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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. Please check
with the authors before you cite or quote these works. The support received from the
Rural Development Forestry Network, and from Kate Schreckenberg, Gill Shepherd
and John Palmer is gratefully acknowledged. Elsewhere far from the network
headquarters Chimere Diaw, Frank Matose, Rene Oyono, Godber Tumushabe and
Jaap Vermaat  provided perspectives from the ground.



Executive Summary

Having been formed in 1985, the Rural Development Forestry Network is one of four
specialist networks, run by the Overseas Development Institute, and covering areas
such as agricultural research and extension, rural development forestry and
humanitarian practice issues. The network’s objective is to provide a tool to enable
exchange of ideas between researchers, practitioners in the field and donors in the
north on topics relating to the role of forests in people’s livelihoods. The Rural
Development Forestry Network brings together 2900 members from over 120
countries, with the composition of such membership being regulated by an affirmative
recruitment policy that favours members from developing countries as compared to
those from developed countries. The requirement that members contribute their own
materials to the network, and the active soliciting of papers from them, provides a
limited degree of two-way information flow. However, the network’s policy
information focus has meant that interaction with grassroots members has not been a
key objective.

Mailings on topical community forestry-related issues constitute RDFN’s major
networking tool. Usually such mailings include a synopsis on the issue under
consideration together with a related complement of 4-5 working papers, of mostly a
case study nature. Despite its richness and depth, the case study material is of limited
relevance to some members, particularly those from South America, a region that
does not share the same colonial experience with India and Africa, regions in which
the network has had a more long-standing engagement. Issue-based mailings on cross-
sectoral issues of common interest or a quota system of coverage were identified as
possible ways of enhancing broader relevance of mailings. The network discontinued
the production of a newsletter, which it considered to be covering mostly ephemeral
issues that received coverage in other media.

RDFN relies on donor funding – which, because of reduced allocations to forest
sector portfolios, shifting priorities of donors, and increased competition for soft
money among many forestry organizations – has been shrinking over the years. The
regional preference of one donor saw the network engaging with the “completely new
universe” of South America, well beyond the zones of the network’s traditional
strengths. The wider geographical focus, nevertheless, gave the network a better
comparative scope in addition providing an arena in which the network could engage
with a new target audience instead of concentrating on “converting the converted”.
Fund raising strategies that the network suggested included a multi-donor approach
that provided adequate fallbacks, better packaging of proposals and ensuring cost
effectives through the generation of multiple products from single sets of information.
The significance of cost-recovery was less emphasized.

RDFN’s highly centralized structure was seen to worsen deficit of contact with the
grassroots. Although such a structure was mainly seen a reflection of the network’s
limited financial capacity need was recognized for some form of more active
partnerships with the regions. It was envisaged that such partnerships could be crafted
in such a way as to fulfil multiple roles including enhancing contact with the
grassroots, providing quality feedback, providing some form of external advisory
service, and involving more members in the network’s decision making processes.



LEARNING FROM INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY FORESTRY
NETWORKS -THE RURAL DEVELOPENT FORESTRY NETWORK

Background and History

The Rural Development Forestry Network (RDFN) is one of four networks currently
run by the United Kingdom’s Overseas Development Institute (ODI). The others are
the Agricultural Research and Extension Network (AgREN), the Active Learning
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) and
the Humanitarian Practice Network (HPN). The RDFN was established as the Social
Forestry Network in 1985 and was structured along the lines of three other networks
then in existence at ODI: AgREN, the Pastoral Development Network and the
Irrigation Management Network.. The network’s founding vision was to promote pro-
people approaches in the management of trees and forests, given the then existing
policies, which mainly had a technical and industrial focus. The network was initially
informed by pioneering experiences from the Asian continent, which were rather
narrow, being mainly aimed at addressing perceived gaps between wood supply and
wood demand. Thus, in India, social forestry, as it was then known, was mainly meant
to increase fuelwood supply, whilst in Nepal the aim was to address the soil erosion
which was thought to cause flooding in Bangladesh and perceived deficits associated
with flooding. Need was recognized for the network to have a broader outlook on how
people related to their trees and forests, and hence the change in the network name
from the initial Social Forestry Network, which reflected a somewhat narrow scope,
to the present, Rural Development Forestry Network, which recognizes broader
linkages between plants and people.

A major consideration when the idea of forming the network was mooted related to
the potential location of the network’s headquarters, with Delhi and Manila, having
been suggested as potential bases. London was, however, finally chosen, as a more
“neutral base” outside the implementational arena, with ODI being chosen as a
hosting institution because of its prior related experience. The network’s reputation in
mainstreaming people centred approaches to forest management is mainly associated
with the leading role of its inaugural coordinator1, who on recruitment, combined
developing country experience with prior in-house research for the Overseas
Development Administration (ODA) on Social Forestry, experience of fuelwood
issues in Botswana and work on Population and Environment issues for the EC.2

The Overseas Development Institute

ODI’s mission statement describes it as “Britain’s leading independent think-tank on
international development and humanitarian issues” with a mission to inspire and
inform policy and practice which leads to the reduction of poverty, and the alleviation
of suffering and the achievement of sustainable livelihoods in developing countries.
The strategy is to combine high quality applied research, practical policy advice and

                                                
1 Gill Shepherd is widely recognized as one of the powers behind the emergence of the network into a
leading player within the community forestry movement (e.g. from discussions with members of the
network and outside ODI).
2 The Overseas Development Administration was the forerunner of the present Department for
International Development (DFID).



policy focussed dissemination and debate (Rural Development Forestry Network,
1999).

ODI’s specialist networks are a key tool for information exchange. Each is
coordinated within a specialist research group. In the case of the RDFN this is the
Forest Policy and Environment Group (FPEG). The close link between the researchers
and the network ensures that the RDFN remains focused on the central issues in
forestry.

Objectives of the Rural Development Forest Network

The Rural Development Forestry Network was mainly formed to provide an
information service to link various stakeholders involved in community forestry.
Although a lot of field project experiences and insights were emerging at about the
time the network was formed, these were generally failing to reach policy3. The
RDFN envisages meeting this need by providing support to those synthesizing field
experiences so that emerging lessons can be incorporated into policy, with the
associated audience mainly being comprised of field practitioners, academics and
policy and decision makers (Fig. 1). The objective of the network is more specifically
stated as:

To provide a tool to enable exchange of ideas between researchers,
practitioners in the field and donors in the north on topics relating to the role
of forests in people’s livelihoods (Rural Development Network, 1999).

Figure 1: Information flows envisaged by RDFN’s networking strategy

                                                
3 For instance, there was no journal focusing on people and forest issues.
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Membership and membership recruitment strategy

The initial membership of the Rural Development Forestry network was built up from
the scanning of other database lists (e.g. for ICRAF’s newsletter), from lists of
projects supplied by the the Ford Foundation and Aga Khan Foundation, from
bilateral donors, NGOs etc and from FAO. A definite strategy was essential since
otherwise it was feared that open advertising would result in skews in membership
since there might be an overwhelming response from European and American
students, whose effect would be to crowd out potential networkers from Southern
countries, the contradiction being that most community forestry initiatives were being
promoted in the (southern) developing country contexts. Currently membership to the
network is free, but new members are required to commit themselves to contributing
material and feedback to the network. To prevent marginalization of networkers from
the south, the network has had to adopt an affirmative membership policy that
precludes students, whilst seeking to strike a balance in which developing countries
constitute roughly 70% of the membership, with developed countries constituting the
remainder, of mostly high-level influential people. Network administrators were of
the opinion that excluding students did not adversely prejudice the students as they
were expected to access network material through their libraries and lecturers, most of
whom were members. The policy is also designed to ensure that there are no skews in
membership across main groups in the network’s target audience, including policy
makers, academics and field level practitioners, with each group being assigned a
quota of about one third. Disaggregated analyses of membership done in 1996 by
Palin and Garforth showed the developed/developing country ratio of membership to
be largely met, although there were skews among the developing countries, and these
appeared to favour Africa and Asia at the expense of South America (Table 1).

Table 1 Percentage distribution of members of RDFN  by region

Region Percentage of total
membership of RDFN

Africa 29
Asia 28
Latin America 15
Total (for developing countries) 72
Total (for developed countries) 28
Source: Adapted from Palin and Garforth (1996)

Similar analyses based on the institutional affiliation of the members showed research
and educational institutions to be over-represented compared to other minor
membership categories like libraries and documentation centres as well the
consultant/business category (Table 2). The analyses showed that this trend had not
changed much during the four-year period between 1992 and 1996, although it is
conceivable that better balance could be reflected if the analyses were indexed to the
network’s major target audience categories.



Table 2 Percentage distribution of the members of RDFN by the type of organization

Type of organization Percentage of total
membership of RDFN

Aid agency 17 (17)
Government/Parastatal 17 (19)
NGO, PVO, Foundation etc 23 (20)
Education/Research 27 (30)
Library/ Documentation centre, Publishing 7 (6)
Consultant/ Business 8 (7)
Source: Adapted from Palin and Garforth (1996)
Note: 1992 figures in brackers.

The RDFN currently has 2900 members drawn from over 120 countries worldwide.
New members come in as a result of calls for membership associated with various
forms of publicity including workshops, seminars, publications as well as through
meetings with ODI researchers either at the network headquarters or in the field.
RDFN’s membership renewal strategy ensures that redundant members get dropped.
The procedure involves sending out renewal forms every few years giving members
the opportunity to update their contact details as well as their areas of interest and
current employment. Having a prior understanding of the members’ priorities allows
the network to better articulate its members’ preferences in relation to donors’ grant-
making priorities (Palin and Garforth, 1996).

Although the requirement to contribute material enhances ownership and two-way
information flows, the material submitted largely consists of grey literature, some of
which is currently being scanned and made available via the FPEG website, as well as
materials that may have been published elsewhere. As a policy information network,
the RDFN has not tried to promote networking amongst its members (although new
members are routinely provided with lists of existing members in their country or
region). It obtains its information in part through passive submission of articles, and,
more importantly, through targeted communication with members who have
expressed their interest (via the membership or renewal forms) in the theme of a
particular mailing. The fact that all members receive the same materials is considered
a problem. Thus the last internal survey of members showed that, while all members
liked receiving policy overview papers, they were more discriminating about case-
study papers, showing a distinct preference for cases from their own country or region
and being less interested in those from further afield.. The network was therefore
considering the idea of a variable membership strategy depending on the networking
need under consideration. This could, for instance, involve a one-off target audience
at cross-sectoral/scale level sequenced after grassroots or academic audience cycles.
The need to target the “right information to the right group” was also argued for in the
review of ODI networks by Palin and Garforth (1996), “given information overloads
in which there is so much printed material around for a busy professional to keep up
to date with”. Readership surveys, done by RDFN, also show some specialization in
the utilization of information, with academics mostly using the material for teaching
and field practitioners mostly using it for facilitating and transacting positive change,
although utilization by policy makers could not be more conclusively ascertained4.

                                                
4 Interview with a researcher/administrator at the Rural Development Forestry Network.



Networking tools and products

In line with its information service the Rural Development Forestry Network
produces two mailings on topical community-level forestry issues per year, which are
distributed to the members. The production process starts with the identification of
issues/themes to be covered, after which input is solicited from the members who are
known to be interested in such issues. Historically, the coverage of issues has mainly
depended on what is topical at a given time, with desertification and fuelwood and
energy switches being among some of the initially covered issues. Geographically, the
range of issues that were initially covered was restricted to the drier areas of Africa
and Asia, where Social Forestry began. South-East Asia was included from early on,
but Latin America networker numbers remained low until the network began to
receive funding for trilingual production in the early 1990s.. Each mailing features a
synthesis5 of the issues covered, together with a related complement of 4-5 working
papers on the issue, most of which are of a case study nature and generally try to
include papers from all the tropical regions. The most recent mailing was the first –
for funding reasons – devoted to just one country: Cameroon.I In addition to a
separate synthesis paper (Brown and Schreckenberg, 2001), the Cameroon-based
mailing included case studies on: constraints relating to the establishment of
community forests (Djeumo, 2001); forestry taxation in relation to community forest
management (Fomete, 2001); processes associated with the establishment of
community forests in various parts of Cameroon (Gardner et al., 2001; Klein et al.,
2001; Lescuyer et al., 2001; Malleson, 2001; Tekwe and Percy, 2001); participatory
biodiversity conservation in a specific mountain site (Acworth et al., 2001); the forest
law in relation to wildlife management (Egbe, 2001); community wildlife
management in a specific mountain context (Olsen et al., 2001); gorilla-based
ecotourism (Djoh and Van de Wal, 2001); decentralization through community
hunting zones (Van de Wal and Djoh, 2001); small-scale logging (Auzel et al., 2001);
cocoa agroforests in southern Cameroon (Sonwa et al., 2001); and, community
forestry from the context of poverty alleviation (Fomete and Vermaat, 2001). But
because of its situation-specificity case study material is of limited relevance in other
contexts, as is reflected through feedback from the members, particularly those in
South America6. The reluctance of Latin Americans to learn from other regional
experiences may be partly underlain by historical differences, with Asia and Africa
seen as largely sharing a common colonial experience. The production of issues-based
mailings covering themes of broader interests like land tenure or conflict resolution
was considered as one of the solutions to addressing concerns about relevance7.

Up till four years ago, the Rural Development Forestry Network also used to produce
a newsletter, which among other things served as a notice board highlighting
forthcoming courses and conferences as well as featuring book reviews and other
miscellaneous material of an ephemeral nature8. The newsletter was phased out in line
with financial rationalization and also partly because the newsletter duplicated what
was offered through other facilities elsewhere, including websites and other
publications. The network has also produced a membership register, with the
                                                
5 Either by way of editorial or through a separate paper
6 This observation was made by a researcher at the Rural Development Forestry Network.
7 Interview with a researcher at the Rural Development Forestry Network.
8 Interview with a researcher/administrator of the Rural Development Forestry Network.



production process being noted to have been “long and costly”9. Related plans to
reduce such costs by maintaining an electronic register were reported to be afoot.

A financial grant from the Ford Foundation enabled the Rural Development Forestry
Network to produce a CD-ROM that archives all the networks literature, including the
various working papers that are published in three languages, including English,
Spanish and French. The network has also produced a set of study guides, including
one on nurseries and another on participatory resource management. The study guides
were mainly targeted at field practitioners to help them think and learn about the
topics under consideration. In spite of its focus at the field level, establishing contact
with the grassroots was one of the major areas in which the network, as indeed other
global networks, was perceived from developing country experiences to be still most
wanting (Mandondo, 2002a; 2002b). Although they recognized lack of effective
engagement with grassroots stakeholders as a weakness, headquarters staff of RDFN
were of the opinion that each scale had its own comparative advantage, with global
networks being better poised to draw comparative insights from different parts of the
world than regional or local networks. The coordination of the network by researchers
meant that its links are particularly strong with projects and national research
institutes, rather than with grassroots organisations.

An independent review of four of ODI’s networks, especially those working in the
area of agricultural extension and natural resource management, judged the networks
to “occupy a specific niche among information sources, being more rigorous and
empirically based than material available through some other networks, yet more
quickly available and intellectually accessible” (Palin and Garforth, 1996:16). In
commenting on the coverage of issues in relation to where RDFN made the most
significant contribution the reviewers note that the network has made a lot of seminal
material available and that “the early focus of RDFN on the dynamics of tree-people
interactions, including the study of how forest management systems have evolved and
adapted, and the importance of incentives for people to involve themselves in forest
projects – have been influential (Palin and Garforth, 1996:17).

Funding and Fundraising Challenges

The Rural Development Forestry Network has, since its inception, depended solely on
donor funding. The network’s history therefore appears to be mapped onto the
contours of donor aid. Initial funding was secured from the Ford Foundation and the
Aga Khan Foundation. After three years,  the British ODA as it then was (DFID
today) began to contribute as well. Later, the network secured “good solid funding”
for the six-year period up to the year 2000 from the European Commission, whose
impacts were reflected in terms of expanded outreach by the network, which started
publishing in Spanish and French, in addition to the original English, together with a
related increase in membership10. The European Union funds made a better South
American focus possible, and enabled the network to engage with a what it was hoped
would be “completely new universe”11 of issues. Related challenges included
engaging with big conservation organizations that appeared to entrench “fortress
conservation” under the guise of promoting genuine community interest. However,
                                                
9 Interview with a researcher/administrator  of the Rural Development Forestry Network.
10 Observations of a researcher/administrator  of the Rural Development Forestry Network.
11 Interview with a researcher of the Rural Development Forestry Network.



contrary to the network’s expectations, many Latin American networkers were mainly
interested in agroforestry, and showed little interest in participatory forest
management at first12.

Meanwhile, global resources for forestry have been shrinking over the years, with
increasing competition for soft money among many forestry organizations further
limiting the scope for any of them to access reliable funding13. The problem is further
compounded by the “ever-shifting” preferences and grant-making priorities of donors.
For instance, in their review of ODI networks, Palin and Garforth (1996) show that
DFID’s funding strategy has, over the years, “shifted from core funding to institutions
to contracting pre-selected partners to more transparent selection of partners based on
open competition”. They point out that funding through open competition puts the
organization that keeps information to itself in a competitive advantage for drafting
offers and gaining contracts. They argue that open competition “penalizes the
institution that shares its information more openly, unless there is an information
grant as an incentive”, with a related effect being to “jeopardize core services of a
rolling nature, including libraries and information centres”. In the face of funding
constraints, the Rural Development Forest Network has had to scale down on its
publications, dropping the newsletter, which appeared to duplicate services offered
through other media, and concentrating on the core business of producing mailings.
The current situation is that even these mailings now rely on ad hoc funding, with a
recent mailing on Cameroon having been made possible through a one-off funding
arrangement with DFID14. Although the network has adopted cost cutting measures,
there is a limit to which such measures can significantly reduce costs in a typical
editing network of the nature of RDFN in which editors often have to spend a great
deal of time with authors helping them to synthesise the lessons of their case in a way
that will be accessible to an international audience. This capacity-building element
has always been considered to be one of the essential roles of the RDFN.

Although donors often emphasize the need for demonstrable impact, in practice, the
activities of networking organizations are often associated with subtle impacts that are
not easy to measure and verify in direct terms15. Like good quality journalism, the
network has certainly changed what are regarded as ‘standard opinions’ on forestry
matters, but it is often hard to show exactly how. “Better packaging”16 of proposals
constitutes the supply-side fundraising strategy, which presumably emphasizes
demonstrating clearer and more thoroughgoing linkages between cause and effect17.
The lesson that RDFN is noted to have learnt is that a single donor strategy is not
sustainable, there being need for a multi-donor strategy that provides fallbacks in
funding support in view of the fact that most donors are increasingly becoming
reluctant to provide solid support for rolling activities.

                                                
12 Observations of a researcher of the Rural Development Forestry Network.
13 According to an RDFN researcher, if the trend continues, some forestry organizations may actually
end up disappearing.
14 A RDFN researcher/administrator noted that funding for a forthcoming mailing on Nepal had also
been secured
15 The sentence captures the broad sentiments of a RDFN researcher/administrator.
16 RDFN researcher/administrator , as expressed in her own terms.
17 As is done through logframe based and related approaches.



The efficacy of the alternative supply-side strategy of cost-recovery was also critically
considered by one informant, who saw it being of limited practical utility in the
context of RDFN18. The informant argued that the strategy could only effectively
work if there is genuine demand in which the potential user is willing and able to pay
for the service and the costs of transferring payment do not outweigh the value of the
payment itself. Even though the full costs of the network per mailing are considered
relatively modest, they are nevertheless beyond the ability to pay of most members.
One strategy to consider for the future is some form of institutional membership, as
has been tried in ODI’s Humanitarian Practice Network, in which member institutions
(such as international NGOs or bilaterals) can cover the costs of all their staff who are
network members. Increasing cost-effectiveness was suggested as another strategy in
which one publication could, for instance, have several spin-offs – with an example
given being that of policy briefs coming out of specific country mailings. Although
multiple products from one set of information represent some form of value addition,
the problem is that limited funds often run out in producing preliminary products,
usually well before the stages of producing value-added products are reached19.

Governance structure and linkages with local networks

The Rural Development Forestry Network has a centralized structure in which four
research fellows (one of whom acts as a part-time coordinator for the RDFN while the
others each contribute a small proportion of their time to the network) and a part-time
administrator form the nucleus of a networking web that is linked to over 2900
members, who interact mainly through the flow of information between the nucleus
and the networkers as well as among the networkers themselves. Although this
structure was commonly perceived, from grassroots perspectives as well as from the
network headquarters20, to result in a deficiency of contact with the grassroots,
network staff pointed out that a decentralized networking structure entailed enormous
transaction and other costs, which resource-constrained networks like the RDFN
cannot afford. It was also argued that in view of the financial limitations it was not the
network structure that really mattered but the value for money consideration. RDFN
was also noted to have no external advisory board, with the need for such a board
being acknowledged. It was, however, pointed out that horizontal linkages among
ODI’s family of networks offered some measure of intra-institutional advisory
services, which are further augmented by external reviews. An external advisory
board was seen as a vehicle through which the network might tap into stronger
regional participation and experience, ensuring that more partners are involved in
decision making within the network21. It was also envisaged that such regional
partnerships could extend into other areas including, not only the collection of
information but also its production, translation into locally relevant languages and its
dissemination. The scope and capacity for such partnerships were noted to exist as
camera ready copies of English baselines could be further processed in the regions,

                                                
18 Based on a RDFN researcher/administrator’s assessment. ODI’s Agricultural Research and
Extension Network was given as an example that experimented with the idea of cost-recovery without
much practical merit being realized.
19 Suggestions from a RDFN researcher/administrator on how fundraising strategies can be improved.
20 Interviews conducted with various network members and non-members in the field in both
Cameroon and Uganda were of this opinion, including researchers, network administrators and
advocacy actors, etc.
21 Interview with a RDFN researcher/administrator of the Rural Development Forestry Network.



which would go on to further translate the material into local languages. Again, the
idea of regional partners should not be misconstrued as meaning that RDFN was
espousing the need for a formally decentralized structure since network staff
considered such a structure to be “not attractive”, with the network’s financial
capacity being considered “inadequate to support such grand-scale activities”22.

In further commenting on the apparent tensions between decision-making structures
in relation to information flows within the network, as well as how relationships in
big networks can turn out to be “quite impersonal”, the coordinator of RDFN
observed that:

“We live in a curious set-up in which decision making is top-down but
information generation is bottom up. It is difficult to strike a balance. I would
like to be in real contact with the members, but practically I cannot be in contact
with all the members. Maybe there is need to be in touch with a select contact
group of members for quality feedback with a system of incentives being put in
place to get good feedback”.

Grassroots perspectives from Uganda and Cameroon were generally to the
effect that more elaborate linkages between international networks like RDFN
and regional as well as local networks would better enable grassroots issues
and concerns to feed into the scope of the work of the global networks
(Mandondo, 2002a; 2002b). No formal linkages were reported to exist
between RDFN and other global networks like FTPP Newsletter. Although
efforts to try and identify areas of potential duplication between these two
networks were informally made at a personal level between people involved
in the setting up of the two networks, there was no follow up and thus the
question of duplication was never formally rationalized23. Despite such lack of
formal collaboration Palin and Garforth (1996) note that the scope for
duplication between these two networks is rather limited because both
networks occupy their own special niches. They provide the following
examples:

• RDFN papers are more policy oriented
• ODI research fellows both do the research and edit papers whilst the FTPP

Newsletter only does editing
• The FTPP Newsletter was mainly aimed at field extensionist level, even

though they have moved up the ladder much of their material addresses lower
level issues than RDFN

• RDFN being based in London is in closer contact with networkers than the
FTPP Newsletter, which is coordinated from Uppsala in Sweden

• Although the networks are variously supplemented by regional and local
networks, issues at these levels do not compete with global issues covered by
the international networks

Other observations made with regards to networking in RDFN

On perceived accomplishments and ways ahead

                                                
22 Such sentiments were variously expressed by RDFN personnel.
23 The consultations were reported by a RDFN researcher to have been done between her and an FTPP
administrator when the two networks started.



A Rural Development Forestry Network informant noted that although facilitators
may fail to integrate the people empowerment rhetoric into their practice, a lot has
been accomplished in making the idea forestry with a people led focus a norm. In an
internal assessment of the network’s strength a network document emphasizes that:

 “no longer is the focus on industrial scale forestry and technical forestry training.
Instead, people working in all areas of areas of forestry are more interested in
understanding how forests can be managed for the benefits of the local people as
well as bringing income for national governments and providing many of the
environmental services desired by the international community. Much of this
thinking has been influence by the kind of project experience reported in the
RDFN papers” (Rural Development Forestry Network, 1999).

The major challenge in terms of targeting was seen as putting more emphasis on the
environmental sector, for which there was a lot of decision-making money, with the
main NGOs active in that area often still retaining a “fortress conservation mentality”.
Concentrating on audiences in which the network’s traditional strengths lay was
likened to “restricting the focus to converting the converted”24.

On coverage of issues
 It was pointed out that surveys of existing information showed the network’s
coverage of issues was generally comprehensive, with very little in the way of gaps,
and this was in part attributed to the networks’ membership renewal procedure, which
also proactively captures members’ areas of interests25. This assessment was also
corroborated by the review done by Palin and Garforth (1996).

On major disappointments
An informant noted that it was disappointing “that ideas that have become part of
universal forestry practice have still not had an impact in some quarters, particularly
conservation organizations in the moist forest region. It requires that you start all over
again”26. This disappointment was, however, seen as constituting a challenge because
“a network works best when people think there is a problem to which they are dying
to have solutions”.

On verification of impact
An informant argued that most impacts of networks are not very readily recognizable.
She pointed out that “the impacts of networking are just like those of journalism. You
do not have a direct impact, but you are creating an environment in which certain
ideas become the norm”27.

                                                
24 The words of a RDFN researcher.
25 Interview with RDFN researcher.
26 Interview with RDFN researcher.
27 RDFN researcher , in her own terms.
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Person Affiliation Date
Kate Schreckenberg Coordinator, Rural

Development Forestry
Network, Overseas
Development Institute

31 July 2002

Gill Shepherd Rural Development
Forestry Network,
Overseas Development
Institute

3 August 2002

John Palmer DFID Forestry Research
Programme (short
telephone interview)

2 August 2002

Chimere Diaw Centre for International
Forestry Research,
Cameroon (network
member)

25 April 2002

Frank Matose Centre for International
Forestry Research,
Zimbabwe

Consulted on rolling basis

Godber Tumushabe Advocates Coalition for
Environment and
Development (non-
member in Uganda)

7 July 2002

Jaap Vermaat Community Forestry
Development Project,
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and Forests, Cameroon
(membership status not
ascertained)

25 April 2002


