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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.

Learning Lessons from the RECOFTC Experience with
Community Forestry Networking

Marcus Colchester1

‘Villages get overwhelmed by study trips. The dogs get tired
barking there are so many visitors. We are searching for the
network that supports forest managers at the village level.
There is a real need for local links and for dealing with the
real needs of people on the ground. There is a need for an
organization that has this capacity…. The network
challenge is to be directly helpful on the ground.’

Prof. Somsak Sukwong, 30 April 2002

                                                
1 Marcus Colchester, Director, Forest Peoples Programme: marcus@fppwrm.gn.apc.org
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Executive Summary:

The Regional Community Forestry Training Centre for Asia and the Pacific (RECOFTC)
was established as a university institute in the mid 1980s and redefined as an
international organization in 2000. It has played a prominent part in the promotion of
community forestry in Asia through training, capacity building and experience-sharing,
and as a centre of technical expertise. During the 1990s the Centre became over-
extended but it has now been streamlined with a greater emphasis on the need for
strategic synergy between its various programmes. Between 1992 and 2002, RECOFTC
also acted as the Regional focal point for the FAO’s ‘Peoples, Forests and Trees
Programme’ (FTPP). It relies on northern donors for the major part of its recurrent, core
costs.

Twenty years of active engagement promoting community forestry have taught the
centre many important lessons, which have led to a change in its approach and even of
its conception of community forestry. From being essentially a training centre with
technical lessons to teach about tree husbandry, RECOFTC has transformed into a
‘Learning Organization’ that promotes a wide range of systems of forest management by
communities. The centre now emphasizes the importance of national policy, institutional
and governance reform to allow community forestry to flourish.

RECOFTC is run by a government-dominated board and its main partners are, about
equally, governmental and non-governmental organizations. It retains close links with
the Thai Royal Forestry Department. Its formal and informal networks also embrace a
very wide range of players, including ex-alumni from its training courses, networks of
field project partners, community-based organizations and NGOs serviced through the
FTPP network. It publishes prolificly and distributes key materials in some of the
national languages of client countries. Its web site is widely used.

Networking has been an important, but never central, part of RECOFTC’s work. It looks
back on its years of engagement with the FTPP as useful but it does not lament the
FTPP’s demise, considering that the FAO-led network had outlived its usefulness. Some
staff are also critical of the FAO’s lack of commitment to community forestry.
Networking has been particularly important to RECOFTC’s vital work within Thailand,
where it has engaged very closely with the alliance of community organizations pressing
for policy reform. This has been an important learning experience for RECOFTC.

As well as admitting its own shortcomings as a networking agency, RECOFTC is also
constructively critical of the networking efforts of other international networks. As
information providers the other networks are seen as useful, but they have been less
effective in supporting community-based organizations pressing for reform in the region.

The report summarizes a wealth of insights, impressions, lessons and dilemmas relating
to the networking challenge. Advocacy networking is seen as vital if governance reform
is to be achieved in the region and RECOFTC is actively seeking to reconstitute a
regional network. However, the conflicting needs for building strong alliances of
community-based organizations, on the one hand, and inter-institutional platforms to
reconcile the different views of civil society and government, on the other, pose real
dilemmas. Can a single network perform both functions and is RECOFFTC well placed
to host a network with these dual functions?
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Background and History:

The Regional Community Forestry Training Centre for Asia and the Pacific (RECOFTC)
was founded in Thailand as a direct outcome of an FAO-sponsored  regional conference
on social forestry funded by SIDA and held in Semarang in 1981. The meeting was a
regional follow up to some of the seminal decisions taken at the Jakarta Forestry
Congress, which had given general endorsement to the FAO’s promotion of social
forestry, which, in turn, had to a large extent resulted from FAO Forestry Director Jack
Westoby’s enthusiasm for Chinese social forestry which he experienced first hand in the
1970s.

RECOFTC began life with one staff person working in an office in the Forest Biology
Department on the Kasetsart University campus, supported by the Thai Royal Forestry
Department (RFD). A second support staffer was later seconded from the Asian
Development Bank to assist the centre. Under the charismatic leadership of Professor
Somsak Sukwong, RECOFTC continued to grow and attract support. By 1987,
RECOFTC was established as an NGO – still enjoying RFD patronage - and inaugurated
its first training course in the University. The first alumni with certificates in Community
Forestry graduated from the training course in 1988. By 1992, RECOFTC had a quite
developed training curriculum, printed training materials and had established a number
of partnerships with like-minded institutions in other countries in the region. In-country
learning exercises developed out of these partnership arrangements.

Since then, RECOFTC’s training role has continued to expand.  The training course
increased in number to include themes such as community forestry extension, conflict
management, the marketing of non-timber forest products and community engagement in
protected area management. Physically the center grew within the University Campus,
eventually to include two large modern buildings, one to house the training center and
seminar halls and the second to provide accommodation to visiting trainees and partners.
By the end of the 1990s, RECOFTC was employing a total of about 50 staff.

However, it was not until 1999 that the organization adopted a Board of Trustees and
endorsed a formal Charter setting out the organization’s vision, objectives and modus
operandi. The following year, after complex negotiations, which included endorsement
of the Charter by government representatives of seven target countries, RECOFTC was
formally recognized by a special Act of the Thai Parliament as an international
organization.   In its Charter, RECOFTC describes itself as ‘a non-profit, autonomous
organization, international in status and non-political in management, staffing and
operations… organized exclusively for scientific and educational purposes’.2 The late
development of RECOFTC’s governance and formal institutional structure says much
about it. The organization’s commitment to sharing and outreach, to action on the
ground, has run ahead of its capacity and underpinnings.

In 1992, RECOFTC became the main Asia regional focal point for the FAO’s recently
established ‘Forest Trees and People Programme’ (FTPP), which stimulated the
organization to strengthen ties with the other community forestry actors in the region and
also extend its links to other parts of the world. RECOFTC has found this networking

                                                
2 RECOFTC Charter 1.1.
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‘essential’ in terms of identifying key actors, learning what is locally relevant to adjust
the content of training and so tailoring training to suit local needs.

The following year, RECOFTC also commenced a ‘Thailand Outreach Programme’ with
the support of FTPP, Ford Foundation and later DANCED. This programme implied the
development of a long term collaborative commitment with key community forestry
actors in the country, and reinforced a process of two-way learning, of targeting efforts
and resources at the drivers of change in forest policy making, coupled with capacity
building of both government and civil society organizations, with the overall goal of
reforming forest governance.

By the end of the century, RECOFTC had emerged as a key regional player in the
promotion of community forestry. Proud of its Asian character, the organization is a
recognized centre of inspiration and excellence, with an energetic training programme, a
national outreach programme and a regional programme of support, linked to an active
network through the FTPP. However, the rapid growth of the organization’s outreach has
not been matched by internal consolidation. Donor concern with the lack of a coherent
strategy and a perceived lack of integration between RECOFTC’s various activities and
programmes, has triggered a period of intensive internal reflection, from which the
organization is just emerging.  The new directions in which RECOFTC is now pointing
itself are discussed further below.

Goals and Strategies:

According to RECOFTC’s Charter its overall mission is:

to assist the people of the Asia Pacific Region to manage their forests and
related natural resources for the greatest social benefit with due
consideration for cross-cultural perspectives, promotion of synthesis of
local wisdom and customs with modern knowledge and institutions and to
foster deeper understanding of their rights and responsibilities over
forests. The main purpose of RECOFTC is to organize, provide, facilitate
and otherwise support training for community forestry in the Asia-Pacific
Region.3

Community forestry is variously defined by RECOFTC actors, Board Chairman Don
Gilmour and Senior staffer Bob Fisher4 define it as:

the control and management of forest resources by the rural people who
use them especially for domestic purposes and as an integral part of their
farming.

Gilmour and Fisher in RECOFTC 2001.

Other RECOFTC documents present the idea in various different ways as .

the management of forest resources by local people for their own benefit.

                                                
3 RECOFTC Charter 3.1.
4 Fisher left RECOFTC at the end of 2001.



Learning from International Community Forestry Networks: Network Report RECOFTC

6

RECOFTC annual report 2000
Or as :

the control and management of forest resources by rural people who
depend on them to sustain their livelihoods.

 RECOFTC review

The emphasis thus shifts, with the promotion of local control, being excluded from some
definitions and later definitions giving a greater emphasis to livelihoods. These nuanced
changes may just be semantic but may also reflect divided views within RECOFTC and
its constituency about how important tenurial reform is for successful community-based
forest management. The changes also suggest that RECOFTC staff have increasingly
grown to appreciate the importance of customary forms of forest management as a basis
for community forestry.

When RECOFTC was founded the main model of social and community forestry that
practitioners had in mind was what Thai activists call the ‘Reforestation Model’, which
promotes local farmer groups as managers of tree lots established on degraded lands or
as part of outgrower programmes of commercial schemes. RECOFTC, along with many
other community forestry activists, only later came to appreciate the wealth of
knowledge many farming and indigenous communities already have of agroforestry,
rotational farming and natural forest management.

The gradual shift in RECOFTC’s training and resources can be seen as reflecting this
change. An initial emphasis on extension and training in the techniques of tree-planting
and management has been complemented with a focus on institutional strengthening of
farmers’ organizations, dialogue, capacity building of both governmental and non-
governmental institutions, sensitization of government employees to promote community
participation and national policy reform. Correspondingly, RECOFTC’s own self-
perception has shifted away from being a training centre, to which people come to learn,
towards being engaged with regional partners in two-way learning with local and
national actors. The wisdom of community actors and the detailed local knowledge
underpinning traditional forms of land use and livelihood is now more widely
appreciated. In its latest publications RECOFTC – ‘a centre without walls’ -  promotes
itself as a ‘Learning Organization’.

As far as networking is concerned, RECOFTC staff affirm that they have shared the
goals of the ‘Forest Trees and People Programme’. Promotion of networks is seen as
important as a means of bringing the concerns of local communities up to the national
level and to bridge gaps between national and global agenda. Networking ‘helps bring
local level concerns and priorities into international debates’. RECOFTC’s experience
with networking, which forms the central issue treated by this report, is dealt with in
more detail below.
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Main Activities:

As noted in the Charter:

In support of its training mandate, RECOFTC will also undertake and
facilitate relevant research, technical assistance, the exchange of
information, workshops and seminars, linkages with appropriate
individuals and institutions, fundraising for the promotion of its
services…. 5

At the centre itself, RECOFTC continues to offer 2-4 week  courses in a range of issues.
In addition, RECOFTC co-sponsors seminars and workshops throughout South and
South East Asia on issues such as:

q Community Forestry
q Community-based tourism
q Building Federations
q Fire management
q Conflict management

RECOFTC also sponsors what it calls ‘Study Tours’ whereby local forestry officials or
civil society groups are taken on visits to other countries to see what their experiences
have been with various aspects of community forestry.

In support of national reform programmes RECOFTC also :

q carries out research projects
q sponsors or participates in policy review workshops
q seconds staff to act as project advisors and resource persons
q carries out external reviews of donors’ projects
q translates its materials into local languages
q provides technical support for village level planning
q carried out institutional capacity building workshops and activist training

RECOFTC staff say that their country strategies are determined by dialogue with their
country partners. It is these partners’ visions, coupled with assessments of RECOFTC’s
own implementation capacity, the parameters and concerns of donors, and – a key aspect
– individual contacts, which determine the form that national assistance takes.

Funding:

RECOFTC has benefited from long term support from many international and national
funding agencies. Among its more significant supporters have been the Ford Foundation,
Swiss Development Cooperation, Swedish International Development Agency, FAO,
DANCED, Department for International Development, the IUCN and a number of Thai
government agencies. Its commercial sponsors include the Toyota Corporation and the
Petroleum Authority of Thailand.

                                                
5 RECOFTC Charter 3.2.
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Its more recent financial reports suggest that RECOFTC manages to raise about 25% of
its costs from self-generated income – principally through payments for its training
services and the provision of advisors and consultants. Although the organization is now
being advised to promote itself in a more overtly commercial way, donor support will
remain essential to cover core costs for the foreseeable future.

Membership and recruitment:

According to its Charter, RECOFTC embraces:

all those individuals and organizations involved in promoting the rights
and responsibilities of the people in the development of forests.
RECOFTC understands itself as a bridge between government
organizations and the institutions of civil society such as local
communities and non-governmental organizations [and as] a forum for
the development and strengthening of cooperation among individuals,
private companies, local communities and their leaders and
functionaries, academicians, journalists, researchers, planners, policy-
makers and implementers at all levels, whose work is consistent with the
objectives of RECOFTC.6

Based on the list of ‘partners’ given in RECOFTC’s annual report for 2001, and
excluding donors, the following rough and ready analysis of RECOFTC’s ‘membership’
can be made.

‘Northerners’ ‘Southerners’ Totals %ages

IGO 6 4 10 15
Govt. 4 20 24 35
NGO 8 13 21 31
CBO - 6 6 9
Academic - 7 7 10
Totals 18 50 68 100
%ages 26 74 100 -

Most of these ‘partners’ have linked up with RECOFTC either as regional partners in
specific activities or through specific training exercises. A few have been set up by
RECOFTC alumni and many of the partners include personnel who have participated in
RECOFTC training schemes, workshops and seminars. Others have been recruited
through the FTPP network.

                                                
6 RECOFTC Charter 3.3., 3.4.
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Governance and decision-making:

As noted, in its early years RECOFTC developed in an ad hoc way led by an
inspirational Director who gave priority to outreach and action, at the expense of internal
institution building, strategic integration and clear governance. A 1999 external
evaluation of RECOFTC carried out for SDC concluded that the organization had
‘outgrown its current management style’ and recommended that the organization carry
out a strategic review to reassess its governance, strategies, priorities and targets.7 The
organization appears to have reacted vigorously to these recommendations. It was
already establishing a new structure and legal personality, defining a clear Charter, and
reinvigorating its Board. The evaluation triggered a simultaneous strategic review of its
activities, programmes and institutional arrangements.

As an international organization, established under its own Charter and recognized by
law through a Special Act of the Thai Parliament, RECOFTC now has a relatively
conventional governance structure. An international board of trustees – whose
membership may be roughly classified as six government representatives, three
academicians and three non-governmental persons – appoints senior staff, oversees the
overall functioning of RECOFTC, directs the strategic development of the organization
and provides accountability in financial management.

Figure: RECOFTC governance structure8

Within the institution, an Executive Office, run by the Executive Director with three
support staff, and an Executive Committee, made up of the Director and two Deputy

                                                
7 Tengnas, Pelinck and Warin 2001:5.
8 The structure of RECOFTC is changing fast. This diagram will rapidly go out of date!
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Directors,9 oversees the work of five sub-departments: Regional Community Forestry
Support Programme, Thailand Community Forestry Support Programme, Documentation
Centre and Finance and Administration, all served by a Facilities Support Unit made up
of drivers, cooks, janitors, house keepers, receptionists, gardeners etc.

No specific provision appears to have been made in the governance structure to
accommodate the concerns or needs of the FTPP regional network members, for which
RECOFTC acted as South East Asia Regional Focal Point.

Networking

The provision of training was the raison d’etre of RECOFTC when it was set up, was
reaffirmed in the Charter and remains the principal objective of the organization’s
longest standing donors, SDC and SIDA.10 Given this primary focus, RECOFTC’s work
as a network facilitator has always had to take second place in its decision-making, in the
allocation of staff time and in the development of overall strategy. Moreover, its role as
the SE Asia Focal Point for the FTPP network was only one of several ways that
RECOFTC has networked. It has its own network of partners as part of its regional
community forestry programme. It has also developed a close relationship with the social
movements in Thailand that are promoting social forestry. In addition, RECOFTC
alumni have kept in touch with their alma mater and in some countries such as
Cambodia, have banded together to form their own national training centers. Although
these various webs of actors necessarily overlap, RECOFTC staff admit there has been
little systematic effort to ensure communications between them, a result of the poor
horizontal integration between RECOFTC’s outreach programmes – the main
institutional challenge that RECOFTC’s new reforms now seek to address.

Figure: RECOFTC and its networking

                                                
9 The Executive Committee has yet to be formally constituted for lack of Deputy Directors.
10 Tengnas, Pelinck and Warin 2001.
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In the course of interviews for this study, RECOFTC staff distinguished between two
kinds of networking, which they referred to as ‘information networking’ and ‘advocacy
networking’. While the whole of RECOFTC programme can be said to be pro-people
and designed to promote Community Forestry, RECOFTC is thus distinguishing
between the two-way sharing of general information and the sharing of strategically
targeted information designed to change government policy, build up the capacity of
social movements and help press for the reform of laws. Because of its ‘multi-
stakeholder’ constituency, RECOFTC cannot adopt too partizan or radical a role. Staff
hold very different views about the extent to which RECOFTC can and should engage
with the social movements and criticize governments.

In terms of information sharing and networking, RECOFTC is prolific. Through
workshop reports, conference proceedings, local language translations of relevant
materials and FTPP articles, and through its e-letter, the centre shares the points of view
and the information of many regional players, making it available to an international
readership and at the same time disseminating information from other parts of the world
within the Asian region.

RECOFTC also has a quite active website. Data provided in the SIDA/SDC review of
RECOFTC11 show that the site received 101,037 ‘hits’ during 2000-2001 from 26,641
‘users’. The data can be analysed as follows:

Origin of ‘Users’ Numbers %age
Thailand 9,002 34%
Indonesia 1,370 6%
India 1,007 4%
Malaysia 587 2%
Nepal 458 2%
Bhutan 417 2%
Cambodia 302 1%
Singapore 234 1%
Vietnam 130 -
Pakistan 81 -
Philippines 74 -
China 61 -
Fiji 24 -
Sub total of ‘users’ in client countries 13,744 52%
Others 12,897 48%
Total of all ‘users’ 26,641 100%

This suggests that the website is reaching a wide range of target countries, with the
notable exceptions of Laos, Burma (Myanmar) and to a lesser extent China where
official policies hinder free access to the web. Few countries in the Pacific are yet using
RECOFTC’s materials, but RECOFTC is clear that the Pacific is not a focal area and the
term is included in the organization’s title to permit outreach to this area in the future and
not in the short or medium term.

                                                
11 Tengnas, Pelinck and Warin 2001: Appendix 7.
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The FTPP network:12

Even though networking has, at least up until recently, never been a central part of
RECOFTC’s work, RECOFTC staff  recognize that their involvement with the FTPP has
been very important to RECOFTC’s own development. Staff noted the following
benefits of being a focal group for the FTPP:

q secured good technical support from FAO (especially the regional office)
q provided a channel for learning about international developments in community

forestry
q enhanced the prestige of RECOFTC
q provided a useful source of money with latitude in its exact use, which enhanced

flexibility
q helped establish connections with key actors in region
q gained- and was able to disseminate - valuable information from the newsletter

and the annual meetings, as well as associated workshops

Partly through its role in the FTPP, RECOFTC has consolidated good working relations
with FKKM and LATIN in Indonesia, WATCH and FECOFUN in Nepal, and the JFM
support network in India, including IIFM and SWD. Other key partners that have been
partly assisted through the FTPP connection have been the community forestry working
groups in Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia. Connections with the Thai-based regional
NGO, TERRA, on the other hand, grew out of the Thai outreach programme.

RECOFTC considers that, through the FTPP connections, it was able to make a positive
contribution to promoting community forestry debates and training in these countries in
particular by promoting innovation, the sharing of ideas, the building of capacity and the
promotion of participatory decision-making processes. On the other hand, RECOFTC
staff repeatedly noted that there was a lack of integration of RECOFTC’s overall
programme of work with the FTPP network. For that reason and, because the institution
lacked a networking focus, RECOFTC ended up ‘cannibalising’ the FTPP, using the
FTPP network and even the FTPP budget for its own ends.

In general, RECOFTC notes that the FTPP, originally set up as a network that included
intergovernmental agencies, governments and non governmental organizations,
gradually became increasingly NGO-dominated. The pros and cons and the difficulties
of maintaining a hybrid network are explored later in this report. In sum, RECOFTC
considers its engagement in the FTPP network was mutually beneficial but it is self-
critical enough to see that its own contribution to the network was not ideal and could
have been better.

The FTPP network is now being wound up but few RECOFTC staff seem to regret this.
The general view is that the FTPP – as an outreach organ of the FAO – is no longer
relevant and that a more regionally focused and proactive networking effort is now
needed. RECOFTC proposals regarding such a regional association are summarized in
the section of ‘transformation’.

                                                
12 For a more detailed reflection on the FTPP see the separate report from this study (Apte forthcoming).
Here, the attempt is only  to summarize RECOFTC staff’s views of their experience with FTPP.
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One interviewee trenchantly summed up his views of the winding up of FTPP as follows:

The FTPP has outlived its purpose. It has run its course. The FAO has not
adopted Community Forestry as a major activity and has not apparently
accepted Community Forestry as a good approach to SFM. They [the
FAO] have gone for a very narrow technical approach. I feel it is because
there is too much politics in the organization and too much competition in
the UN system. They have no guarantees of funding and so do not have a
very firm standpoint. They just run where the funds are and the
governments are going. The World Bank lends and the FAO follows. The
FAO is very much behind on issues of livelihoods and food security. Their
structure is too big. They could run for a whole year even if there was no
external input.

Another interviewee offered the opinion that the FTPP had been wound up because it
became ‘too NGO’ in its approach. For example, the network’s overt advocacy support
of FECOFUN in its battle to halt the extension of forestry concessions across the Terai13

was ‘too confrontational’. FTPP staff were also impatient with FAO decision-making
procedures and gave partners too much latitude in the use of funds. The FTPP
coordination unit in Rome focused too much on outreach and failed to build up strong
connections with other FAO staff. It was thus easily isolated when it created enemies,
and its cavalier attitude to FAO’s procedures provided easy grounds for criticism. FTPP
and senior staff in the Community Forestry Unit (CFU) chose to leave FAO rather than
be tied down by FAO rules. The FAO has now closed the CFU and the FTPP.

The Thai experience:

Despite its regional mandate, being situated in Thailand and having a large proportion of
Thai staff, RECOFTC has invested a disproportionate share of its efforts in promoting
community forestry in Thailand itself. RECOFTC has evidently learned an enormous
amount from this engagement and it is my impression that its national work within
Thailand is at least partly responsible for ‘politicising’ RECOFTC staff. Partly as a result
of this engagement, RECOFTC staff are now convinced that the promotion of
community forestry requires:

q Giving due emphasis to customary forms of forest management
q Appreciation of traditional forest-related knowledge
q Long-term engagement with communities and community-based organizations
q Assistance of local organizations through capacity building and moral support
q Reform of land or forest tenure laws
q Advocacy for national forest policy reform
q Institutional reforms in Forestry Departments

None of this is to deny the importance of technical training but as a senior staffer notes:

                                                
13 See Britt 2002 for a detailed examination of this case and of the rise of FECOFUN.
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Training is not enough, it will not change the world… therefore [we also
carry out] Impact Assessments, National Strategies and National
Capacity Building.

Thailand has had a sad experience with forest management. About 50% forested only
half a century ago, natural forest cover has since shrunk to a mere 10% of the national
territory. NGOs attribute this largely to ill-regulated logging, which not only over-
harvested timber but also opened up upland areas to lowlander settlement. By the early
1980s, NGOs were calling for a logging moratorium and, following catastrophic floods
in the late 1980s which caused widespread suffering and numerous deaths in landslides
and mudslides, the government agreed to a country-wide ban on logging natural forests.

Although communities were involved in the national protests against logging, the main
trigger for the rise of a social movement for community forestry came from forest
management plans that were developed as a response to the logging ban. An early
FINNIDA-funded Forestry Master Plan, followed by later RFD versions, prescribed the
restoration of forest cover over 40% of the national territory. Much of this was to be
achieved by the promotion of commercial plantations while watershed forests were to be
zoned and protected: residence in what were perceived to be vulnerable watershed
forests was to be proscribed. In a country where few rural communities have regularized
rights to land, especially those in hilly areas and forests, these proposals had serious
implications for millions of people. The prohibition on farming in the watersheds
implied the forced relocation of more than 2,500 villages including the majority of the
country’s so-called ‘hill-tribes’. At the same time the plantations would displace many
more people.

RECOFTC staff note how the social movement that has emerged as a response to this
top-down planning started from the bottom up. The national network expanded from the
local up to the provincial level and has now extended to four or five provinces (see figure
below).

The networking process was supported by RECOFTC,14 as well as many other NGOs
such as PER and Thai NGO Coord. Village level organizations, in which individuals
have more or less clearly defined roles, joined with others as loose and collaborative
groups. These district, provincial and regional networks have explicitly rejected having a
hierarchical structure and instead rely on volunteer community activists, who are elected
to take the lead on a rotating basis. Bimonthly meetings elect volunteers to handle the
networks’ activities and finances. Although transport costs are externally financed,
villages take it in turns to host the meetings and provide board and lodging to visitors
from other villages, sometimes using money from village Savings Funds.

                                                
14 This work was supported in two phases by the Ford Foundation, 1993-1999, and latterly through a grant
from DANCED, 2000-2003.
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The Emergence of a National Community Forestry Network in Thailand:

   National level

Regions

                                                            Provinces

Districts

Villages

Born out of the peasant land struggles of the 1970s, structured community forestry networking in
Thailand started with the struggle of one local community for control of its lands and forests. The idea
spread to other villages and coalesced as a district level group of community activists. The same initiative
spread to other districts and then to other provinces, leading to the creation of a regional community
forestry network. Community Forestry has become the main issue for the National Farmers’ Network,
which first emerged as a land reform movement pressing for resource security for the poor. The NFN has
joined with many other social movements, including indigenous peoples, fisherfolk, wetland dwellers and
others, to form the Assembly of the Poor to press their demands with government.

3rd 3rd 3rd 3rd 3rd

4th 4th 4th

Assembly of the Poor

National Farmers’
Network

Regional
Community

Forestry Network

1st 2nd 2nd 2nd2nd2nd 2nd2nd
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The community forestry movement seeks government recognition of the valuable role
that communities can play in managing their own forests, controlling watersheds,
managing protected areas and developing wood lots and promoting forest restoration in
degraded areas. They have pushed the Parliament to adopt a Community Forestry Act,
which would recognize community rights to manage (not to own) these forests. This
initiative has been partially successful. A Community Forestry Act, drafted by the
movement and then substantially amended by the Royal Forest Department, was passed
in 1997 providing some scope for a recognition of ‘community forests’ under local
management.15

However, during the late 1990s, the movement suffered a major set back as Thai middle-
class conservationists, schooled in ‘western’ preservationist notions of conservation,
mobilised to amend the community forestry act. Taking advantage of a change of
government, a coalition of 25 of these so-called ‘Green NGOs’ lobbied effectively for
changes in the community forestry act so that communities could not claim rights in
watershed forests. In June 1998, the act was amended accordingly and conflict between
upland and lowland communities flared up.16

Currently debate about a revised Community Forestry Bill is at a crucial juncture. The
new text, substantially improved through careful debate in a number of official
committees, would again allow for the recognition of community forests in upland areas
and has again been passed by the Parliament’s Lower House. It is, however, being
blocked by the Upper House, where the conservation NGOs and the RFD have a strong
influence.

PER and RECOFTC staff explain Upper House opposition to the Community Forestry
Bill in terms of the emergence of a wealthy middle class in Thai society, which is
delinked from rural realities and no longer trusts communities to control and manage
resources. For its part, the RFD’s resistance is seen as the response of an entrenched
bureaucracy protecting its interests and with corrupt links to the business community.
The influence of a western model of environmental protection based on protected area
management and private sector partnerships and which excludes people is also blamed.
Such thinking denies the livelihoods of local communities and mistrusts the capacity of
community organisations to manage forests. As one RECOFTC staffer put it:

We believe in the ability of the communities to manage their forests but
the ‘green NGOs’ like Thamanaat don’t and they have a long association
with the RFD. The points of view seem irreconcilable. They don’t believe
that human beings can live harmoniously in forests. While we don’t say
that all communities can, we think decisions should be made on a case by
case basis. Also we feel that they need to accept that resettlement has
very serious consequences.

RECOFTC’s as a respected centre of expertise on community forestry, has played a very
diverse role in the controversy, on the one hand, advising government committee’s on
the texts of various drafts of the Bill and, on the other, helping the local organizations to
                                                
15 Colchester and Lohmann 1990; PER 1992; Colchester and Lohmann 1993; Lynch and Talbott 1994;
Carrere and Lohmann 1996 ; Hirsch 1997.
16 Stirred up by the conservation NGOs according to villagers’ testimonies (Colchester 2000;
Laungaramsri 2002).
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mobilise and take stock of the national context that they are in. RECOFTC’s close links
with the RFD have meant that it has not associated itself openly with the Assembly of
the Poor and Northern Farmers’ Network, preferring to leave that role to other activist
Thai NGOs like PER, NDF and Thai NGO Coord.

According to RECOFTC staff, the overriding need is now to change the attitudes of RFD
officials, so that they can better appreciate the communities’ point of view. Through
dialogue sessions and by promoting field visits by RFD staff to villages, the aim is to
generate a shared discourse. RECOFTC also organized for RFD staff to undertake a
‘study tour’ in Nepal to encourage them to see that community forest management is
viable.

Working with other international networks:

RECOFTC has had a very wide experience of dealing with the other international
community forestry networks being studied in the course of this research. In general it
seems fair to say that the experience with these networks is very mixed. Although
information flow into the region has been valuable, the burden of helping supply
information to the international partners has been very onerous and sometimes resented.
Only a few of the networks have provided long term advocacy support, which has been
valued as much for the moral support as the practical assistance, but some international
impositions are considered to have hindered local work Further generalizations seem
perilous!

Given that RECOFTC is a heterogeneous organization with staff from very different
backgrounds and playing distinctive roles, it is not possible to ascribe to the institution a
single view of the value and or merits of these other networks. The eclectic impressions
which follow therefore must be seen as contributions to a debate and not as final or
balanced judgments and they include comments made by other interviewees in
Thailand.

Network Pros Cons
IUCN-CIFM

Very useful reports. Full of
information.

Extractive approach, with no feedback or
capacity building. Played no role in
promoting CF Bill. Other parts of IUCN is
supporting protected areas, which deny
people’s rights, especially in Indo-China.

FSC Community-based certification
approach is promising. Has promoted
dialogue about social criteria of SFM..

No proactive role.
Not well known.

AFN
Used to work closely with us but
Ford’s funding of AFN dried up.

Not really a network – more a one man
travel show. Not sure how it is functioning
now. Lacks a governance or accountability
structure.

RDFN We get their materials. We like the
guys. Good resources.

Mainly about Africa. Not really a network.
No advocacy support

WRM Main international supporter of
community forestry movement. We
love the eletter. Good two-way
information flow. We seek their
support of the Federation.

Known to be very close to the NGO lobby.
International Forum co-sponsored by WRM
in 2001 to help resolve the Thai watershed
conflicts thus failed to draw in RFD.
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Some general comments:

‘Northern networks are usually extractive.’

‘There is a problem of data consumption by international networks
without a product or feedback that is useful at the local level.’

‘Many international networks are short term and driven by the needs of
northerners.’

‘Standard-setting from the top has not been much use but some locals
have used international standards in advocacy though not with much
success. Language on indigenous rights has been useful in the region.’

‘The links with the international networks are more over specific human
rights issues and have been useful for invoking international standards
developed in other fora.’

‘The links to the international networks are useful to RECOFTC. For
example, the international insights and experience-sharing has helped in
the drafting of the Community Forestry Bill and stimulated local
mobilisation.’

‘Some of the networks seem evidently donor-driven and controlled by
distant players.’

‘Donor-driven networking is a problem.’

‘Most networks are too coordinated. This is because the donor wants
results, the coordination pushes for results, they are paid to carry out
specific activities, then the network only lasts as long as the funding…
Donors set too close parameters, which deny the flexibility that responsive
networks need. But maybe it is too much to ask donors to fund very
flexible things?’

‘Donors are also very trend-driven but many of the temporary networks
which flourish actually include the same people who move from NTFPs to
CF to SFM and so on as the donors change their priorities.’

‘Networks cannot survive without structures and budgets.’

‘A network needs to have a narrow enough focus to be successful’

‘Regional networks are sometimes pushed too much by donors and then
actors get caught between their local and national priorities and the
donor priorities for regional work. People feel squeezed.’
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 ‘Most of the networks do not help build local capacity. It is good if they
work in the regions but they need to adopt a clear procedure [for local
participation] before they work in the region.’

‘There are too many e-letters with overlapping contents’

‘There are too many networks creating a traffic jam which overwhelms
local capacity.’

‘The main benefits of international networks go to the [northern]
organizers not to the locals or to community forestry.’ This is because of:

- the planning style of many of the actors
- top down decision-making
- imposed plans and projects
- pre-thought out activities
- no links to the grassroots
- do not promote decentralization.17

‘There is a lack of two-way communication with the international
networks’

‘The international networks often choose the wrong agency or contact at
the national level. They tend to choose ‘safe’ agencies who often lack the
capacity to address the local and national issues of importance. This
severely limits their ability to reach to the local level. Most big
international networks perform like that.’

‘International networks need to be decentralized and their structures and
decision-making processes need to be revised.’

‘International networks should not support the reforestation model.’

‘We do seek international support for the Community Forestry Bill. We
need examples of positive outcomes of Community Forestry in other
countries to encourage RFD to change its mindset.’

‘Most international networks do not reach down to the communities.
One-way communication is the norm. Only FTPP and now WRM
[newsletters] are in many languages. But some national networks take
the responsibility to translate and transmit [materials from international
networks] in national languages, like in Vietnam and China.’

Lessons Learned:

RECOFTC has learned very many lessons from its extensive experience with networking
both internationally and in the region. This section attempts to summarize the more
salient lessons that were voiced by interviewees during the course of the review, with an

                                                
17 The bullet points are not a direct quotation but summarizes a longer discussion with one interviewee.
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effort to distinguish between lessons relevant to the regional networking within South
and South East Asia and the international networking, which is conceived as being the
networking relation with the ‘North’
.
Regional networking:

The view was expressed that while regional networking is a valuable activity, just as a
means of sharing lessons and experiences, the emphasis now needs to shift towards the
creation of inter-institutional platforms to ensure greater participation and transparency
in decision-making about forest governance (and see ‘Transformations’ below). In
general, staff admit that RECOFTC was at first slow to respond to the rise of Federations
and rural alliances, like the Assembly of the Poor in Thailand, even though it had long
supported groups like FECOFUN in Nepal. However, the importance of these
movements as agents of change is now more widely recognised. Accordingly,
RECOFTC now appreciates better the need for more national level advocacy, which is
what RECOFTC has been weak at, historically.

At the same time RECOFTC emphasises that this kind of policy reform work must be
tailored to local circumstances. The kind of campaign support work that is possible in
Nepal and Thailand, is not possible in countries like Laos, Vietnam and China, where a
very different approach is required. There remains a role for the regional networks to
take on the role of monitoring processes of national policy reform and implementation.

Currently the Asia networking suffers from the following gaps:

q lack of strong linkages between the networks – especially between national
and regional networks

q lack of capacity for policy analysis and the development of a strategic
responses

q inadequate feedback mechanisms
q underdeveloped national platforms and inter-institutional negotiation

mechanisms
q lack of support for federations
q lack of integration of Community Forestry Federations with Indigenous

Peoples movements
q lack of re-education programmes directed at urban society
q too little focus on tenurial issues
q lack of detailed analysis of the vested interests that oppose change.

Although tenure is mentioned as a key issue in RECOFTC’s training courses, tenurial
issues have not been addressed adequately in many country programmes. Staff note that
some board members are very uncomfortable with the language of tenure reform.
Consequently RECOFTC’s work on tenure reform, common property rights, and
exploration of the policy conflicts related to shifting cultivation have all been weak.
‘Tenure has fallen through the cracks’ as one interviewee put it.

The view was also expressed that, in many ways, informal networks are more practical
than formal ones. However, in some countries national political framework may not
allow this degree of informality to define work plans and activities. In Vietnam, for
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example, RECOFTC was obliged to formalize its national networking to promote the
marketing of NTFPs so that their work could be officially recognized and permitted.

International networking:

During the workshop discussions and in the interviews, the general view was expressed
that international networking is needed in part as a counter-weight to the other
inappropriate impositions that come from international organizations and transnational
corporations. Two particular threats to community forestry were highlighted in the
interviews:

q Top-down protected area programmes, which exclude people from their forests,
being promoted by agencies such as the IUCN, World Bank, GEF, WWF and
through the CBD.

q Plantation schemes promoted by agencies such as the ITTO and ADB are ‘a
major regional problem’

In this context a number of interviewees seem to concur that there is a need for
international support to counter these threats. Solidarity and information from outside the
region is seen as valuable and needed to help local actors face these challenges. Small
NGOs in particular are considered to need this kind of capacity assistance However, the
view was expressed that there needs to be much more discussion about how to carry out
international advocacy. There are strong concerns that international actors, however
good their intentions, will occupy the political space of local actors, imposing
inappropriate standards and ideas. In addition, the links between local actors and
different international organizations and networks can seed divisions in the local
movements.18

It was noted that, as part of a global trend, the emergence of a large urban middle class in
Thailand has polarized national forest politics, widening the political gap between the
communities and policy makers. The immediate need is for the creation of a national
support structure linked to the grassroots movement. International networks may have a
role to play in supporting this but the task will not be easy. However, the challenge has
to been met. As ‘globalization’ and international trade and capital flows intensify, the
need for global partners to head off their worst influences and impacts will be
increasingly needed.

The view was also expressed that the emphasis on procedures and structures, network
governance and partnerships, transparency and accountability was all very well but in the
end ‘the usefulness of the networks depends on the capacity of the individuals. Networks
can be very useful. The need is to avoid too many links in the chain. The capability of
individuals is key.’

Another interviewee cautioned that the:

‘Formalization of networks is when it is time to move on. The effort of
defining roles and responsibilities and trying to clarify constructive chaos

                                                
18 Another RECOFTC staff person strongly dissociated himself from these views.
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[has often] led to the establishment of clear structures - meaning
bureaucracy, meaning a formalization of roles which, in Asia especially,
is a very serious thing. Maybe the worst thing that can happen.’

Transformations:

As a result of a long period of internal review and evaluation, RECOFTC has now
developed a new three-year strategy for 2001-2004. The ‘new RECOFTC’ that, it is
planned, will emerge from this transformation, which is to be run by a newly appointed
Executive  Director, Yam Malla, as from October 2002,  has been adjusted through
‘better defining its client base and partnership arrangements.’19 RECOFTC is thus to be
restructured into a simpler form, with the aim of increasing horizontal linkage between
its programmes and services and in order to react more strategically to demands for its
services and support. The Executive Office of the old structure will become a slimmed
down ‘Strategic Management’ unit. The various training and outreach programmes are to
be regrouped as a ‘Country Support Services Group’ and as a ‘Regional Services Group’.
All are to be served by a ‘Corporate Services’ unit, which brings the financial,
administrative and support staff together into a single group.

A much more commercial approach is apparent in the language being used but it is clear
that many RECOFTC staff themselves are uneasy, even incredulous, of this new
discourse of ‘clients’, ‘profit centres’, ‘business promotion’ and ‘corporate services’.
What is notable about the new vision for RECOFTC, as far is this study is concerned, is
that it makes little mention of any future role for RECOFTC in networking above the
national level.

In fact, however, RECOFTC staff are actively engaged in promoting an ambitious
proposal for the establishment of an ‘Association for the Promotion of Good Governance
in Asia’. Born out of the realization that much more active support needs to be given to
social movements, which are pushing for national forest policy reform (see ‘Lessons
Learned’ above) and which are opposed by corrupt bureaucracies with inappropriate
links to forest products businesses, the aim of the association would be ‘to support the
development of good governance in the forest sector in Asia, and to contribute to greater
and better attention to forest governance on the international agenda.'20

The Association is to be constructed around the most active individuals and groups that
were part of the FTPP network, but will aim to recover connections with supportive
government officials. As one interviewee explained ‘a network is needed because what
they (community groups) want to do cannot be achieved within their own institutional
boundaries.’ The new association would thus include local government officials. For
example, the Association would aim to include district-level heads (bupati) in Indonesia,
who now play an influential role in decisions about forest resource allocation in the
newly decentralized administrative framework.  The tentative suggestion is that this new
Association would be hosted by RECOFTC but would have its own governance structure

                                                
19 RECOFTC 2001c:7.
20 RECOFTC 2002:2.
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and decision-making process, as it is recognised that RECOFTC’s own governance
structure does not accommodate the need for a ‘partner-driven network’.

Final Reflections:

RECOFTC has clearly been a strategically important institution in the promotion of
community forestry in South and South East Asia.21 All over the region, there are
community leaders, NGO activists and forestry official practitioners who have received
their first formal introduction to community forestry through RECOFTC. Partly as a
result of the heavy demand for its services, the organization developed in an unplanned
and unstructured way, which led to a lack of linkage between its various sub-
programmes. In particular, the networking function that RECOFTC performed as the
regional focal point for the FTPP was poorly integrated with RECOFTC’s other
activities.

An intensive, and financially and institutionally costly, two-year long strategic review
has stimulated a transformation in the organization’s programme which promises greater
integration of the organization’s services and activities. However, at the same time the
organization faces even greater challenges. The organization has committed itself to a
much more targeted engagement with different countries based on assessments of partner
needs and national contexts. The organization plans to put more effort into politically
complex tasks such as policy and legal reform, with a greater emphasis on the promotion
of forest tenure reform. To this end the establishment of a regional Association for the
Promotion of Good Forest Governance in Asia is proposed as major networking effort.
In line with its mandate, RECOFTC proposes to go about these tasks using a multi-
stakeholder approach that will embrace community based organizations, NGOs and
government agencies equally.

The question that presents itself, however, is: is such a hybrid network workable?

It is clear from the interviews, that RECOFTC staff themselves have very mixed views
about whether hybrid networks that include both government and civil society members
are workable. The experience of the FTPP was that in a situation of conflict the network
had to choose either to stand back and thus not engage in support and advocacy or it had
take the side of one or another protagonist. By supporting the community forestry
activists, the FTPP ‘became NGO’ and the engagement of government and agency
officials gradually fizzled out.

Some RECOFTC staff believe that while hybrid ‘information networks’ are possible,
hybrid ‘advocacy networks’ are not. Careful preparation of lobbying requires analysis of
the views and interests of other ‘stakeholders’, which cannot always be done politely in
their presence. For example, prior to meetings with officials, NGOs often carry out ‘role-
playing’ exercises to help prepare personnel for the official responses to their demands.
Sharing these tactical preparations, and even strategic goals, with those with whom the
social movements have to negotiate is like trying to play poker with your hand visible to
the other players. People may befriend you, but you lose the game and your money.
                                                
21 The term ‘community forestry’ is here used loosely. One RECOFTC staffer admitted in the interviews
that in fact there is almost nowhere in Asia where community forestry as defined by RECOFTC is yet
being permitted through official policy. (cf Apte and Pathak’s India report).
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On the other hand, there is clear need for inter-institutional platforms and for dialogues
between the different interest groups if a consensus is to be achieved on community
forestry. Although some feel that this can be done within the framework of networks,
others – including the author of this report – feel that these public meetings are best kept
separate from the networking activities that build towards them. Organizations such as
RECOFTC, which are comprised of representatives of a very wide range of players, are
well placed to promote these kinds of meetings. The question remains, whether it can
combine this mediating and convening role with partizan support for the social
movements themselves. The Thailand experience suggests that this is difficult. It may be
even more difficult in other countries.
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 Annex 1: Contact persons names and addresses.

Key contacts:

Chairman:

Prof. Dr. Thira Sutabutra, Chairman of the Board,
President of Kasetsart University,
Kasetsart University,
50 Phaholyothin Rd., Bangkok 10900, Thailand
Tel/Fax: (66-2) 9428185
E-mail: utsb@nontri.ku.ac.th

Vice Chair: Dr. Donald Gilmour,
42 Mindarie Cres, Wellington Point
Queensland 4160, Australia
Tel/Fax: (61-7) 32075730
E-mail : gilmour@redland.net.au

Cambodia:  Mr. Serey Rotha

Chief, Community Forestry and Buffer Zone Management Unit,
Department of Nature Conservation and Protection,
Ministry of Environment
48, Samdech Preah Sihanouk
Tonle Bassac, Chamkarmon,
Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Tel/Fax: (855) 2372 073
E-mail : rotha@bigpond.com.kh

China: Mr. Xu Jianchu

Executive Director
Center for Biodiversity and Indigenous Knowledge
The 1st Floor Building B, Zhonghuandasha, Uanjiadi
Kunming, Yunnan 650034, People's Republic of China
Tel: (86-871) 4123519
Fax: (86-871) 4124871
E-mail:CBIK@public.km.yn.ch / xujc@public.km.yn.cn

India: Ms. Madhu Sarin

48, Sector 4 Chandigarth 160001, India
Tel: (91-172) 741429, 740339, 742417
Fax: (91-172) 741135
E-mail : msarin@satyam.net.in

Laos: Dr. Phouang Parisak Pravongviengkham

Deputy Permanent Secretary,
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry,
Vientiane, Lao PDR
Tel: (856-21) 412358
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Fax: (856-21) 416556, 412343
E-mail: planning.maf@laogov.net/ pppravongviengkham@yahoo.com

Burma: Mr. Soe Tint

Director General
Planning and Statistics Department,
Ministry of Forestry,
Thirimingala Lane, Yankin P.O.
Yangon, Myanmar
Tel: (95-1) 664845
Fax: (95-1) 664459, 663733
E-mail : PSD.MOF@mtpt400.stems.com

Sri Lanka: Mr. Peter C.D. Rezel

Director, Finance & Human Resources
IUCN Asia Region,
IUCN Asia Regional Office
302 Outreach Building, AIT
Klong Luang, PO Box 4,
Pathumthani 12120, Thailand
Tel: (66-2) 5245373
Fax: (66-2) 524-5392
E-mail : prezel@ait.ac.th / IUCN@ait.ac.th

Thailand: Mr. Pairoj Suchinda

Member of Decentralization Commission
Office of the Prime Minister
25 Soi Ramkamhaeng 12 (Udomyos 1) Huamak,
Bangkapi, Bangkok 10240, Thailand
Tel: (66-2) 319-4078
Tel/Fax: (66-2) 717-2315
E-mail: Pairoj@yumyai.com

Vietnam: Mr. Nguyen Ngoc Binh

Director General,
Department of Forestry Development
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development,
2 Ngoc Ha-Ba Dinh,
Hanoi, Vietnam
Tel: (84-4) 8438689, 8214278
Fax: (84-4) 8438793, 9710972
E-mail : duan661@hn.vnn.vn

Dr. Yam Malla

Executive Director, RECOFTC
PO BOX 1111, Kasetsart University,
50 Phaholyothin Rd.,
Bangkok 10903, Thailand
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