusing on the Sahelian
region, is being carried out by USAID. According to IUCN staff it builds on lessons learned from WG-
CIFM.
13 Ie the same methods as adopted for this CIFOR study!
14 Poffenberger and Selins 1998; Poffenberger 2000a, 2000b.
15 Jeanrenaud 2002.
16 It is important to note that the budgets for these more inclusive regional reviews required raising
considerable additional financing, which was not available for the first three reviews.
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The Meso-American review was carried out through a close collaboration between
the regional community forestry network, Coordinadora Indigena y Campesina de
Agroforesteria Comunitaria CentroAmericana  (CICAFOC), and the Mexican
national community forestry organization, La Union Nacional de Organizaciones de
Foresteria Comunal (UNOFOC) and the regional IUCN office. Relations between the
participating organizations were formalized through a signed agreement on
collaboration and exchange.17 The project not only brought together a rich body of
information about local experiences with community forest management and
agroforestry but also helped consolidate ties between the Mexican and Central
American networks, and advanced the capacity of all parties to engage in focused and
well-targeted advocacy for regional policy reform. The process also helped the
regional organizations identify their own institutional weaknesses and draw up plans
for future capacity building to address these.18

The East and Southern African process was even more ambitious, continued through
2001 into 2002, and involved a wide range of players active in community forestry in
the region. Coordinated by the IUCN East Africa regional office, the regional team
decided against producing a single long report but instead carried out four relatively
discrete thematic studies on: land tenure; economic issues; policies and institutions;
and stakeholder power relations.19

In addition to allowing for a quite deep reflection on these themes, the regional
process also held training workshops for government and NGOs on CIFM in East
Africa, made inputs into CIFOR’s ongoing research on miombo forests, and
contributed views and suggestions to the SADC regional protocol on forests, to the
GEF and to donor programmes in the region.20

Funding:

Initial support for the working group came from the Ford Foundation. From 1997 until
2001, the working group was mainly supported by the Ford Foundation and the UK
Department for International Development. Additional funds for the regional
initiatives were also ‘leveraged’ from a number of other sources. Core funding for the
programme ceased in 2000 and the Working Group ceased functioning as such in
2001. However, some specific activities associated with the Working Group have
continued since then, such as the production and launch of the regional report on
community forest management in Western Europe.21

Membership and recruitment:

The membership of the network derived principally from a group of activists, engaged
academics and practitioners who were already informally networked through the Ford

                                                
17 Chinchilla et al. 2000:15.
18 And see Laforge (2002a, 2002b, 2002c)
19 Wily and Mbaya 2001; Mogkaka et al. 2001; Barrow et al. 2002: one further report is still in press.
20 IUCN 2002.
21  Jeanrenaud 2002
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Foundation. The network then coalesced around those with a shared concern to get
community forestry ‘mainstreamed’ into global and, thereby it was hoped, national
forest policies. The network expanded in an ad hoc manner relying on the personal
contacts of network members and taking advantage of the presence of others present at
the meetings of the IPF and IFF. In this sense, participation was heavily skewed in
favour of those already engaged in international forest policy debates. Budgetary
constraints, and hence the lack of simultaneous translation, effectively limited or
excluded the participation of those who did not speak English, although whispered
translation for Spanish speakers did allow the partial engagement of collaborators
from Latin America. A consequence of this method of recruitment and linguistic
limitation is that the network thus had very few (only 1) representatives of indigenous
or local community organizations.

The mailing list of the network allows the following analysis of membership
affiliation (although reportedly ‘over 150 individuals have participated in WG-CIFM
sessions’) (See Table 1 below).

Table 1: Membership analysis:22

‘Northerners’ ‘Southerners’ Totals %ages
IUCN 9 2 11 20
IGO 3 1 4 7
Government 6 5 11 20
NGO 13 10 23 43
CBO - 1 1 2
IPO - - - 0
Academic 4 1 5 8
Totals 35 20 55 100%
%ages 64 36 100%

The IUCN secretariat note that the membership profile of the network is typical of
participation at international policy fora, being dominated by northerners in the
majority. The mix of IGO, Government and NGOs is also typical of IUCN networks.
The membership was described as a group of ‘highly experienced individuals who
have often acted as change agents and leaders, whether they be government agency
staff, donor programme planners, NGO leaders, or scientists’.23

Links to other networks:

The Working Group was fairly closely linked to a number of other international
community forestry networks, including the Forest Trees and People Programme of
the FAO, CICAFOC, the Asia Forestry Network (AFN) and the Regional Community
Forestry Training Centre for Asia and the Pacific. Indeed, perhaps most of main work
carried out by the AFN between 1996-2000 was done as part of the WG-CIFM. On
the other hand, according to some participants, the Working Group did not coordinate

                                                
22 Source : IUCN, 2000a, Annual Meeting Report. February 2000 (New York City). ms, which list 54
members and  http://www.iucn.org/themes/fcp/special/cifm.html which lists 52. This analysis includes
the community-based network, CICAFOC, which was missing from the lists. 
23 IUCN 1997.
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so much with the other main NGO networks active at the IPF and IFF, such as the
World Rainforest Movement and the Global Forests Coalition, which between them
brought together the majority of the environmental and social justice NGOs and
CBOs, nor with the International Alliance of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of the
Tropical Forests, the main indigenous rights platform at these fora.24

Governance and decision-making:

The governance structure of the network was relatively centralized. Initiatives were
mainly undertaken at the prompting of the secretariat, which then coordinated with
(and subcontracted) the regional research teams and communicated with the
membership. The organigram below summarises the structure of the Working Group.

The secretariat’s final report to the funding agencies notes that the memberships’
reluctance to set up a Steering Committee left the initiative and decision-making with
secretariat, exacerbating the centralized nature of the network.

Figure 1:  Working Group on Community Involvement in Forest Management

Sceptical voices:

Two respondents interviewed in this review made quite critical but very general
remarks about the Working Group initiative, which are recorded for the sake of
completeness. A first critic noted:

                                                
24 IUCN staff have a different perception of the strength of these links.

IUCN Secretariat Contracts with
funders
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Membership
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‘I am not sure the IUCN thing was really grounded. International
networks seem to be de-linked from the ground. There is a risk that
pushing ‘norms’ at the international level only creates further
problems during implementation. Rather than norms generating
solutions, solutions [ie best practice experiences] should be generating
norms. This requires [that networks have] strong vertical integration
to ensure that the lessons come up from the ground.’

Another experienced international conservationist suggested that in general

‘global networks are not very useful but need to build around local and
regional networks. Getting information back down to the local level
and in appropriate form is the main challenge. There is a need to build
up the capacity of partners if information is to flow… Most networks
are inappropriate because they are northern-driven or irrelevant.
Many networks are invented by people trying to make themselves
relevant – the real need is for networks driven by the local people.’

Self-assessment:

As well as the progress review sessions carried out at the Working Group meetings,
the ‘Seeking Connections’ project also benefited from international peer review
procedures, which helped the network (and donors) assess progress and modify the
next phases of work.

Achievements

The network was active at the international fora of IPF and IFF. The active advocacy
of the Working Group helped ensure that language on community forestry and related
themes was introduced into the IPF and IFF’s ‘Proposals for Action’. Given that the
IPF’s Proposals for Action were subsequently endorsed by the UN General Assembly
and the Proposals for Action of the IFF were also subsequently endorsed by the UN’s
Economic and Social Council, with the General Assembly then agreeing to set up a
United Nations Forum on Forests tasked with promoting the implementation of all
these proposals, these agreements while ‘non-legally binding’ have the character of
‘soft law’ and can be used to shape national policy dialogues and guide donor
interventions.

Much less was achieved in getting the concerns of the Working Group addressed in
other policy fora, such as RAMSAR, CBD, FPIRS and IFCCC. This was partly
because of lack of capacity and resources in the network but also because certain
Governments held up debates about forests at the CBD, while considerable political
and scientific uncertainty about the role of forests in carbon sequestration long
delayed discussions about forestry options at the IFCCC.25 In the case of RAMSAR,
the network contributed relatively little ‘value added’ as the RAMSAR process had
already incorporated community management into its programme of work. In 2002,
the IUCN itself did engage in the CBD forest policy debates with a focus on Forest
Restoration, community participation and benefit-sharing arrangements. These inputs

                                                
25 For a useful summary see RSPB 2002.
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did make use of the documentation of the by-then-defunct Working Group to develop
and bolster arguments.

Far more detailed proposals for improving the policy context and practice of
community involvement in forest management were also developed in the regional
profiles. In Meso-America and South and East Africa these ideas have already begun
to be introduced into regional policy dialogues by network members.

Lessons learned:

A review of the WG-CIFM was commissioned by IUCN and funded by DfID in 2000
and then shared with the Working Group membership.26 The following findings of the
review are notable:

q The publications are too academic and discursive to influence funders and
policy-makers.

The Working Group should therefore also produce:

q Short summaries of policy and practice lessons learned from the six regional
profiles

q Cross-regional policy briefs on (a selection of) the following themes:

o Communities and protected areas
o Communities and markets
o Assessment of differential impacts on communities of involvement in

forest management
o Effects on poverty alleviation of CIFM strategies
o Cross-regional comparison of donor roles in development of CIFM

q Synthesis document drawing out contrasts and similarities (particularly
focusing on trends) between regions

q Establish web-site summaries of key lessons from regional profiles, thematic
summaries etc

q Syntheses of national experiences

The review also recommended that the Working Group should facilitate, with other
organisations operational in this arena, discussions of the implications for national
strategies on stakeholder involvement.

Moreover, in order to build up an effective network that would help apply the
international policy gains and lesson learned from the regional reviews down to the
national and local level, the Working Group should also carry out :

1. Survey of working group members to obtain their feedback on the utility of the
current mechanism for meeting objectives

                                                
26 Hobley and Rietbergen 2000.
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2. Assessment of membership and responsiveness of different members over the
project period

3. Evaluation of type, frequency and relevance of communications with working
group members

4. Based on outcomes of above and discussions with regional staff and national
partners, develop proposals for mechanism(s) for future work.27

Since then, a number of other reflections and insights have come out of the Working
Group experience, including through this review. In the first place and with the benefit
of hindsight, given the fact that the IFF and UNFF have made very little progress in
implementing the ‘Proposals for Action’ at regional and national levels, the Working
Group has concluded that advocacy efforts should have been more targeted at cross-
sectoral policies on land and agriculture possibly through other fora. They should also
have been more focused on regional and national reform processes, implying far
greater engagement with regional and national networks.

The IUCN has also self-critically described the North American and Asian regional
reviews as ‘helicoptering in and extracting information’. These more academic studies
were relatively un-participatory and driven more by the needs of international level
advocacy than the needs of regional members. Making a network, which was
designed to promote policy reform at the international level, simultaneously useful to
those working at national and local levels, was a (possibly insuperable) challenge. As
one IUCN staffer notes: ‘We were aimed at people working at the national level...
[but] to make a case for policy reform, you need case studies to show how present
policy frameworks are dysfunctional – this (getting this information) is extractive.
How are you then helping those people? Interestingly, government decentralization
has not led to more involvement of local communities…Results were more interesting
where we were regionally involved eg in Central America with CICAFOC and
UNOFOC and in East Africa. These pieces of work took longer but were much more
effective in bringing out the local partners’ own understanding’. They did however
rely on raising substantial additional monies not contemplated in the original funding
application.

A major lesson from the network is that information-sharing works best within the
regions and that inter-continental sharing is relatively unproductive because local
situations become un-comparable and generalizations therefore become extremely
abstract.

A number of other self-critical conclusions have also been drawn by the network
coordinators:

q Donor outreach
The advocacy directed at donors focused too much on the converted (DGIS,
DfID, GTZ) and not enough on those donors that traditionally pay less
attention to community forestry such as the Regional Multilateral
Development Banks and Japanese agencies.

q Network facilitation:

                                                
27 Summarised from Hobley and Rietbergen 2000.
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The project underestimated the amount of time that needs to be invested to
make the network function and ensure effective mechanisms for feedback and
membership engagement. Feedback mechanisms were weaker than they should
have been as a consequence.

q Membership outreach:
The links between the Working Group and the regional and national networks
were not strong enough. The Coordinators now recognize that such a network
needs to be built around the key actors in the regions and not on those most
active at the international level.

q Communications:
The web site was established relatively late in the project. It should have been
used more and should have been multilingual. CDs were not used.

Email ‘listservs’ did not always work well as a means of communication
between meetings. While they provided a satisfactory means of disseminating
information for passive use it was not an effective means of generating
collective action. The information overload being experienced by all who use
email meant that, if messages are not addressed to a particular person with a
defined responsibility, messages asking for action tend to get ignored.
‘Everyone leaves it to everyone else’.

Teleconferencing was experimented with but was found to be of limited
effectiveness and requires all members to have access to broad-band, high
speed telephone lines, thus tending to exclude members from developing
countries.

Whatever the virtues of IT, face-to-face meetings still provide the best means
of communication.

q Languages:
The dominant language of all the meetings was English and the budget did not
contemplate simultaneous interpretation at meetings or the translation of
reports into local languages, although the Meso-American report was
published in Spanish with an English language Executive Summary. There was
whispered translation at some meetings. These linguistic limitations
substantially impeded the flow of information back down to regional and local
networks. The Coordinators also note that the ‘lack of a link with the
Francophone experience is a real problem.’

q Governance:
The centralized, secretariat-driven nature of the network is now seen as a
weakness.‘Governance was not clear in the project. Too much power was
concentrated in the IUCN’s hands. We should have had some governance
structure that, however light, would take more responsibility for the key
decisions… it could get nasty about money, but money is what makes the world
go around. The Steering Committee has to have some say over money.’
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A consequence of the centralized nature of the network is that there was a lack
of a sense of ‘ownership’ among the members and relative lack of feedback
mechanisms to ensure the inclusion of members views in programme planning.

q Evaluation:
An impressive feature of the network was its capacity to make self critical
evaluations and then act on them. These evaluations were a crucial part of the
network process and allowed a transformation in the network’s vision (detailed
below).

Proposed Transformation:

At the Working Group meeting in 2000, and following the DfID-funded review, the
decision was jointly taken to restructure and retarget the network. Given the
disappointing progress being made at the IFF, the proposal was to get much more
involved with local and regional community-based organizations promoting
community forestry, focus the work on institutional and governance issues and build
up strategic alliances with IUCN regional offices and other leading international
organizations, like the IIED. The proposal was presented to funders as a project titled
‘Building Coalitions for Change’ with a work programme that included:

• advocacy at national and regional forest policy fora, thus, it was hoped, getting
around the North-South divide which was felt to be blocking progress at the IFF.

• case studies focusing on the institutional arrangements that impede or facilitate
community involvement in forest management

• thematic studies on other key issues of local and regional concern

• enhanced communication strategies targeting forest departments, donors, CBOs
and private sector agencies

• stronger links to other international processes and actors such as the CBD, the
World Bank and ForestPACT. 28

The revised network was also to be much more overtly political than under the
‘Seeking Connections’ project. As noted on the Working Group web site:

Experience shows that as long as CIFM is projectized and isolated
from a country's broader socio-political context, it will not move much
beyond "little trees for little people" and be unable to fulfil its
potential. In countries where CIFM has really taken off, this has been
in large part because it has become a political force, as exemplified by
the National Federation of 6,000 Forest User Groups in Nepal. But in
order to be successful in politics, CIFM practitioners and advocates
need to acquire a range of political skills, especially how to
communicate the socio-economic as well as environmental relevance

                                                
28 IUCN 2000a, 2000b.
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of CIFM to politicians, and how to build coalitions with a range of
allies to effect real change on the ground.29

As one IUCN staffer noted, ‘we need more engagement of the grassroots mobilization
who are prepared to be political – without them the process will not be robust: we
need a counterweight to the government. Coalitions need to be more explicitly
political to be effective.’

The web site also emphasised the need to tailor political strategies to local and
national political and institutional culture. Whereas in some countries, such as the
Philippines, legal reform was a crucial first step towards greater community
involvement in forest management, in other countries such as Uganda, it is practical
change that has preceded legal reform.

In conformity with the revised, ‘bottom-up’ and regionalised advocacy approach, the
governance structure of the network was also to change.  As well as providing a much
clearer allocation of rights and responsibilities to all those involved, the new structure
would have provided for greater transparency and made the secretariat more clearly
subservient to the network membership through a Steering Committee which would
control the budget and make policy decisions (See figure 2).

Figure 2: ‘Building Coalitions for Change’- revised governance structure

In the event, the ‘Building Coalitions for Change’ project did not secure funding from
DfID or the Ford Foundation and the project was put on ice.

                                                
29 see:  http://www.iucn.org/themes/fcp/special/cifm.html emphasis in original.
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Findings of the Review:

The final section of the report, summarizes additional insights generated by the study
which may not necessarily be views shared by the Working Group or members of the
IUCN but which seem worth bringing out for discussion.

q Valuable Publications
The Working Group has managed to assemble a unique body of information about
the progress being made in six major regions towards community forestry in the
form of five regional profiles and four major reports about the status of community
forestry in Eastern and Southern Africa. These reports are of great value and are
likely to remain a mine of information, of great use to those carrying out further
analysis, about the status of community forestry for many years to come.

q Invisible Resources
In common with very many networks, the Working Group mailed most of its
outputs to individuals and netwrok members and not to institutions and resource
centers. The result is that the materials are not readily available in developing
country forestry faculty libraries, NGO resource centers30

q Self-Evaluation Capacity
The Working Group has shown a very healthy capacity for self-evaluation, which
has ensured that mistakes have been frankly noted, openly shared and learned
from.

q Over-ambitious ‘projects’ : unreal donor expectations?
The initial goals of the ‘Seeking Connections’ project were probably too ambitious
and widely drawn to be readily achieved. This raises the question of whether the
‘fault’ for this lies as much with the ‘project’ funding approach of the donors, who
tend to fund projects with (often over-) ambitious goals and don’t provide core
funding to networks with more modest and realistic programmatic networking
proposals that leave the initiative for action with the members rather than with
those who draft ‘projects’.

q Donor dependency
The network was not sustainable without donor support. Although some
information sharing networks do work on a self-financing basis, the goals and
working methods of this network (including members from developing countries,
international travel, detailed research, advocacy at international and regional fora)
require continuous grant-funding to function.

q Coordination with other international networks:
The network might have been more effective if it had coordinated more closely
with the other civil society networks active at the target fora  - the IPF and IFF.
Forging closer links with these more ‘political’ networks, like the WRM, GFC and
International Alliance, and with other prominent NGOs like WWF and
Greenpeace might have been of mutual benefit.

                                                
30 The exception may be the Meso-American profile which was also disseminated through the regional
FAO mailing list.



Learning from International Community Forestry Networks: Network Report IUCN-CIFM

18

q Exaggerated claims
The lack of a shared sense of partnership with these other civil society movements
even meant that the network has claimed credit for the inclusion of text in the IPF
and IFF Proposals for Action, when these were in fact the result of the advocacy
efforts of many groups and networks.31

q Private Sector role unclear
The ‘Seeking Connections’ project and the revised (but unfunded) ‘Building
Coalitions’ project both aimed to build links with the private sector. In the event
this did not happen and the reasons why not deserve further discussion.

q Land Tenure and Rights
Given the very prevalent concerns of community forestry social movements with
issues of land and forests tenure and rights – issues which came out repeatedly in
the regional profiles – the relative lack of focus on rights and tenure issues in the
advocacy, project summaries and in the ‘Building Coalitions’ project seems
remarkable.

q Promoting ‘invisible’ forms of community forest management
Although from its inception, the network had an inclusive definition of CIFM, the
memberships’ thinking about community forestry developed over time. The initial
focus was on promoting community engagement in officially sponsored
community forestry but gradually shifted to give equal or greater attention  to de
facto ‘informal’ community forestry. ‘Social learning’ was achieved over the
course of the experience.

q Governance dilemmas
The Working Group initially chose a very unstructured and informal ‘governance
structure’ for the network, which resulted, unintentionally, in a secretariat-driven
process. The Working Group then concluded that more formalisation and
systematic accountability mechanisms were necessary for second phase. The
second phase was not funded, leaving unanswered the question of whether such a
more bureaucratized structure would have been agile enough  to deal with the very
regionally diversified approach that was to be attempted. Finding a reasonable
balance between loose networking (with little accountability) and over-structuring
(with little flexibility) is a real dilemma for all networks.

                                                
31 IUCN 2002; Griffiths 2001.
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