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1. Reconciling conservation and development: 
The potential role of non-timber forest product trade 

1.1  Introduction 

In this dissertation I explore the premise that supporting non-timber forest product 
(NTFP) trade will contribute to forest conservation and rural development. This 
has been a powerful and appealing idea which continues to be advocated. NTFP 
trade started to feature on the agendas of academics and conservation and 
development practitioners following groundbreaking publications in the late 1980s 
(e.g. Myers, 1988 and Peters et al., 1989) and it was embraced with great 
enthusiasm. The concept fitted perfectly into projects aimed at integrating local 
development with conservation objectives – the dominant conservation approach 
in the 1990s. 

This introductory chapter aims to place the ‘NTFP proposition’ in the wider 
context of conservation thinking and practice. Rather than performing an in-depth 
examination of one particular theme, this chapter touches on a broad range of 
issues. I first highlight some of the main environmental discourses that influence 
conservation practices. After that, I outline the evolution of dominant views on 
biodiversity conservation in the tropics from the 19th century onwards. Then I 
zoom in on the relationship between forest conservation and poverty alleviation 
and introduce non-timber forest product commercialisation as a possible way to 
achieve forest conservation while improving local livelihoods. In the last section I 
present the objectives of my research and the structure of the dissertation. 
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1.1.1  Environmental discourses 

Put simply, an environmental discourse is an idea about the relationship between 
humans and the environment1 that is shared by a group of people. Using this broad 
definition means the term ‘environmental discourse’ encompasses a wide range of 
views, ideas, and concepts, varying in level of abstractness, including worldviews 
concerning the value of the environment, schools of thought on the relationship 
between development and environmental degradation, as well as practical ideas on 
how to tackle particular environmental problems. A detailed study of 
environmental discourses is beyond the scope of this dissertation. My aim is merely 
to introduce some views and ideas regarding the human-environment relationship 
– without pretending that this is exhaustive. I refer to some fundamental views that 
underlie many of the debates on the relationship between people and the 
environment, i.e. anthropocentric versus ecocentric views and Malthusian versus 
Boserupian views. On a more practical level, I describe ideas on how to deal best 
with global environmental problems in general, and biodiversity conservation in 
particular.  

Regarding the value of the environment, a distinction can be made between two 
fundamental views. On the one hand there is the discourse that values elements of 
nature for what they are. From this perspective, nature has its own worth (intrinsic 
value), regardless of its usefulness to people. On the other hand there is the 
discourse according to which the value of nature depends on its use to people. 
Various authors have referred to this distinction using a variety of terms and labels. 
Pearce (1997), for example, calls them the ‘romantic’ and the ‘utilitarian’ view. 
Eckersley (1992) writes about ‘eco-centrism’ and ‘anthropocentrism’. Midgley 
(1994) distinguishes between ‘the ecological perspective’ and ‘humanism’ and 
Adams (1990) writes about ‘ecocentrist’ and ‘technocentrist’ worldviews.2 

Regarding the relationship between development and the environment, two 
scholars are typically associated with two opposing schools of thought, i.e. Thomas 

                                            
1 Tellegen and Wolsink (1998) define ‘environment’ as the natural and man-made physical 
surroundings of human life. When human-induced changes of the environment are considered 
problematic, they are called ‘environmental problems’. The term ‘nature’ has many definitions, but is 
often used to refer to the physical world that is not ‘controlled by human beings’ (see, e.g., definition 
in Collins Essential English Dictionary) and associated with beauty, silence and adventure (Tellegen 
and Wolsink, 1998).  
2 Luckett (2004) points out that the use of the bipolar distinction between anthropocentric and eco-
centric views does not provide an insight into potential ‘value conflicts’ regarding different elements 
of the environment, for example between the value of species or ecosystems and the value of 
individuals. He therefore proposes a classification which differentiates between anthropocentric, 
animal centric, biocentric, species centric, ecosystem centric, and ecocentric foci. 
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Malthus and Ester Boserup. At the end of 18th century Thomas Malthus put 
forward the theory that there are limits to human population growth. He predicted 
per capita food would decrease over time due to exponential population growth 
accompanied by arithmetic growth of food production. Many scholars have 
adopted the principle elements of his theory. The book ‘The Limits to Growth’ by 
the Club of Rome is a good example of Malthusian thinking (Meadows et al., 1972). 
In the 1960s and 1970s, Malthusian doom scenarios were prominent in the 
environmental movement and were often related to the problem of people’s use of 
natural resources exceeding the land’s carrying capacity (Fisher et al., 2005; Khator 
and Fairchild, 2006). In 1981 Ester Boserup challenged Malthusian thinking and 
posed an alternative theory that predicted that people will always find technological 
solutions to environmental scarcities (Boserup, 1981). Her theory became the basis 
for a neo-Boserupian school of thought that is based on technocratic optimism 
(Mebratu, 1998; Forsyth et al., 1998). Though the names Thomas Malthus and 
Ester Boserup have become associated with these two opposing schools of 
thought on the relationship between population growth and the environment, it 
should be noted that Thomas Malthus was not the first to express concerns relating 
to the limits of population growth (see, e.g. Saether, 1993) and many authors (with 
Karl Marx being probably the most famous one) have questioned this theory 
before Ester Boserup did in 1981. 

On a more practical level there are a multitude of views on how to address ‘global 
environmental problems’. Although ideas about the relationship between people 
and their environment have always existed, the idea of global environmental 
problems is relatively new. Archetypical notions of global environmental problems 
are the depletion of the ozone layer, acid rain, the loss of species, deforestation, 
desertification, and climate change. A distinction can be made between the denial 
discourse and problem affirming discourses. The denial discourse either denies that 
there is a problem or questions the severity of the problem. Though notable in the 
climate change debate, denial claims have had limited influence in policy debates. 
Problem affirming discourses, on the other hand, depart from the idea that there 
are serious problems in the relationship between humans and the environment. 
They tend to be based on a definition of the ‘heroes, villains and victims’ and 
present a certain type of approach as the solution to the problem (Adger et al., 
2001). Adger et al. (2001) point out that, even though discourses are generally based 
on myths and blueprints of the world and therefore seldom reflect realities, they are 
relevant because they shape interventions developed by policymakers and 
conservation and development practitioners. 

Regarding the types of solutions that are being proposed, Adger et al. (2001) 
identify two main groups of discourses in international environmental policy and 
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action. First, there are the Global Environmental Management (GEM) discourses. 
These are top-down, interventionist and techno-centrist approaches, often based 
on market principles. Second, there are the populist discourses which, in many 
ways, are the opposite of the GEM discourses, as multinational corporations and 
colonial powers are portrayed as the villains and root causes of environmental 
problems and foreign interventions are seen as neo-colonialism. Adger et al. (2001) 
highlight the differences between the two, but acknowledge that these are at the 
extreme ends of a continuum.  

De Haan (2000) distinguishes between four main ‘world views’ regarding the 
environment, i.e. preservationism, exploitationism, conservationism and neo-
populist developmentalism. Preservationism calls for the protection of the 
environment against human use in order to prevent species from disappearing. 
Preservationists tend to promote a hard-line approach to wildlife poachers and 
encroachers of tropical forest. Exploitationists believe in the functioning of market 
forces. According to them, the market will always ensure that resources are 
substituted once they become scarce. Proponents of this view see no conflict 
between economic development and environmental conservation. 
Conservationists, in turn, call for the management of natural resources.3 They 
believe the use and management of natural resources should be controlled through 
policies setting certain rules. Fourthly, neo-populist developmentalists stress the 
possibilities of local people to find solutions to problems. They believe economic 
growth and conservation can go hand in hand, mostly through innovation. The 
view emphasises that livelihood strategies are adaptive and generally enhance 
sustainability. Preservationism, exploitationism and conservationism fall under 
Adger’s GEM discourse while neo-populist developmentalism corresponds with 
Adger’s populist discourse. Considering the distinction between eco-centric and 
anthropocentric worldviews, only preservationism can be classified as eco-centric. 

Dietz (1996) highlights two extreme views on how environmental problems can 
best be solved: the ecototalitarian approach and ecopopulism. The ecototalitarian 
approach advocates strong, authoritarian, technocratic leadership to solve the 
global environmental problems. In practice this implies hard-line methods, often 

                                            
3 De Haan (2000) distinguishes between conservation and preservation in that conservation implies 
sustainable use while preservation implies non-use. In this dissertation I use the term ‘conservation’ 
more as an umbrella term. I follow the Global Biodiversity Strategy (WRI, IUCN, UNEP, 1992:228) 
in which conservation is defined as: “The management of human use of the biosphere so that it may yield the 
greatest sustainable benefit to current generations while maintaining its potential to meet the needs and aspirations of 
future generations: Thus conservation is positive, embracing preservation, maintenance, sustainable utilization, 
restoration, and enhancement of the natural environment”. I use the terms ‘preservation’ and ‘fortress 
conservation’ for conservation approaches that are based on the exclusion of people. 
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with militaristic characteristics, such as forced evictions from national parks and 
the shooting on sight of ivory smugglers. Proponents of this type of approach tend 
to use Neo-Malthusian arguments, e.g. related to carrying capacities. The 
ecototalitarian approach as defined by Dietz overlaps to a fair extent with De 
Haan’s preservationism. At the other extreme, ecopopulism is largely similar to De 
Haan’s neo-populist developmentalism (and Adger et al.’s populist approaches), as 
it emphasises the value and importance of local knowledge and institutions, with a 
tendency to idealise local communities and their capacity to innovate (the latter 
being a typical Boserupian idea). In social science ecopopulism became particularly 
well-known through the work of Dennis Chambers. Dietz (1996) distinguishes 
between strong ecopopulists who glorify the traditional knowledge and behaviour 
of small isolated communities and weak ecopopulists who see local knowledge as 
equally valuable to ‘scientific’ knowledge.  
 

 

Box 1.1. The environmental discourse classification framework by Dryzek (2005) 

Both Adger et al.. (2001) and De Haan (2000) focus on developing countries and base 
their discourse classifications on the type of solutions that are being proposed to deal 
with environmental problems. Dryzek (2005) also classifies environmental discourses, 
but applies a more western focus, and is primarily interested in the political principles 
that underlie proposed solutions to environmental problems. He developed a discourse 
classification framework based on the following two dimensions: (i) the extent to which 
the dominant discourse of industrialism (i.e. a commitment to growth of production of 
goods and services) is being challenged; and (ii) the extent to which the proposed 
solution calls for drastic changes in the current socio-political order. A discourse that 
rejects industrialism is labelled ‘radical’, while a discourse that accepts industrialism is 
labelled ‘reformist’. Discourses that do not call for far-reaching societal change are 
labelled ‘prosaic’, while those that call for societal change are labelled ‘imaginative’. 
Following these two dimensions, Dryzek (2005) distinguishes between four main 
groups of discourses, i.e., environment problem solving (reformist, prosaic), survivalism 
(radical, prosaic), sustainability (reformist, imaginative) and green radicalism (radical, 
imaginative). 
 

 

1.1.2  Biodiversity conservation  

The term biodiversity is usually defined as encompassing the variety of species, the 
genetic variety among individuals within species and the variety of ecosystems (e.g. 
WRI, IUCN, UNEP, 1992; Redford and Richter, 1999; Luckett, 2004). Biodiversity 
conservation is therefore used as an umbrella term and includes conservation 
efforts directed at species (e.g. tiger), taxa (e.g. birds), ecosystems (e.g. tropical 
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forest), and even landscapes. However, the way the term biodiversity conservation 
is used generally does not take into account the fact that biodiversity has different 
components and attributes, and that these are all differently affected by human 
activities (Agrawal and Redford, 2006). This leads Agrawal and Redford (2006) to 
compare the concept of biodiversity to poverty in that both are built up using 
different components. Biodiversity has, for example, genetic, species, and 
ecosystem components while poverty has, for example, dimensions related to 
income, health, literacy, longevity, vulnerability and disempowerment. This means 
that certain interventions directed at one component may have adverse effects on 
other components. In practice, biodiversity conservation institutions often tend to 
focus on a specific ecosystem (e.g. tropical forests) or certain species (e.g. the tiger).  

In line with the above-mentioned distinction between neo-populist 
developmentalism and ecopopulism on the one hand, and preservationism and the 
ecototalitarian approach on the other, a distinction can be made between 
community-based conservation and fortress conservation. The fortress 
conservation approach advocates active protection of areas from human use, while 
the community-based conservation approach promotes an active role for local 
communities in biodiversity conservation (Büscher and Whande, 2007). Following 
Büscher and Whande (2007) I use community-based conservation as an umbrella 
term covering various approaches with the aim being to reconcile local needs with 
conservation objectives through participation and co-management.  

In practice the distinction between the two archetypical conservation approaches is 
not always clear-cut. Furthermore, the two approaches may be complementary, for 
example when a community-based conservation project is implemented in the 
buffer zone of a national park that is strictly protected from human use. Still, the 
distinction is indicative for an ongoing debate amongst conservation scholars and 
practitioners (Christensen, 2004). 

The two conservation approaches resonate with the above-mentioned distinction 
between ecocentrism and anthropocentrism, i.e. a utilitarian view of nature seems 
to manifests itself in community-based conservation, while ecocentrism seems to 
manifests itself in fortress conservation (Van Helden, 2001; Hutton et al., 2005). 
According to Büscher and Dressler (2007), however, the difference between the 
two approaches is not related to being either pro-environment or pro-people. 
Instead, so they argue, the main difference is related to scale (local versus global) 
and value (needs of local people versus the needs of the global community). 
Ghimire and Pimbert (1997) also highlight the difference between local interests 
and priorities, and the non-local interests and priorities. On the one hand there are 
local communities – in itself a heterogeneous group, with major differences in 
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power and interest – which depend to a certain extent on local natural resources 
and usually have a weak power base and little say in decision making concerning 
the use and management of natural resources. On the other hand there is a group 
of outside actors that either favour preservation (e.g. conservation agencies and 
tourist industries) or large-scale exploitation (e.g. logging companies). While the 
objectives within this group can be fundamentally different, their preferred method 
tends to be similar, namely the exclusion of local populations from the use of 
natural resources (Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997).  

The two main conservation discourses are shaped by stereotypical views of ‘local 
people’. At the one end of the spectrum there is the archetype of the bad, 
backward, ignorant and destructive native, which has its origin in colonial times 
and is, according to some authors (e.g. Fisher et al., 2005; Colchester, 2004), still 
persistent in present day conservation practices. According to this view, local 
people are best resettled out of protected areas that were designated for 
biodiversity conservation. At the other extreme there is the view of local people as 
good, harmonious, wise and nature-conserving natives – the ‘noble savage’ (see 
Redford, 1991; Alvard, 1993). This is what Dietz (1996) calls strong ecopopulism, 
i.e., local people are seen as the ‘keepers of paradise’. A variation on this view is 
that of the ‘fallen angel’, according to which native peoples originally live in 
harmony with nature but are forced to degrade the environment when they 
become integrated into the market economy. The assumption that native peoples’ 
traditional cultures are environmentally-friendly implies that conservation policy 
would have to make sure that native traditional cultures are maintained (Van 
Helden, 2001). A good example is given by Oldfield (1988 cited in Neumann, 1997: 
566), who wrote, “Traditional lifestyles of indigenous people have often evolved in harmony with 
the local environmental conditions…. Retaining the traditional lifestyles of indigenous people in 
buffer zones, where this is possible and appropriate, will encourage the long-term conservation of 
tropical forest protected areas. Protecting the rights of local communities ensures that they remain 
as guardians of the land and prevents the incursion of immigrants with less understanding of the 
local environment”. A third stereotype is that of people as economically rational, 
whose behaviour can be most effectively influenced using market-based 
approaches. This view has increasingly been mainstreamed in conservation practice 
in the last decade. 

The emergence of the view of local people as economically rational actors can be 
seen in the light of the emergence of neo-liberal thinking in conservation practices. 
Büscher and Whande (2007) stress the importance of neo-liberalism as the 
dominant global ideological discourse in shaping conservation practices. Indeed, 
the market has become a prominent element in present-day environmental 
discourses (McCarthy and Prudham, 2004; McCauley, 2006; Büscher and Dressler, 
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2007; Büscher, 2008). Many scholars and institutions have embraced the concept of 
‘making markets work for conservation and poor people’ (cf. Scherr et al., 2003). 
There are various types of markets that are highlighted as having the potential to 
contribute to conservation and development. First, there are the (often already 
existing) markets for tangible products (like timber and non-timber forest 
products). Second, there is the market for environmental services. The market for 
recreation and tourism is probably the oldest functioning market for environmental 
services. Currently much attention goes out to the potential of Payments for 
Environmental Services (PES), which means that local people are paid for the 
maintenance of the ecosystem that provides the environmental service. The most 
recent development in this field is the CO2 market and associated Payments for 
Avoided Deforestation. It is to be expected that developed countries are becoming 
increasingly willing to pay for CO2 emission mitigation efforts. Grieg-Gran et al. 
(2005) and Wunder (2007) provide useful accounts of the first experiences with 
PES. The idea that conservation can be achieved through such market-based 
approaches is appealing, as they present a win-win scenario. However, some 
scholars strongly reject the intrusion of market principles into conservation 
practice. McCauley (2006) argues, for example, that the idea that conservation can 
be achieved through PES is based on the assumption that the environment is 
benevolent to people, while most elements of the environment are not. 
Furthermore, McCauley argues that people will invent products to replace 
environmental services, after which conservation is no longer necessary. McCauly 
uses these arguments to call for the protection of nature because of its intrinsic 
value, thereby making it a moral issue. This discussion can, at least to a certain 
extent, be considered a conflict between anthropocentric versus ecocentric 
worldviews. 

Recognising the importance of the contemporary discussion on using the market in 
conservation approaches, and building on the distinction between top-down versus 
bottom-up approaches that was highlighted, amongst others, by Adger et al. (2001), 
De Haan (2000) and Dietz (1996), I propose a simple two dimensional 
classification of conservation approaches (Table 1.1). The first dimension 
distinguishes between bottom-up and top-down approaches, while the second 
dimension indicates whether the approach is based on market principles.  
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Table 1.1. Framework used to classify conservation approaches in developing countries  

  Bottom-up  Top-down 

Reject 
market 

- Assumption: local people live in 
harmony with the environment as long 
as they are not polluted by modern 
consumerism. 

- Solution: give local communities 
management responsibility and 
empower them to resist 
commercialisation. 

- Associated discourse: strong eco-
populism (Dietz, 1996) 

- Assumption: economic interests tend to 
be short-term and lead to 
environmental destruction. The value 
of the environment cannot be expressed 
in economic terms. 

- Solution: protect areas from human use 
by restricting all human activities. 

- Associated discourse: ecototalitarian 
(Dietz, 1996) 

Use 
market 

- Assumption: local people’s 
conservation behaviour is determined 
by economically rational decision 
making. 

- Solution: give local people 
management rights so they can reap 
full benefits from sustainable natural 
resource exploitation. 

- Associated discourse: neo populist 
developmentalism (De Haan, 2001) 

- Assumption: the environment will be 
conserved if externalities are accounted 
for and new markets developed. 

- Solution: promote sustainable natural 
resource exploitation by non-local 
actors and develop innovative market-
based mechanisms for conservation. 

- Associated discourse: exploitationism/ 
conservationism (De Haan, 2001) 

 

1.2  How conservation approaches evolved 

The organisation of conservation ideas and approaches in chronological order runs 
the risk of oversimplification because, in reality, they overlap in time. As Ellis and 
Biggs (2001) mention in relation to rural development paradigms, it takes years 
before new ideas become mainstream ideas and it may take decades before new 
ideas are implemented on the ground. Recognising these limitations, I now sketch 
how dominant western approaches towards biodiversity conservation in the tropics 
evolved over time. Local environmental concerns have always existed. Concern 
about timber supplies, for example, was already an issue in the Roman Empire and 
remained so over the centuries as wood has been vital in construction and 
industries requiring heat such as the production of salt and glass and the 
manufacturing of bronze and iron (Van Zon, 2002; Chew, 1996). Here, however, I 
start by looking at the 19th century as this century witnessed the start of an 
environmental movement concerned with biodiversity conservation. 
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1.2.1  Preservation of wilderness 

In Europe and North America during the first half of the 19th century, unmanaged 
lands were seen as examples of lands in a state of decline. The environment was 
seen as a garden to be managed by the gardener (Thompson, 1995 in Luckett, 
2004). In the second half of the 19th century this view started to change with the 
emergence of an environmental movement in northern America as a reaction to 
negative ecological consequences of development. The main interest of this 
movement was to protect ‘pristine wilderness areas’ from human influence. 
Yosemite Park in California – established in 1864 after a bloody war with the 
Miwok Indians and followed by the forced eviction of the remnant Miwok 
settlements – was established by the U.S. Congress and as such became the first 
national-level model of a protected area. Yellow Stone, established in 1872, was the 
first protected area to be called ‘national park’ (Runte, 1997).4 Similar to Yosemite, 
Yellow Stone was meant to preserve wilderness, and wilderness was supposed to 
be uninhabited. The park therefore had no place for its original inhabitants, mostly 
Crow and Shoshone Native Americans (Ghimire and Pimbert, 1997; Colchester, 
2004). Other national parks, based on the same principles as Yellow Stone, were 
created in the 1880s and 1890s in Canada, South Australia and New Zealand 
(Adams, 2004).  

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, western colonial powers started to develop 
a conservation interest in their colonies. The conservation movement in Africa was 
influenced by colonial elites that had adopted trophy-hunting as a favourite sport. 
They feared that ‘destructive poaching’ by local people would result in a loss of 
wildlife and called for hunting control and conservation areas (Adams, 1990). In 
Southeast Asia too, Europeans with an interest in tropical animal and plant species 
(hunters and scientists in particular) started voicing concerns about the 
disappearance of plant and animal species. In Southeast Asia, interest in 
conservation was not only based on an interest in species, but also stemmed from 
the idea that deforestation was having a negative effect on water systems 
(Boomgaard, 2007).  

El Chico in Mexico, which was established in 1882, was the first national park in 
Latin America (McNeely, 2005). The Virunga National Park in the Congo was the 
first state administered national park in Africa, established by King Albert of 
Belgium in 1925 (Pearce, 1997). In the same year the first national park in Asia, 

                                            
4 The idea of protecting areas from use by local people was not entirely new. In medieval Europe, for 
example, it was common for kings and royalty to have private hunting grounds which were not 
accessible to local communities. In fact, the word ‘park’ stems from the word ‘parc’ in old French and 
middle English which designated an enclosed area meant for hunting by royalty (Runte, 1997). 
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Angkor Wat, was established in Cambodia (McNeely, 2005). These first national 
parks were all based on a preservationist approach and this has remained the 
dominant approach in conservation practice in the tropics throughout the 20th 
century (Adams, 2004). Some of the early preservationists would consider native 
inhabitants of protected areas as part of the fauna. An example is given by Sayers 
(1933 quoted in Neumann, 1997: 568), who wrote, “[T]he pig-tailed [Maasai] ‘moran’ 
poised on one leg with a spear for a prop, standing sentinel over his father’s cattle, is a picturesque 
sight, and it is fitting that this human anachronism should make his home in [Serengeti National 
Park] the same country as the rhinoceros and other survivors of a bygone age”. This view 
implied that ‘natives’ could stay within protected areas under the condition they 
would remain ‘primitive’. Use of new technologies and economic progress was 
therefore not allowed within the park boundaries – a form of ‘enforced 
primitivism’ (Goodland, 1982). Hence, native people within the park were viewed 
as natural conservationists, while those outside were seen as backward and 
subjected to modernisation policies. For many other preservationists, however, 
strict segregation of people and parks was the norm. People living in protected 
areas would be forced to resettle and local claims to land were seldom recognised. 
After independence, preservationism remained the dominant conservation 
approach in the former colonies. According to many authors the preservationist 
approach has had adverse effects on local populations in the tropics (Pearce, 1997; 
Ghimere and Pimbert, 1997; Fisher et al., 2005). 

1.2.2  Towards the inclusion of people  

In the second half of the 20th century, more and more conflicts between local 
people and park authorities emerged in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Being 
confronted with local communities that fought back and NGOs that focused on 
human rights and justice, conservation agencies gradually started to rethink the 
fortress approach. They realised that control alone was not sufficient and started 
looking for ways to integrate human development into conservation (Ghimere and 
Pimbert, 1997). At the 1968 Biosphere Conference in Paris, organised by the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), it 
was stated that conservation and use by local people should be reconciled. This was 
a first shift away from the preservation paradigm (Adams, 1990). In 1971, the Man 
and Biosphere programme was introduced and this marked the start of the creation 
of biosphere reserves. The idea underlying the biosphere reserves was that local 
people will be willing to cooperate in conservation efforts provided there are 
certain benefits for them. Biosphere reserves were designed using a zonation 
system. The core area was meant for strict conservation with no or minimal human 
disturbance. The surrounding area was called a ‘buffer zone’. In this area more 
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human activities were allowed, but only those that were compatible with the 
conservation objectives. The outer zone was called the ‘transition area’ in which 
more emphasis was put on development (Hadley, 1994; UNESCO, 2002). It was 
within these buffer and transition zones that conservation agencies were forced to 
think about how to combine community interests with conservation interests. In 
practice these ideas were difficult to implement. Moreover, existing national parks 
sometimes became the core areas of biosphere reserves and in such cases the 
establishment of a buffer zone actually led to additional restriction of local use. In 
this way it can be argued that parks actually encroached upon local people’s 
territories (Neumann, 1997). 

In the 1980s the perception of local people as ignorant destructors against whom 
nature should be protected largely disappeared. Local people were now generally 
portrayed as victims who have no option but to exploit natural resources due to 
poverty. Conservation thinking changed in that it was no longer found acceptable 
that conservation would take place at the expense of poor people (Fisher et al., 
2005). While, up until the 1970s, the state had been seen as the main actor for 
nature conservation, in the 1980s more emphasis was placed on community 
participation. As such, conservationists followed the paradigm shift that had 
emerged in development thinking in the 1970s from top down to bottom up, from 
blue print to flexibility and from standardisation to local diversity. Individuals and 
communities were thought to be able to take care of their own problems and 
solutions and ‘participation’ became the new buzz word (Cohen and Uphoff, 
1980). The top down and preservationist approach to conservation was replaced by 
an approach that attempted to include local people in the management of natural 
resources. This became known under many labels, such as joint management, co 
management, participatory management and community based conservation. All 
these terms represented the new paradigm that local communities, provided the 
proper incentives are in place, are the key actors for ensuring the conservation of 
natural resources. If biodiversity becomes more valuable to ‘locals’, the argument 
was that they will do more to conserve it (Barrett et al., 2001a). The 1980s also 
witnessed renewed attention to indigenous peoples as partners in conservation. 
This proved to be a strong and appealing image, not least to obtain media attention 
(Conklin and Graham, 1995). Critics, however, labelled the view of indigenous 
people as having intrinsically environmentally-friendly attitudes and societies as 
naïve and romantic (Redford, 1991; Alvard, 1993). 
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Box 1.2. Landmarks in international conservation and development 

The United Nations Conference of the Human Environment (UNHCE), held in 
Stockholm in 1972, was the first environmental mega conference. In Stockholm the 
idea was put forward that development is a prerequisite for environmental protection. 
The conference led many countries to establish a Ministry for the Environment and it 
also led to the establishment of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
(Adams, 1990). In the same year the ‘Club of Rome’ published ‘Limits to Growth’ 
which stated that if economic development continued in the same way as in 1960s, the 
ecological limits would be exceeded in only a few decades (Meadows et al., 1972). 
Building on the limits to growth principle, the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) published the World Conservation Strategy 
(WCS) in collaboration with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). The WCS called for a new type of development 
based on the principles of conservation (IUCN, 1980). Seven years later, the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) published ‘Our Common 
Future’ (also known as the ‘Brundtland report’), which argued that economic growth is 
the most important condition for conservation. The report stressed the need for 
‘sustainable development’, which it defined as, “meeting the needs of present generations 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet theirs” (WCED, 1987: 43). In 1992 
the United Nations organised the second environmental mega conference in Rio de 
Janeiro, titled the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
(UNCED) or the ‘Earth Summit’. The Rio Conference had a broader agenda than 
Stockholm, and sustainable development became its main focus. The World Summit on 
Sustainable Development (WSSD) was held in Johannesburg in 2002 to discuss the 
progress since Rio and to set a future agenda, with considerable attention for social 
issues (Seyfang, 2003). 
 

 

1.2.3  Implications of New Ecology for conservation thinking 

The preservationist approach had found its rationale in western ecology of the early 
20th century, according to which plant communities develop through phases and 
eventually reach a climax state of equilibrium. Ecosystems would only reach such a 
climax state without human interference. Ecologists considered the environment to 
be inherently stable, and assumed that environmental changes are linear and 
predictable. More diverse ecosystems were seen as more advanced, and more 
stable. The ‘primary’ tropical rainforest was seen as the ideal and stable state of 
nature. These ecological notions called for a preservationist approach to 
biodiversity conservation, i.e., establishing areas that are protected from human use 
(Van Helden, 2001).  
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Equilibrium thinking remained dominant in ecology until the 1970s. From then on, 
more and more publications emerged that emphasised the non-equilibrium 
dynamics, spatial and temporal variations, complexities and uncertainties in 
ecology. These new insights are grouped under the umbrella of ‘New Ecology’ 
(Scoones, 1999). Three of the main findings that form the basis of New Ecology 
(derived from Ghimere and Pimbert, 1997 and Scoones, 1999) are: 

1. Ecosystems never achieve a balanced climax state, but are instead in a constant 
state of disequilibrium. 

2. Protection of landscapes against humans could have unwanted effects, as 
anthropogenic disturbance of ecosystems can be essential for conservation of 
the landscape that was meant to be protected. Human activity may actually 
increase diversity, and prohibiting human activities (e.g. grazing or use of fire) 
can lead to decreasing diversity (see, e.g. Nangendo, 2005). 

3. Virtually all eco-systems on earth are modified by human behaviour. People 
have always influenced landscapes. The concept of wilderness5, as ‘untouched 
by people’ is therefore often false.  

 

New Ecology had consequences for conservation thinking, as the benchmark state 
– the balanced climax state – suddenly appeared to be a rather normative choice. 
The recognition of complexity, uncertainty and the instability of systems did not 
remain limited to ecologists. Social scientists realised that uncertainty and 
complexities are not only key elements of ecological systems, but also of social, 
political and economic systems (e.g. Fairhead and Leach, 1995; Mehta et al., 2001). 
As Scoones (1999) put it, New Ecology thinking was gradually adopted in social 
sciences and this induced a shift from a managerial approach of natural resource 
management to a more adaptive approach to management, emphasising scientific 
uncertainty, dynamic processes and iterative learning. Despite these insights, 
Colchester (2004) argues that the main conservation practices have remained in the 
line of equilibrium assumptions, i.e., viewing local people as the main threat for 
biodiversity conservation, ignoring the ways in which people contribute to 
landscapes, and favouring strict segregation of protected areas and people. 

                                            
5 According to Ghimire and Pimbert (1997) the concept of ‘wilderness’ is an artefact created by urban 
westerners who long for an experience of ‘closeness to nature’, and they qualify the ‘demand for 
conservation’ as an integral part of the consumer society of the better-off (Ghimire and Pimbert, 
1997:8). 
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1.2.4  Integrated Conservation and Development Projects (ICDPs)  

Garnett et al. (2007) note that the term ‘integrated conservation and development 
project’ (ICDP) was already being used in a project jointly undertaken by the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the Government of Zambia in the mid 
1960s, called the Luangwa Valley Integrated Conservation and Development 
Project. In 1985 the World Wildlife Fund (WWF, founded in 1961) used the term 
ICDP within the framework of its ‘Wildlands and Human Needs Program’ 
(Hughes and Flintan, 2001) and the ICDP concept became popular in the decade 
that followed. Particularly after the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (see 
Box 1.2), development organisations increasingly integrated environmental 
conservation objectives into their projects, while local development objectives grew 
in importance in projects implemented by conservation agencies (Roe and Elliot, 
2004). ICDPs epitomise the dominant conservation approach of the 1990s, as they 
aim for win-win solutions (see Box 1.3), reconciling global-scale environmental 
objectives with local-scale development needs. ICDPs include a range of projects, 
mostly aiming to link development projects to protected areas. While some ICDPs 
focus on the development of alternative sources of livelihood in order to limit the 
use of natural resources from protected areas, others try to capitalise on the 
protection of natural resources, for example through eco-tourism (Fisher et al., 
2005). The commercialisation of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) became a 
popular strategy in ICDPs, and I focus on this at the end of this chapter.  

In 1992 a study examining the early experiences of 23 of ICDPs in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America found that the linkages between development and conservation 
were often unclear and that local people were treated as passive beneficiaries rather 
than active collaborators (Wells and Brandon, 1992). More criticism followed. It 
increasingly became clear that ICDPs had ambiguous outcomes and were seldom 
successful in achieving both objectives (e.g. Barrett and Arcese, 1995; Oates, 1999; 
Wells et al., 1999; McShane and Wells, 2004). Critics also argued that ICDPs – 
often implemented in buffer zones of protected areas – did not represent a break 
with preservationist approaches but merely complemented preservationist 
approaches (Van Helden, 2001; Hutton et al., 2005) Neumann (1997) even 
compares ICDPs to ‘enforced primitivism' of the early days of colonial 
conservation practice, i.e., people are allowed to stay in a buffer zone of a protected 
area as long as they comply with certain rules (e.g. the use of certain products for 
commercial purposes may be prohibited) and live ‘in harmony with nature’. Indeed, 
though the ICDP concept at first sight seems to be based on the view of local 
people as economically rational, it is strongly rooted in the notion of local people 
as living in harmony with nature – the ‘primitive other’. Moreover, Neumann 
(1997) criticises ICDPs for being based on naïve assumptions of ‘local people’ as 
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homogeneous entities, without taking account of gender, class and ethnic 
differentiation. Wells et al. (2004) also emphasise that ICDPs failed because they 
were based on simplistic notions of ‘communities’ and ‘participation’.  
 

 

Box 1.3. A win-lose classification of human-forest interactions 

From ‘Our Common Future’ (WCED, 1987) onwards, the idea that conservation 
should go hand in hand with development has been widely adopted by conservation 
and development practitioners. In line with this general idea, conservation and 
development agencies have spent millions of dollars on developing and implementing 
interventions in order to reconcile forest conservation and local development 
objectives. The results have been mixed. The figure below presents a classification 
model of the ways in which forest cover changes and changes in human well-being can 
relate to each other.  

 

 

 

 

Figure adapted from Sunderlin et al. (2005: 1395) 

Note: The authors acknowledge that the model does not account for differences in outcomes 
between different actors (e.g. communities, households, household members) and dynamics 
over time (i.e. long-term outcomes may not be the same as short-term outcomes). 
 

 

The failure of ICDPs can also be related to naïve assumptions about interests and 
priorities. Sayer and Campbell (2004: 14) write, “Projects that seek to achieve both 
conservation and development are common. However, the conservation component usually addresses 
the conservation of species or landscapes of global value not the conservation of resources or options 
of immediate relevance to local people.” And, “…there has been a notable failure for donors to 
accept the reality that conserving the global environment is simply not a very high priority for poor 
people living in rural areas in developing countries”.  

Whereas the main criticism of, for example, Wells and Brandon (1992) and 
Neumann (1997) focused on the implementation of ICDPs, other authors have 
criticised the fundament of the ICDP concept, i.e., the assumption that 
conservation and rural development can and should be integrated (see, e.g. Oates, 
1999). Naughton-Treves et al. (2005) hinted at a disciplinary divide when they 
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noted that political ecologists tend to argue that ICDPs failed because of the lack 
of true participation, while conservation biologists tend to argue that ICDPs failed 
because the objectives of conservation and development are not compatible.  

1.2.5  Poverty reduction becoming the main international focus  

In the late 1990s environmental conservation disappeared from the mainstream 
international development agenda and the emphasis shifted from ‘sustainable 
development’ to ‘poverty alleviation’. Poverty alleviation was the main focus of the 
Millennium Summit held in New York in September 2000, which was attended by 
150 world leaders. The members of the United Nations adopted eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) – agreements to ensure a reduction in extreme 
poverty by 2015. Only the seventh MDG refers to the environment. As can be 
seen in Table 1.2, two out of eight indicators relate to conservation goals (25 and 
26), and one to biodiversity conservation (26).  

Table 1.2. MDG 7 - Ensure environmental sustainability 

Target Indicator 

Target 9: Integrate the principles of 
sustainable development into country 
policies and programmes and reverse the 
loss of environmental resources. 

25. Proportion of land area covered by forest. 
26. Ratio of area protected to maintain biological 
diversity to surface area. 
27. Energy use (kg oil equivalent) per $1 GDP (PPP). 
28. Carbon dioxide emissions per capita and 
consumption of ozone-depleting CFCs (ODP tons). 
29. Proportion of population using solid fuels. 

Target 10: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe 
drinking water and basic sanitation. 

30. Proportion of population with sustainable access 
to an improved water source, urban and rural. 
31. Proportion of population with access to improved 
sanitation, urban and rural. 

Target 11: To achieve, by 2020, a 
significant improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers. 

32. Proportion of households with access to secure 
tenure. 

Source: http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals/gti.htm 
 

In the MDGs the environmental component is isolated from the other Goals. As 
such, the MDGs represent a shift away from sustainable development paradigm of 
the 1990s, which promoted integration of economy, society and the environment 
(Roe, 2004; Sanderson, 2005). Roe and Elliot (2004) argue that conservation lost 
prominence on the international development agenda for two main reasons. First, 
it became clear that projects which aimed to integrate conservation and 
development had not been very successful (see previous section on ICDPs). 
Second, the nature of aid had changed, with more attention being paid to priorities 
as identified by developing countries themselves. The Poverty Reduction Strategies 
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(PRSs) – long term plans of national governments to fight poverty – became 
important tools in this new form of aid. Development agencies moved from 
funding projects to budget support, i.e., channelling international donor funds 
through the national budget of the receiving country’s government. As a 
consequence of these developments, less attention was paid to, and less money 
made available for, environmental protection as it was seldom identified as a 
priority for poverty alleviation. Bojö and Reddy (2003) studied 28 Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and found that aspects of long term 
environmental sustainability were hardly present, except in the case of water and 
sanitation.  

1.2.6  A polarising debate 

In recent years the debate on biodiversity conservation seems to have polarised 
(Christensen, 2004; Sunderland et al., 2008). On the one hand there are those who 
maintain that win-win situations are possible and stress the need for a new 
generation of approaches aimed to integrate conservation and development (e.g. 
IUCN, 2002; Roe and Elliot, 2006). On the other hand there are those who 
advocate a new generation of preservation approaches (e.g. Terborgh, 2001). 

Those who advocate new approaches to integrating conservation and development 
argue that previous attempts to integrate conservation and development failed 
because of weak implementation and weak institutions (e.g. Wells et al., 2004; 
Berkes, 2003). They therefore call for more far-reaching efforts to reconcile 
biodiversity conservation and development. In order to become more successful, 
projects that aim to integrate conservation and development objectives would need 
to ensure that objectives are stated explicitly and measurable targets identified 
(Wells et al., 2004) and that management power and responsibility are shared by all 
stakeholders and interests (Berkes, 2003). At the 2003 World Parks Congress in 
South Africa, the IUCN called for the inclusion of human-modified landscapes 
into conservation efforts. This followed the increased scientific attention paid to 
landscape perspectives on biodiversity conservation that had gained ground in the 
1990s. The landscape perspective essentially widened the attention of 
conservationists to biodiversity outside of national parks (Redford et al., 2003).  

As mentioned above, the early 21st century also witnessed an upsurge in 
preservation proponents (Büscher and Whande, 2007). Hutton et al. (2005: 342) call 
this revival the ‘back to the barriers movement’. Büscher and Dressler (2007: 587) 
call it ‘neoprotectionism’. Thus, while some conservation agencies (notably IUCN) 
gradually embraced community based conservation, fortress conservation re-
emerged among conservation biologists, with influential publications such as the 
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book by Oates (1999). An increasingly commonplace argument is that poverty 
reduction and environmental sustainability are not inherently complementary (Barrett 
et al., 2005). Based on this argument, an increasing number of scholars stress that 
the focus of conservation agencies should return to strict and exclusive protection 
of parks. For example, Locke and Dearden (2005) argue that conservation agencies 
should not confuse objectives of sustainable development with conservation 
objectives. As such they disaggregate conservation from sustainable development. 
Similarly to the dominant approaches in the 1960 and 1970s, today’s 
preservationists tend to argue that nature needs protection due to its intrinsic 
values (see, e.g. McCauley, 2006). However, the new preservationists differ from 
the preservationists that dominated conservation practices up until the 1970s in 
that they acknowledge that local communities should be compensated for not using 
protected areas, for example through Direct Payments (Ferraro and Kiss, 2002). 
According to the new preservationist view, local communities need compensation, 
but they should not be included in decision-making related to the management of 
the protected area. The interest in direct payments is related to the growing interest 
in financial mechanisms for the protection of environmental services. Following 
the direct payments principle, conservationists identify an area they want to 
conserve and then pay those who control the area for protection (Hutton et al., 
2005). Other ‘new preservationists’ argue that there is a need to move away from 
viewing conservation in the market place, stressing that the market is unpredictable 
and therefore unreliable (Chan et al., 2007; McCauley, 2006).  

1.3  Forests and poverty 

Tropical forests harbour the bulk of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity (Wilson, 
1988) and are disappearing at an alarming rate (FAO, 2006). Not surprisingly they 
are a key focus for conservation agencies. In line with the history of conservation 
approaches outlined above, preservationist approaches to forest conservation have 
been criticised for denying local people access to forests, while community-based 
projects have been criticised for their lack of success in achieving conservation and 
development goals. In the following section I address the relationship between 
tropical forests and poverty alleviation in more detail, starting with the definitions. 
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1.3.1  Introduction and definitions 

FAO (2001: 363) defines forest as follows, “Forest includes natural forests and forest 
plantations. It is used to refer to land with a tree canopy cover of more than 10 percent and area of 
more than 0.5 ha. Forests are determined both by the presence of trees[6] and the absence of other 
predominant land uses. The trees should be able to reach a minimum height of 5 m. Young stands 
that have not yet but are expected to reach a crown density of 10 percent and tree height of 5 m are 
included under forest, as are temporarily unstocked areas. The term includes forests used for 
purposes of production, protection, multiple-use or conservation (i.e., forest in national parks, 
nature reserves and other protected areas), as well as forest stands on agricultural lands (e.g. 
windbreaks and shelterbelts of trees with a width of more than 20 m), and rubberwood 
plantations and cork oak stands. The term specifically excludes stands of trees established 
primarily for agricultural production, for example fruit tree plantations. It also excludes trees 
planted in agroforestry systems.” 

This definition is arbitrary.7 It is, for example, unclear why FAO decided to leave 
out agroforests from the definition, while including plantations. It is similarly 
unclear why rubber trees planted for rubber are out, and rubber trees planted for 
timber are in. Indeed, forest is an ambiguous term.8 When talking about forested 
landscapes one needs to keep in mind that there are a range of natural and 
anthropogenic ecological systems that provide environmental functions that are 
associated with ‘forest’, such as the provision of timber, soil and water 
conservation, carbon sequestration, and habitat for forest species. Van Noordwijk 
et al. (2003) propose a terminology to classify forested landscapes based on an 
examination of (i) the fraction of tree cover; (ii) the number of planted tree species; 
and (iii) planted trees as fraction of total tree basal area (Table 1.3). Unfortunately, 
however, most major analyses of forest cover and forest loss are based on the 
distinction between forest and non-forest, not allowing for an analysis of the 
various types of forested landscapes.  

 

                                            
6 According to FAO (2004:32), a tree is: “A woody perennial with a single main stem, or in the case of coppice 
with several stems, having a more or less definite crown.” FAO (2004:32) adds as an explanatory note that the 
definition of tree…“includes bamboos, palms, and other woody plants meeting the above criteria.” 
7 For criticism by the World Rainforest Movement on the FAO forest definition, see 
http://www.wrm.org.uy/bulletin/45/viewpoint.html 
8 The term ‘forest’ does not only relate to the presence of trees, but has many more connotations, 
particularly related to the status of the land (Michon et al., 2007). 
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Table 1.3. Terminology for landscapes  

Indicator Value Label 

>0.9 Closed forest 
0.75-0.9 Open forest 
0.5 - 0.75 Woodland 
0.25 - 0.50 Savannah 
0.05 - 0.25 Landscape with trees 

Fraction of tree cover  
(maximum during the year) 

0 - 0.05 Open landscape 
0 Natural forest 
1 Monoculture 
2-5 Mixed 

Number of planted  
tree species 

>5 Polyculture 
0-0.05 Natural forest 
0.05-0.25 Enrichment planting 
0.25 – 0.75 Agroforest 

Planted trees as fraction of  
total tree basal area 

0.75 – 1 Plantation forest (or woodlot) 
Source: Adapted from Van Noordwijk et al., 2003 

 

Like ‘forest’, the term ‘poverty’ does not have one clear definition. It is sometimes 
defined in a narrow way to facilitate measurement, such as the widely adopted 
poverty line of US$ 1 per day. Broader definitions of poverty include other aspects 
of well-being such as the level of access to various types of assets and focus on 
education, health, powerlessness and vulnerability (e.g. World Bank, 2001a). 
Poverty alleviation is a main goal of the international community, aiming to halve, 
between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than US$ 1 
a day (http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/poverty.shtml). Sunderlin et al. (2005) 
point out the important conceptual distinction between the following two types of 
poverty alleviation: (i) poverty mitigation, i.e., preventing people from falling 
deeper into poverty; and (ii) poverty elimination, i.e., permanently lifting people out 
of poverty. 

Although there are forested areas in developing countries where the poverty rate is 
relatively low (see, e.g. Dewi et al., 2005), from a geographical perspective, rural 
poor people and forests often occupy the same space (Sunderlin et al., 2005). The 
poverty rate (proportion of people that are poor) in forest areas tends to be 
relatively high. However, because of low population densities, the poverty density 
(number of poor people per km2) is usually relatively low (Chomitz, 2007). Both 
the fact that forests are often located in remote areas and the fact that people in 
remote areas tend to be poor, are related to the lack of infrastructure and access to 
markets. In addition, remote forest areas are often de facto open accessible spaces 
and tend to be places of refuge for poor people who cannot make a living 
elsewhere (Sunderlin and Huynh, 2005).  
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1.3.2  Deforestation 

The Forest Resources Assessment (FRA) of FAO (2006) is widely used for a global 
comparison of forest resources and deforestation rates. Figure 1.1 shows the ten 
countries with the largest forest areas in 2005. These ten most forest-rich countries 
account for two-thirds of total forest area in the world. 

Figure 1.1. Ten countries with largest forest area 2005 (million ha) 

Source: Adapted from FAO, 2006. 
 

FAO (2006) estimates that between 2000 and 2005 there was a global net forest 
loss of 7.3 million ha per year. The figure for the net loss is lower than the area that 
is actually deforested, because there are also areas where the area with forest is 
growing, namely in Europe and China. Over a third of the global forest area 
consists of primary forest (defined as forests of native species with no clearly 
visible indications of human activity and where ecological processes are not 
significantly disturbed), but according to FAO (2006) the forest in this category is 
disappearing rapidly. 

Between 2000 and 2005 Brazil had the largest forest loss per year, with Indonesia 
as runner up (Table 1.4). Table 1.5 shows annual deforestation areas per region. 
For Asia, the two extremes (China and Indonesia) are mentioned separately. China 
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reported a remarkable increase of 4.1 million ha/yr between 2000 and 2005. This 
explains that, for Asia as a whole, the FRA reports a net gain of 1 million ha per 
year between 2000 and 2005. Regarding annual forest loss as a proportion to the 
remaining forest area in a particular region (the ‘annual percentage rates’ of 
deforestation), Central America and Southeast Asia have the highest deforestation 
rates. Indonesia stands out negatively, with a net annual loss of 2% in the period 
2000 and 2005 (FAO, 2006). 

Table 1.4. Ten countries with largest annual net loss between 2000 and 2005 

Country Annual loss  (1000 ha/yr) 

Brazil 3,103 
Indonesia 1,871 
Sudan 589 
Myanmar 466 
Zambia 445 
Tanzania 412 
Nigeria 410 
DRC 319 
Zimbabwe 313 
Venezuela 288 
Source: Adapted from FAO, 2006. 

 

Table 1.5. Differences in deforestation rates per region  

Region  1990-2000 
(1,000 ha/yr) 

2000-2005  
(1,000 ha/yr) 

Africa  -4,375 -4,040 
Asia  -792 1,003 
 Indonesia -1,872 -1,871 
 China 1,986 4,058 
Europe  877 661 
North and Central 
America  -328 -333 

Oceania  -448 -356 
South America  -3,802 -4,251 
World  -8,868 -7,317 
Source: Adapted from FAO, 2006. 
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1.3.3  Four assertions on the relationship between poverty and tropical 

forests 

Regarding the relationship between forests and poverty, different authors 
emphasise different linkages depending on their agenda, background and audience. 
Some assertions are: (i) forest degradation leads to poverty, hence forest 
conservation leads to poverty alleviation; (ii) forest conservation leads to poverty; 
(iii) poverty alleviation leads to forest conservation; (iv) poverty alleviation will first 
lead to forest degradation and then to forest conservation.  

Some authors stress that forest degradation leads to livelihood deprivation, hence 
forest conservation leads to poverty alleviation (e.g. Roe and Elliot, 2004; 
Hazlewood et al., 2004). Examples used to backup this argument are: (i) 
deforestation leads to erosion of agricultural lands, mud slides and floods; (ii) 
deforestation means that local people lose an important source of nutrients and 
proteins and a source of cash income; (iii) forest destruction implies that children 
and women in particular have to spend more time and energy collecting fuel wood 
and water; and (iv) deforestation means the loss of the source of medicines used by 
local people who do not have access to modern medicine. Conflicts of interest may 
arise when outsiders (e.g. logging companies, mining firms, or ranchers) become 
interested in the forest resources that are being used by local people. In such a case, 
the argument is that protecting the forest against outsiders prevents the poor from 
loosing access to their ‘traditional’ sources of livelihood – outsiders and 
commercial interests are the villains, while local people are the victims and the 
(potential) heroes.  

Other authors (e.g. Wunder, 2001; Levang et al., 2005) provokingly question 
whether forests are good for people. There is little doubt that forest products are 
important for poor people, particularly in times of crisis, and that appropriation of 
forest resources by outsiders will have negative effects on the livelihoods of local 
people who depend on those resources for survival. It is, however, less clear 
whether or not tropical forest conservation can help lifting people out of poverty 
(Wunder, 2001). Poor people may depend on forest products because they are 
poor and have no opportunity to engage in activities that would reduce their 
poverty. Poor people may not choose to rely on forest products for their survival if 
they have the choice. From this perspective, forest product dependency may 
function as a poverty trap, from which people will escape when they get a chance 
(Levang et al., 2005). 

The argument that poverty alleviation is needed in order to achieve forest 
conservation has been common since the 1980s. It is based on the view of poor 
farmers having no other options than to open up forest lands for agriculture, 
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focusing on basic needs for survival and lacking the means to invest in prevention 
of degradation. Moreover, the poor often lack rights to resources which may 
trigger over-harvesting (Millennium project, 2004). When this aspect is highlighted, 
poor farmers are portrayed as both villains and victims, with an emphasis on the 
latter. Some of the ways in which poverty alleviation could help to reduce pressure 
on forests are: (i) decreased dependence on forest species for subsistence; (ii) 
improved education leads to greater awareness regarding the risks of environmental 
degradation; (iii) improved rights to natural resources reduces the risk of 
overexploitation; (iv) better access to modern energy decreases dependence on fuel 
wood; and (v) increased importance of non-farm employment leads to the point 
where non-farm activities are more attractive than agricultural expansion 
(Millennium Project, 2004; Sunderlin et al., 2005).  

The previous argument assumes that increased incomes will result in better 
conservation outcomes. Income increases can, however, also be invested in 
agricultural expansion (Angelsen and Kaimowitz, 2001; Demmer and Overman, 
2001). Indeed, studies at regional and national levels in tropical countries often 
show that poverty reduction is associated with forest conversion rather than 
conservation (Wunder, 2001). Roads and market integration, for example, may 
have a positive impact on incomes but tend to have negative impact on forest 
cover (Kaimowitz and Angelsen, 1998). The relation between income and forest 
cover is, however, not clear-cut. Historical evidence from Europe and Northern 
America, and recent data on increasing forest cover in China and some other Asian 
countries – known as Forest Transitions9 – suggests a positive relation between 
income and forest cover (Mather, 2007). The theory of the ‘Environmental 
Kuznets curve’ predicts that countries go through a process that starts with the 
exploitation of natural resources during initial stages of development, which is then 
followed by a phase of conservation when the country has reached a certain level 
of development. The relationship between income and forest cover would 
therefore look like an inverted U-curve (Bhattarai and Hammig, 2004). There is a 
lot of discussion going on with regard to ‘forest transitions’ and the Environmental 
Kuznets Curve (EKC). For example, Sunderlin et al. (2005) state that, even if the 
EKC would apply to developing countries, most forest will be lost before current 
developing countries reach the turning point. Also, it can be argued that the more 
countries develop, the more they will import forest products from other countries. 
Furthermore, though a country may show increased forest cover, it does not mean 

                                            
9 Rudel et al. (2005) identify two types of forest transitions. First there is the economic development 
path, where the forest transition is induced by economic development. Second there is the forest 
scarcity path, where the forest transition is induced by increased scarcity of forest products. 
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that biodiversity is conserved, e.g. when natural forest has been replaced with 
monoculture plantations.  

As shown above, the linkages between poverty, wealth, environmental degradation 
and conservation are complex and there are no clear one-way causal links. Each of 
these relationships may be true in some cases and false in others. Fisher et al. (2005: 
11) write, “… in the absence of widely applicable causal patterns, addressing poverty and 
conservation linkages will inevitably be more of an art — requiring creativity and flexibility — 
than an exact science.” Some assertions have been more popular than others. The idea 
that forest conservation and poverty alleviation are inseparable objectives has been 
attractive, but the same cannot be said of the idea that poverty alleviation leads to 
forest destruction.  

1.3.4  Forest governance and property rights 

Forest governance is about how, and to what ends, forests are managed, how 
decisions on forest use are taken, who are involved in these decisions and what is 
done to enforce forest laws and policies on the ground (Ros-Tonen, 2006). Forest 
governance relates not only to the regulatory frameworks set by national 
governments but also to all arrangements and decisions regarding forest use in 
which communities, NGOs, companies and governments at all levels participate. 
Forms of forest governance are increasingly hybrid, multilevel and cross-sectoral 
(Ros-Tonen et al., 2008; Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). In forest governance, the role 
of non-state actors has been on the increase and this has reduced the dominance of 
central governments. Nonetheless, regulations by central governments remain key 
to understanding (and influencing) the way forest resources are used. Kanninen et 
al. (2007) highlight the following three elements of forest governance by central 
states that negatively affect the way forests are managed: (i) a lack of secure 
property rights resulting in unsustainable exploitation; (ii) non-transparent decision 
making regarding the allocation of state forest resources and associated rent-
seeking behaviour by (economic and political) elites; and (iii) inappropriate forest 
laws and weak law enforcement capacity. Particularly the first element – property 
rights – has received ample attention in recent decades, from scholars as well as 
practitioners and policymakers. Today, tenure regulation continues to be one of the 
most important points on the conservation and development agenda. Many of the 
discussions on the relationship between forest conservation and poverty alleviation 
identify clear and secure property rights as a main condition to achieving 
sustainable forest management (Lynch and Talbott, 1995; Peluso, 1996; Colfer and 
Byron, 2001; Pandit and Thapa, 2003; Ribot and Peluso, 2003; White and Martin, 
2002).  
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As part of the attention for the role of local people in conservation in the 1980s 
and 1990s, the idea that granting, recognising or improving local property rights 
over forest resources would contribute to more sustainable management became 
widely adopted. More recently, attention has moved beyond property rights 
towards the wider concepts of ‘decentralisation’ and ‘devolution’, although 
property rights remain a key feature in these discussions. Here I introduce property 
rights in relation to forest management. Decentralisation and devolution are dealt 
with in some detail in Chapter 4.  

Over the last couple of decades, property rights for local people have been 
promoted on two grounds. First, Community Based Organisations (CBOs), Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and researchers have been drawing attention 
to the fact that state authorities often deny local people access to forest resources. 
Property rights are therefore regarded as a justice issue (e.g. Zerner, 2000). Second, 
well-defined and secure property rights have been promoted as a key condition for 
achieving sustainable management of natural resources, as they would ensure that 
managers can capture the benefits of management and protect the resources from 
overexploitation. This line of reasoning is well-known from Garrett Hardin, who 
published ‘the tragedy of the commons’ in 1968, and who argued that natural 
resources will be overexploited if they are neither under private ownership nor 
under effective state control. Individuals would overexploit such ‘open access’ 
resources based on the assumption that, if they do not do it themselves, others will 
(Hardin, 1968). Hardin’s theory has been criticised on the basis of the argument 
that, in practice and in the absence of private ownership and central state control, 
there are often other types of access rules. Evidence from the field was used to 
claim that ‘the commons’ are often managed by the people who have a history of 
depending on these resources as ‘common property’ rather than treating them as 
‘open-access resources’ (e.g. Feeny et al., 1990; Ostrom, 1990). Scholars studying 
common property (with Elinor Ostrom as one of the central figures) have 
distinguished between common pool resources and common property regimes. 
Common pool recourses are resources with the following two characteristics: (i) 
exclusion of beneficiaries is difficult; and (ii) exploitation by one user reduces 
resource availability for others, known as subtractability (Ostrom et al., 1999). 
Common property regimes are the systems that govern how group members access 
these common pool resources (Johnson, 2004).10  

                                            
10 Henley (2005a; 2008) argues that common property institutions are typically based on some form of 
coercive regulations by enforcing authority, like indigenous aristocrats. 
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While discussions on the complexities of common property regimes have been 
taking place amongst academics11, conservation and development institutions 
adopted the concept of ‘property rights’. ICDPs and buffer zone projects often 
included a component which involved the recognition and formalisation of local 
customary systems through some form of land titling. However, efforts to grant 
private or collective property rights have not always yielded the desired outcomes. 
Neumann (1997) notes that land titling sometimes threatens security when it fails 
to address the complexity of the existing system and competing claims. Ben White 
(quoted in World Bank, 2007a) argues that neither a ‘return to customary law’, nor 
land titling and privatisation will automatically have pro-poor outcomes. Instead, 
they may have adverse effects for the poor, unless the interests of the weakest are 
protected. Formal recognition of customary tenure may formalise and fixate 
existing inequalities, while privatisation and land titling may allow elite groups to 
obtain most of the lands. In addition, the relationship between tenure and 
deforestation is ambiguous. Secure tenure over a forest area does not mean the 
landowner will leave the area forested. This will depend on the possibilities – 
conversion to crops may be more attractive (Chomitz, 2007). Moreover, 
deforestation can be a way to claim land and secure tenure (Schneider, 1995).  

For a proper understanding of the role of tenure, it is important to distinguish 
between different forms of property rights. Dietz (1996) distinguishes between 
three types of natural resource-related rights: the right to own resources, the right 
to use resources and the right to intervene in resources situations. Schlager and 
Ostrom (1992) distinguish between five types of property rights (Table 1.4). The 
right of access is the right to enter an area and enjoy non-subtractive use (e.g. 
recreation). The right of withdrawal is the right to use resources and extract products. 
The right of management is the right to regulate internal use patterns and transform 
the resource by making improvements. The right of exclusion is the right to determine 
who will have access and withdrawal rights. And, finally, the right of alienation is the 
right to sell or lease management or exclusion rights. In addition to these five 
categories, there are squatters, i.e., individuals who have no rights relating to the 
resource, but who use the resource at the risk of actions by others who do have 
rights over those resources (Schlager & Ostrom, 1992). 

                                            
11 Johnson (2004) points to the tension that exists between, what he calls ‘collective action scholars’ 
who encourage collective action to govern commons, and what he calls ‘entitlement scholars’ who 
emphasise the struggles and inequalities associated with formal and informal forms of property 
regimes.  
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Table 1.6. Bundles of rights associated with positions 
 Owner Proprietor Claimant Authorised user Authorised 

entrant 
Access X X X X X 
Withdrawal X X X X  
Management X X X   
Exclusion X X    
Alienation  X     
Source: Adapted from Schlager and Ostrom, 1992. 

 

Schlager and Ostrom (1992: 251) make two more observations. First, they highlight 
the difference between having a right, and participating in the definition of a right. 
In other words, those who have certain rights may not be entitled to make the 
decisions concerning the rights. Second, they highlight the difference between de 
jure rights (when rights are granted and enforced by a government, and are thus 
subject to formal legal institutions) and de facto rights (when the rights are not 
recognised by government authorities). When de jure and de facto rights exist in 
relation to the same resource, they may overlap, complement, or conflict with each 
other. When challenged, de facto rights are less secure than de jure rights (Schlager 
and Ostrom, 1992). 

1.4  Non-timber forest product trade 

The term NTFP literally comprises all tangible products from forest origin, except 
timber, and includes a wide range of products, such as rattan, resins, essential oils, 
latex, nuts, spices, fruits, seeds, leaves, game, fish, birds, eggs, and honey (Ros-
Tonen et al., 1995). In this thesis, the term NTFP is used in its broadest sense, i.e., 
including non-timber wood products, and including managed and cultivated 
products from forest origin. The term ‘NTFP production’ is used to refer both to 
the extraction of wild NTFPs and NTFP cultivation. See Belcher (2003) for a 
discussion of the definition of the term NTFP and how different groups use the 
term in different ways to suit their purpose. 

In the late 1980s, influential studies, such as the one by Peters et al. (1989), 
suggested that harvesting NTFPs in tropical forests could generate higher revenues 
than logging. In the following years, interest in NTFPs grew spectacularly, based 
on three propositions: (i) NTFPs are important for local livelihoods and NTFP 
trade offers opportunities for development; (ii) NTFP extraction is less 
environmentally destructive than logging or agriculture; and (iii) increasing the 
commercial value of NTFPs will add value to the standing forest and will as such 
provide an incentive to maintain the forest (Arnold and Ruiz Pérez, 2001). The idea 
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that trade in forest products could lead to rural development without 
environmental destruction was picked up by environmental non-governmental 
organisations, donors and development agencies, and NTFP commercialisation 
became a key concept in many ICDPs. Development of NTFP trade was widely 
considered to be the win-win solution. 

A lot of studies focused on non-timber forest products (see Neumann and Hirsch, 
2000; Arnold and Ruiz Pérez, 2001; Ros-Tonen and Wiersum, 2005 for reviews). 
Most publications tempered the expectations. Some commentators criticised the 
economics of the Peters et al. (1989) study (e.g. Sheil and Wunder, 2002). Other 
studies found that NTFP values were much more modest (e.g. Godoy et al., 2000). 
Even so, enthusiasm for the approach has continued to grow even into the present, 
in line with the growing attention of the international community for the potential 
of markets to contribute to conservation and development objectives (Scherr et al., 
2003; Ferrand et al., 2004).  

Despite the large number of studies and projects that deal with NTFPs, people’s 
understanding of the role and potential of NTFPs to contribute to livelihood and 
conservation objectives remained limited. Most research efforts were case studies, 
with little potential to make generalisations. Furthermore, research and 
development approaches have differed greatly as regards focus, scale, approach and 
methods (Godoy et al., 1993; Arnold and Ruiz Pérez, 1996; Marshall et al., 2003, 
Belcher et al., 2005a; Ros-Tonen and Wiersum, 2005). Anthropologists, biologists, 
economists and geographers have all taken an interest in NTFPs, but have asked 
different questions and used widely different methods to answer those questions. 

1.4.1  The Global Case Comparison project 

To bring order to the chaos of NTFP case study results, the Center for 
International Forestry Research (CIFOR)12 initiated a collaborative research project 
in order to compare a large number of NTFP case studies using a standardised 
method. This comparative research forms the basis of the work presented in this 
dissertation. The project aimed to find patterns among cases and develop a 
typology of NTFP cases, identify the opportunities and constraints offered by 
NTFPs and identify which case characteristics are associated with certain types of 

                                            
12 The Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) is one of the 15 Centers of the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) and conducts research with the 
aim being to help to conserve forests and improve the livelihoods of people in the tropics. CIFOR, 
with its headquarters in Bogor, Indonesia, operates in more than 30 countries and receives 
contributions from over 50 governments and funding agencies. 
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environmental and livelihood outcomes. The project was funded by the United 
Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID), with additional 
funding from the Dutch Government, the European Union and CIFOR core 
funding. Officially titled ‘Guiding Investment in Forest Products Conservation and 
Development’, but more often referred to as the ‘global case comparison’, the 
project ran between 1999 and 2005.13 The research approach was based on the idea 
that there was already a huge amount of information from many case studies and 
development projects but that the information needed to be standardised to enable 
comparison and generalisation. The research project built on the method 
developed by Ruiz Pérez and Byron (1999) and used a production-to-consumption 
system (PCS) approach (Belcher, 1998) to examine everything from the production 
of raw material through processing and marketing. The project was designed as a 
collaborative activity with a large number of contributors, each bringing knowledge 
of and expertise from a particular case.  

First, a detailed methodology was developed and published (Belcher and Ruiz 
Pérez, 2001). Then research collaborators and their cases were identified and 
selected. The criteria for selection were: (i) the forest product has significant 
demonstrated trade value; (ii) the PCS has been researched and documented; and 
(iii) there is an individual or team of experts willing to complete the case 
documentation and to participate in the comparative analysis. The selection 
procedure resulted in a core group of 54 research collaborators from 47 institutions 
in 27 countries, presenting a total of 61 cases – 21 cases from Asia, 17 from Africa 
and 23 from Latin America (see Annex 1).14 Research collaborators came from 
various disciplines and included university professors, government researchers, 
students, and NGO staff. 

In the first phase of the project the cases were described by the research 
collaborators in qualitative and quantitative ways. The qualitative descriptions were 
prepared as narrative reports describing key elements of each PCS. The narratives 
were organised to present a standard set of information to support the comparative 
analysis, but the authors also included detailed descriptions and analyses of 

                                            
13 CIFOR had already been working on NTFPs for quite some time, starting with the publication of 
‘A Conceptual Framework for CIFOR's Research on Non-Wood Forest Products’ by Ruiz Pérez (1995). 
A 1995 workshop involving researchers in the field resulted in the publication ‘Current Issues in Non-
Timber Forest Products Research’ edited by Ruiz Pérez and Arnold (1996), which framed the issues 
and set the direction towards an analytical framework. In 1998 CIFOR published ‘Incomes from the 
Forest’ edited by Wollenberg and Ingles, comparing practical methods for evaluating the options for 
forest-based livelihoods. The book ‘Commercialization of Non-Timber Forest Products’ by Neumann 
and Hirsch (2000) reviewed and analysed the research to date on NTFP commercialisation issues. 
14 The selection of cases is not a random sample of commercial NTFP cases. Instead, the selection of 
cases reflects the interest of a large group of researchers. 
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particular issues and opportunities in their own cases. The 61 reports (involving a 
total of 108 authors) were reviewed by collaborators within the project and 24 
external reviewers. They have been published in three edited volumes (Kusters and 
Belcher, 2004; Sunderland and Ndoye, 2004; Alexiades and Shanley, 2004). 
Researchers involved in the project also wanted to reach an audience beyond the 
scientific and conservation and development communities and, therefore, the cases 
were also published in three illustrated volumes aimed at a general audience (López 
and Shanley 2004a; 2004b; 2004c). 

Quantitative descriptions of the cases were prepared using a standardised set of 
variables (‘descriptors’), based on the methodology developed by Belcher and Ruiz 
Pérez (2001). Each case was documented on a data sheet, using 114 nominal, 
ordinal, interval and ratio variables organised in categories describing various 
aspects of the PCS. The quantitative data set was then explored to find patterns, 
identify key context variables, and create a typology of cases. The main results of 
the analyses of the descriptors were published in Ruiz Peréz et al. (2004) and in 
Belcher et al. (2005a). The main lessons from the analysis are also captured in a 
short video that can be viewed at http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/publications/ 
ntfpsite/docs/video.htm. Below I will summarise the main results of the first part 
of the research – the analysis of the descriptors and narratives. The information 
presented is largely based on Ruiz Pérez et al. (2004), Belcher et al. (2005a) and 
Belcher and Kusters (2004).  

1.4.2  A typology of household economic strategies 

Usual classifications of NTFPs are based on the ecological features (e.g. palms, 
bamboo, rattan), or on functional categories (e.g. medicinal and aromatic plants, 
bush meat, woodcarving) and often do not say much about the characteristics of 
the PCS and the conservation and development potential. One of the main aims of 
the research was therefore to develop a more useful typology of cases. In search of 
a classification of different types of cases, Ruiz Pérez et al. (2004) explored the 
relationship between the level of integration into the cash economy and the 
contribution of the forest product to the total (subsistence plus cash) household 
income (Figure 1.2). They found three typical groups of cases: (i) low contribution 
of the product to the total household income in combination with low integration 
into the cash economy; (ii) low contribution of the product to the total household 
income, in combination with high integration into the cash economy; and (iii) high 
contribution of the product to the total household income, in combination with 
high integration into the cash economy.  
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Figure 1.2. Regression of integration into cash economy against product contribution 
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Note: The numbers refer to the cases mentioned in Annex 1. 
Source: Adapted from Ruiz Pérez et al., 2004. 

 

Belcher et al. (2005a) further classified these groups based on whether the product 
is cultivated (more than 50% of the production comes from a cultivated source) or 
not cultivated (less than 50% of the production comes from a cultivated source). 
The resulting five groups15 showed clear relationships with other variables and 
were used for further analysis. Each group of cases is characterised by the role of 
the NTFP in the household economy. The groups are: 

 Subsistence group: The NTFP contributes little to the total household income 
(cash and subsistence), but is the main or the only source of cash income. Cases 
are situated in remote areas, with limited infrastructure and low population 
densities, and the product is often extracted from de facto open-access lands.  

 Supplementary group: The NTFP contributes less than 50% to the total household 
income, and the households are well integrated into the cash economy The 
NTFP is collected from the wild and supplements the household’s income, 
often in times when other sources of income are low. 

                                            
15 In the group of cases with low product contribution and low integration into the cash economy, 
only one case was not based on wild-harvested resources, and this was therefore treated as one group. 
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 Integrated group: Similar to the supplementary group, the NTFP contributes less 
than 50% to the household’s cash income and households are well integrated 
into the cash economy. In the integrated group, however, the product is 
cultivated and integrated into a diverse set of income earning activities. 
Production takes place predominantly on private lands and markets are mostly 
local.  

 Specialised extraction group: The NTFP contributes more than 50% to the 
household’s income and the households are well integrated into the cash 
economy. The product is harvested from the wild, is often of high value and 
traded regionally or internationally. 

 Specialised cultivation group: The NTFP species is cultivated in intensively managed 
systems and contributes more than 50% to the household’s income. Integration 
into the cash economy is high. Cultivation is mostly on private lands and 
markets tend to be well developed – often international. This group includes 
products with relatively high yields per hectare, e.g. managed single-species 
plantations using high yielding varieties, fertilisers and irrigation.  

 

Though the sample of cases included in the analysis does not provide a truly 
random sample of all NTFPs, the analysis showed clear differences between Asian, 
African and Latin American cases. Most notably, African cases tend to fall into the 
subsistence category, whereas the specialised categories are relatively common 
among the Asian cases. These patterns are indicative of broader regional features, 
i.e., the relatively poor conditions in Africa, and the existence of better-developed 
markets in Asia (Ruiz Pérez et al., 2004; Belcher et al., 2005a).  

1.4.3  Raw material production 

In the typology presented above, resource management is a key characteristic. 
There is a continuum of options available for the production of any biological 
resource, ranging from pure ‘extraction’, where naturally occurring resources are 
harvested without any management, all the way to intensified management in 
plantations or greenhouses. Sometimes wild resources are managed, for example by 
weeding around desired plants. Management of the wild resource may increase 
both the quantity and quality of the product (e.g. Boaz, 2004). In the typology such 
managed products are classified as non-cultivated products. 

Production systems that are based on naturally regenerating resources, without 
further management, are most susceptible to resource depletion, in particular when 
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more households become involved in harvesting in response to a new opportunity 
(e.g. a new market or increasing prices) or need (e.g. contracting economies or 
drought). Moreover, the biology of the resource (e.g. abundance and regeneration 
capacity of the targeted part of the resource), determines the vulnerability to over-
harvesting. Some species regenerate slowly after harvest, while others respond with 
more vigorous growth. Pressure on the target population can also be indirect. The 
harvest of fruits may, for example, affect the reproduction of the tree. There are 
also cases when the harvesting technique compromises future availability. 
Examples of such deleterious harvesting practices are the removal of the topsoil 
layer when looking for mushrooms (Chen Ying Long, 2004), the cutting of mature 
trees for their fruits (Rai, 2004), and the digging up of roots for their oil content 
(Rohadi, 2004).  

NTFP cultivation is generally encouraged by a strong demand. Confidence in the 
market is important as cultivation requires an investment. Higher demand (and 
price) provides an incentive for increasing production, for example through 
intensifying management (Homma, 1992).16 Cultivation tends to be on private 
lands (Ruiz Pérez et al., 2004). The relationship between NTFP cultivation and 
tenure can work in two ways. On the one hand, some form of secure tenure may 
be a precondition for investing in cultivation, for ensuring that investments in 
planting and managing long-lived species can be recouped. On the other hand, 
cultivation is sometimes used to mark ownership and establish tenure (e.g. 
Aubertin, 2004a and b; Foppes, 2004). 

Many of the NTFP management systems that are based on non-cultivated 
resources are located on state lands. These systems are vulnerable, because 
conflicts may arise when government-sanctioned land uses (e.g. forest concessions 
or plantations) compete with traditional uses. In recent years a lot of governments 
have formulated policies to formalise people’s access to NTFPs. Rights can be 
granted to individuals or households (e.g. An Van Bay, 2004) or to communities 
(e.g. Fearnside, 1989; Ruiz Pérez et al., 2005). Efforts to reform land ownership and 
use rights for local people are promising (Scherr et al., 2003). At the same time it is 
important to bear in mind that many of these systems include restrictions, for 
example on cutting commercial timber (e.g. Boaz, 2004). Moreover, as Scherr et al. 
(2003) note, the highest quality forests usually remain in the hands of governments 
or large-scale enterprises. Although tenure regulations may look good on paper, 
they may not be as effective in practice. All too often, regulations are designed on 

                                            
16 Homma (1992) predicts that increasing commercial demand for a forest product will first cause 
output to expand and that this will then lead to a decline in natural stocks which, in turn, will lead to 
rising prices and subsequently to the substitution and/or domestication of the product. 
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the basis of unrealistic assumptions, lack proper implementation and procedures 
are onerous (e.g. Palis, 2004). Moreover, the establishment of formal user rights 
does not automatically lead to sustainable harvest of the target species. Foppes et al. 
(2004) describe how, despite extraction rights and community-defined rules 
regarding quantity and quality of harvest, high demand still results in rapid 
depletion of the resource.  
 

 

Box 1.4. Integration of NTFPs into fallow lands 

Sometimes NTFPs are planted in fallow lands, as part of a shifting cultivation cycle. 
Valuable products such as cardamom, paper mulberry and rattan are planted with field 
crops or after their harvest, and mature when the field is left fallow. Perennial species 
requiring little management are particularly suitable for such extensive cultivation 
systems. Domestication in fallow systems may even result in permanent agroforests. 
The damar gardens in southern Sumatra – the focus of Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 8 of this 
dissertation – were a result of shifting cultivation systems. The result is complex 
agroforestry gardens that feature a mix of planted and self-established plants with high 
biodiversity and processes comparable to natural forests that produce and reproduce 
without much human input (De Foresta et al., 2004). 
 

 

1.4.4  Processing, trade chains and demand 

Post-harvest storage and treatment (such as drying) can extend the economic life of 
the harvest, which reduces the urgency for selling and allows for the collection of 
larger volumes, and can as such give producers more bargaining power (Belcher 
and Schreckenberg, 2003). Processing the raw material into semi-final or final 
products adds value and can therefore be an attractive way of earning additional 
income. However, for small-scale producers to take advantage of processing 
possibilities, the technology must be affordable (Clay, 1992; Arnold et al., 1994). 
Even when the technology does not require any investment, processing is not 
necessarily a good option for small-scale raw material producers because it may 
lead to high opportunity costs. Care is needed with interventions to promote (more 
advanced) processing at the level of NTFP producers, not least because the 
possibilities for effectively competing with existing processing industries may be 
limited. 

Likewise, interventions to promote ‘direct linkages’ between NTFP producers and 
end users are susceptible to failure. It is common in the NTFP literature to see 
middlemen being accused of exploiting producers and taking excessive profits. The 
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typical recommendation is to try and bypass the middleman, or to ‘shorten the 
trade chain’. Indeed, traders have market advantages and they certainly use those 
advantages where they can. By offering advance payments and longer-term loans, 
traders secure the loyalty of producers and lower buying prices. Producers, on the 
other hand, often have disadvantages that translate into weak bargaining power: 
open access resources, remote locations, small product quantities, poor knowledge 
of prices and quality requirements and poor storage facilities. Having said that, 
traders tend to play critically important roles, especially in the less developed and 
more remote systems. Most obviously, they provide or arrange for transport to get 
the product to the market. They provide market connections and market 
information, take care of grading and sorting, provide credit (often in the form of 
advance payments on future harvests) and provide the valuable service of collecting 
the small quantities of products from numerous individual producers to aggregate 
marketable quantities. Traders deal with bureaucratic requirements, including 
official permits and unofficial payments (bribes), which are so often required to 
transport NTFPs to market. They also absorb the considerable risk of shipments 
being lost, confiscated, or perishing en route and of falling prices in unpredictable 
markets. For these reasons, interventions aimed to cut out the middlemen are often 
simplistic and unrealistic. 

Changes in demand, whether in an upward or downward direction, are driven by a 
wide range of factors. For example, changes in accessibility and transportation 
possibilities have huge impacts on forest product markets. Technological 
innovations can replace natural products or, conversely, create new uses for natural 
products. What is more, consumers’ preferences change over time. García 
Fernández (2004), for example, explains that the demand for benzoin (a resin 
produced by Styrax trees in Sumatra) has decreased because rituals that use benzoin 
incense have become less common and younger generations of Indonesians prefer 
modern cigarettes to the traditional cigarettes that use benzoin. The expanding 
domestic demand for oak mushrooms in South Korea is related to a popular 
perception that they are a ‘natural’ food free of chemicals (Youn Yeo Chang, 2004). 
Future demand for many forest products may depend on such niche markets, but 
new markets may be fickle (e.g. Rai, 2004).  
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1.4.5  NTFP trade – the win-win solution?  

Since the early 1990s onwards, the commercialisation of NTFPs has been widely 
supported as an approach to reconcile conservation and development objectives. 
The NTFP-based approach carries elements of a neo-populist discourse, as it 
emphasizes the role and potential of local people. The approach fitted perfectly in 
the leading conservation discourse of the 1990s, i.e., attention for the role of local 
people in combination with a focus on the possibilities of the market to work in 
favour of both people and the environment and it therefore belongs in the lower 
left cell of Table 1.1. NTFP trade was embraced by both researchers and 
practitioners and expectations were high.  

Nowadays there is plenty of information available from NTFP related projects and 
research and this is making it possible to take stock and assess the extent to which 
NTFP trade indeed leads to both forest conservation and rural development. On 
the basis of the first phase of the global case comparison project, Belcher et al. 
(2005a) question the development potential of NTFP trade. They write, “It is 
simplistic, and often wrong, to assume that because an NTFP is important to the poor, effort to 
develop it will help the poor. In practice, there may be severe constraints that make it difficult to 
move beyond the stage of wild gathering” (Belcher et al., 2005a: 1446). With regard to the 
potential of NTFP trade to contribute to conservation objectives they write, “One 
objective of many NTFP-support projects is to encourage biodiversity conservation. But successful 
NTFP development may have the opposite effect. Better markets, improved infrastructure, higher 
product demand/prices lead to increased harvesting and overexploitation. The species resource can 
be maintained or enhanced through intensified management where local conditions permit (notably 
land tenure), but this may lead to erosion of biodiversity as natural systems are transformed” 
(Belcher et al., 2005a: 1447). The relation between NTFP trade, development and 
conservation therefore seems to be rather ambiguous. In this dissertation I examine 
in more detail the outcomes of NTFP commercialisation on livelihoods and the 
environment. 

1.5  Research objectives and structure 

1.5.1  Background 

This dissertation is based on research I conducted as a ‘Associate Professional 
Officer’ (a post funded by the Dutch government) at the Center for International 
Forestry Research (CIFOR) between September 2002 and December 2006. One of 
my tasks at CIFOR was to implement the second phase of the global case 
comparison project. This part of the project became known as the ‘global 
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outcomes assessment’ and its aim was to assess the effects of NTFP trade for the 
cases included in the comparison. Then, when the project was completed in 2005, I 
was given the opportunity to design and implement a case study building on the 
results of the global outcomes assessment. I chose to focus on the case of damar 
cultivation in the Krui area of Sumatra, Indonesia for reasons I explain below. In 
May 2006 I joined the Amsterdam institute for Metropolitan and International 
Development Studies (AMIDSt) of the University of Amsterdam to write a PhD 
dissertation on the basis of my CIFOR work. At AMIDSt, I continued the analysis 
of data that I had gathered in Indonesia, and focussed on writing journal articles. 
This dissertation brings together is a collection of my writings on the ‘global 
outcomes assessment’ and the Krui case study. While all research was done during 
my time with CIFOR, most of the writing was done at AMIDSt.  

1.5.2  Structure of the dissertation and research questions 

The thesis consists of two complementary components. The first part (Chapter 2 
and 3) reports on the global outcomes assessment. The second part (Chapter 4-8) 
focuses on the Krui case. Chapters 3, 6, 7, and 8 were written as articles for peer-
reviewed journals. The original texts have been slightly adapted to avoid overlap 
between the chapters in this thesis. 

The non-commercial value of NTFPs receives little attention, which does not mean 
that this is not important. Forest food can, for example, mean the difference 
between life and death in times of crisis, and NTFPs may have important cultural 
and religious functions. I focus, however, exclusively on tradable NTFPs, because 
the research was designed to explore the assumption that supporting NTFP trade 
will contribute to conservation and development objectives. This assumption has 
been the basis of the widespread interest and investments in the NTFP sector. It 
has been, and still is, a powerful idea that needs testing. The overall research 
question is: To what extent, and under which conditions, does commercial NTFP 
production contribute to conservation and development objectives? 

Global outcomes assessment 

The global outcomes assessment was the last phase of the global case comparison 
project and aimed to identify the conditions under which NTFP trade has positive 
or negative livelihood and environmental outcomes. The assessment was meant to 
complement the analysis of the descriptors (which has been described earlier) and 
involved a new round of data gathering. A draft assessment method was developed 
by the project leaders in an iterative process of discussions with research 
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collaborators. In collaboration with the project’s research team based in Indonesia, 
I finalised the method and oversaw the implementation and analysis of the 
assessment. Chapter 2 and 3 are both based on the global outcomes assessment 
and were written with the research team (Ramadhani Achdiawan, Brian Belcher 
and Manuel Ruiz Pérez) at the CIFOR headquarters in Bogor, Indonesia.  

The outcomes assessment was based on expert judgments, i.e., each research 
collaborator determined the outcomes of trade on livelihoods and the environment 
in his or her case. Two tools were developed to provide a systematic and 
comparable method to assess the effects of commercial production of a particular 
NTFP – one to assess outcomes on livelihoods, and one to assess outcomes on the 
environment. We obtained complete outcomes assessments for 55 cases. Chapter 2 
presents a detailed description of the used methods in the global outcomes 
assessment. 

The analysis presented in Chapter 3 shows that higher livelihood outcomes tend to 
be associated with lower environmental outcomes and vice versa. Some cases, 
however, present a more balanced trade-off. The case of the damar agroforests in 
the Krui area, Sumatra, Indonesia provided the best balance between conservation 
and development outcomes. In this case farmers gradually specialised in the 
cultivation of an NTFP, resulting in a complex agroforest system providing the 
main source of income to local communities, while providing a range of 
environmental functions associated with forest, including relatively high levels of 
biodiversity. The second part of my research will focus more intently on this case. 

Krui case study 

I chose the case of damar resin production in the Krui area of Sumatra, Indonesia, 
for several reasons. First, as already mentioned, after comparing the outcomes of 
all cases included in the global outcomes assessment, the Krui case came closest to 
what one would call a win-win scenario. This result is in line with the growing 
interest in the potential contribution of agroforestry systems to reconcile 
conservation and development objectives (Garrity, 2004; Schroth et al., 2004a; 
Wiersum, 2004). Second, the global outcomes assessment found a strong 
relationship between security of tenure and sustainability of NTFP production 
systems, but did not capture the great diversity in rights and obligations associated 
with tenure regulations. I therefore wanted to use the case study to analyse the role 
of tenure in NTFP production systems in greater depth.17 Rights to manage NTFP 

                                            
17 The impact of different types of land tenure arrangements on people’s access to assets forms an 
important field of study, particularly for geographers (Dietz, 1996).  
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production systems on state lands in the Krui area were formally recognised by the 
Indonesian government in 1998 with the issuing of a special decree known as the 
KdTI-Krui decree (Fay et al., 1998; Fay and de Foresta, 1998), which made this case 
well-suited to a study of the impact of a tenure regime change on the feasibility and 
sustainability of NTFP domestication. Third, the Krui case had been studied 
intensively in the 1990s, and this provided me with the opportunity to build on 
previous research results and assess the dynamics over time.  

In Chapter 4, I give a short introduction to forest issues in Indonesia with specific 
attention to developments in forest-related state regulation. The emphasis is on 
some of the more recent developments related to forest governance and property 
rights. In Chapter 5 I introduce the damar agroforest system, the study area and the 
methods used. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 are used to present the results of the case study. 

Chapter 6 describes how the 1998 KdTI-Krui decree came about and explores its 
impact on land use and people’s sense of security, based on field work and satellite 
image interpretation. Chapter 7 and 8 both deal with changes in the Krui area 
between 1995 and 2004. As mentioned before, the Krui case had been intensively 
researched in the 1990s. Among the researchers active in the area at that time were 
CIFOR colleagues Eva Wollenberg and Ani Nawir. In 1996 they conducted a 
household survey in three villages, focussing on household incomes in the previous 
year (1995) and agroforest management. They granted me access to their survey 
data – which gave me the opportunity to repeat the survey in 2005 (collecting data 
for 2004) and compare the results over a nine-year time span. 

In Chapter 7 I use the household data for 1995 and 2004 to explore the hypothesis 
that diverse agroforest systems are transitional phases that will continue to develop 
into intensively managed monocultures (Potter, 2004; Belcher et al., 2005b). I tried 
to capture one of the key messages of this chapter in a short film – a portrait of 
one farmer in the south of the research area.18 Besides illustrating the dynamic 
character of the land-use system, the film also raises questions concerning the 
trade-offs between conservation and development. The film (12 minutes) can be 
viewed on the DVD that is included with the book. It can also be viewed at: 
http://www.geobrief.tv/movies/forestgarden.html. 

Chapter 8 also addresses changes over time, but focuses on the role of non-farm 
activities in relation to farming and agricultural wage labour. This perspective 
presents a break with the previous chapters, as it does not explicitly deal with 

                                            
18 The World Agroforestry Center (ICRAF) has shown the film several times at the COP13 – the UN 
conference on climate change in Bali, December 2007. The film was also screened at the New York 
International Independent Film and Video Festival, 28 February - 6 March 2008.  
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NTFP systems. I chose this focus because, while analysing the changes in 
household incomes between 1995 and 2004, the non-farm sector struck me as 
particularly relevant for an understanding of the relationship between rural 
development and conservation. Households generally obtain income from several 
activities, all of which may have a direct or indirect, positive or negative impact on 
forest conservation. Thus, a complete understanding of the relationship between 
rural development and forest conservation requires a perspective that examines the 
forestry, agricultural and non-farm sectors. In Chapter 8, I describe the changes in 
income from non-farm activities and rural-urban migration. I also explore the 
relationship between income from non-land based activities and the size of 
agricultural landholdings with the aim being to understand the relationship between 
the non-farm sector and agricultural pressure on the neighbouring natural forest. 
Finally, in Chapter 9 I try to combine the insights from the global outcomes 
assessment and the case study, relating them to some of the concepts that have 
been presented in this chapter.  
 

 

Box 1.5. Research questions 

The main question is: To what extent, and under which conditions does commercial 
NTFP production contribute to conservation and development objectives? 

The research questions which form the basis of the analysis of the ‘global outcomes 
assessment’ are: 

1) How does NTFP trade influence access to livelihood assets? 
2) What are the environmental outcomes of NTFP trade? 
3) Which case characteristics are associated with positive and negative livelihood and 

environmental outcomes?  

The main research questions which form the basis of the analysis of the case study are: 

1) What are the effects of the KdTI-Krui decree on tenure security and land-use 
practices in the Krui area? 

2) To what extent, and why, is the importance of damar agroforestry changing over 
time, and how does this relate to conservation of the natural forest? 

3) How did the non-farm sector in the Krui area develop over time and what are the 
consequences for forest conservation? 

 

 


