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contain are an integral part of the infrastructure on which development depends. We know 

much more now about how people interact with and take decisions about forests and we must 

demonstrate that countries that have conserved and managed their forests have benefited 

substantially.  Given the rapidity by which climate change is manifesting itself and the impacts it 

will have on all our economies no country, neither rich nor poor, can afford to not look after 

their forests. 

Much as this may make sense to us, we have failed to convince a skeptical world and not 

everyone agrees that Sustainable Forest Management is a viable approach. Earlier this year at a 

preparatory meeting for the Copenhagen climate negotiations, Sustainable F
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Unsurprisingly, few people are willing to invest in the multiple benefits that forests deliver 

unless they are confident that have the right to be amongst the beneficiaries.  Perhaps we have 

failed to illustrate the powerful simplicity of this when it is put into action, however, time and 

again in IUCN’s Livelihoods and Landscapes Strategy we do see its logic in action. Just one 

example will suffice here, appropriately also from the Lao PDR. In the southern Champassak 

Province, in the corridor between two protected areas, we are facilitating the development of a 

locally-lead harvesting permit, fee and penalty system for Malva Nut harvesting from naturally 

regenerating forests. Previously people from outside of local communities dominated extraction 

and, with no incentive to maintain the flow of product from any particular location, they felled 

whole trees to aid collection and suppress competition from other collectors. Local access rights 

to Malva Nut trees, which were already defined, are now enforced and in target villages felling 

has been reduced to zero. The result is that local benefits are enhanced and simultaneously the 

functioning of a biological corridor is improved, although much still needs to be done to 

overcome marketing constraints that work against local people.  

A rights-based approach to Sustainable Forest Management puts forest owners, local 

communities and indigenous people, at the center of our concerns.  Combined, these groups 

own or manage an important amount of the world’s forest resources. However, lack of access to 

capital, outmoded regulatory frameworks, high transaction costs, fragmentation, weak 

managerial and technical capacity often leave communities poorly equipped to manage their 

forests sustainably. For this reason, The Forests Dialogue (TFD)
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Resilience relates to the capacity of forest ecosystems and forest dependent people to adapt to 

change. Resilience is generally seen as having three elements, persistence – the ability of the 

ecosystem to absorb shocks, adaptability – the ability of people to manage ecosystems and 

transformability – the capacity of people and nature to transform to new systems when 

ecological or socio-economic conditions make the existing system untenable.  

Properly managed forest landscapes can provide a wide range of ecosystem services that 

support sustainable livelihoods, conserve biodiversity and enable resilience. But in many places 

deforestation and forest degradation have reduced the ability of the landscape to provide a 

broad range of ecosystem services, and threatened livelihoods and biodiversity. Forest 

Landscape Restoration provides an innovative approach to building resilience by restoring 

forests, and if the 2004 tsunami convinces us of anything, it is that ecosystems are a key part of 

the infrastructure on which resilience is built.  

Quite clearly, forests have to compete in the landscape with other land uses – especially the 

need for land to grow food – forests cannot be seen in isolation from the overarching goal of 

feeding the world. A balance in a landscape has to be found by the people most directly 

concerned and this will not result in simple win-win situations- there will be negotiations and 

trade-offs between interests. However, often very simple measures are sufficient to remove the 
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It is widely accepted in international circles that forests play a major role in the carbon cycle. 

Currently the world is struggling not only over the long term challenges that climate change will 

have on economic growth (The Stern Review estimates that if we don’t act, the overall costs and 

risks of climate change will be equivalent to losing at least 5% of global GDP each year, now and 

forever, and possibly as much as 20%) but also how we can possibly realistically stabilize green-

house gasses within one decade.  There is a growing realization that forests are one of the few 

‘technologies’ that are immediately available, scalable and relatively cost effective to mitigate 

climate change.   Sustainable Forest Management has the potential to bridge the gap whilst 

other technologies are developed for reducing and removing emissions. The flawed argument 

that forest loss is inevitable as development proceeds is exposed:- economic development will 

be impaired if we do not reverse forest loss.  

To make REng 
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To conclude, climate change has catapulted forests onto the international agenda after years of 

languishing in the dusty corridors of UN meetings. We must seize this moment to promote the 

sustainable management of forests and to develop sustainable livelihoods for the people who 

depend on forests. As the TEEB study says, “In addition to their significant role in carbon capture 

and storage, tropical forests offer enormous potential to deliver other positive social and 

environmental outcomes” (TEEB, 2009). We must realize this potential.  

 

References 

Chomitz K M, (2007) At loggerheads? Agricultural Expansion, Poverty Reduction, and 

Environment in the Tropical Forests. The World Bank.


