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1. Intro duc tion

Over the last two decades, a con sid er able lit er a ture has 

emerged on the shift from cen tra lised to de cen tra lised man-

age ment of nat u ral resources, spe cif  cally the for ests in devel-

op ing coun tries. This reflects the exper i ments and pro grammes 

in com mu nity for estry or local for est man age ment that aim 

to empower local com mu ni ties, assign ing respon si bil ity or 

enabling devo lu tion. De cen trali sa tion in the for estry sec tor is 

con sid ered an effec tive alter na tive to the com mand and con trol 

approach towards for est man age ment, which in the past has led 

to the decline and deg ra da tion of for ests in devel op ing coun tries. 

It has been esti mated that by 2002 around 22% of devel op ing 

coun tries’ for ests were for mally under some form of de cen tra-

lised man age ment (White and Mar tin, 2002). Such notice able 

changes in devel op ing coun tries’ for estry sec tors took place dur-

ing the 1990s with the imple men ta tion of new for est pol i cies 

sup ported by facil i tat ing insti tu tional arrange ments at var i ous 

gov ern ment lev els. These pol i cies recog ni sed de cen trali sa tion as 

a fun da men tal instru ment for man ag ing and con serv ing for est 

resources. Now the ques tion that arises is: Are con di tions con du-

cive to effec tive de cen trali sa tion in the for estry sec tor?

In this study, we attempt to answer this ques tion in the con-

text of de cen trali sa tion in the for estry sec tor in the Phil ip pines. 

The study focuses on the Phil ip pines because of its rel a tively 

exten sive expe ri ence in for estry sec tor de cen trali sa tion (Pul-

hin et al., 2007). It has a rel a tively long his tory of for estry pro-

grammes that solicit broad pub lic par tic i pa tion, and more pol i cies 

and laws favour ing devo lu tion in for estry man age ment than any 

other Asian-Pacifc ‘devel op ing coun try’ (Baner jee, 2000). It uses 

a mix of dem o cratic, admin is tra tive, and fs cal de cen trali sa tion 

strat e gies in the nat u ral resources sec tor. A major approach to 

de cen trali sa tion in the Phil ip pines involves trans fer ring respon-

si bil i ties from the national gov ern ment to local gov ern ment units 

and local com mu ni ties. Gra in ger and Ma lay ang (2004, p. 11) 

sug gest that de cen trali sa tion in the Phil ip pines for estry sec tor 

con trib utes to “dem o crat i sa tion and plu ral i sa tion, by chang ing 

rela tion ships between vil lages, local and pro vin cial gov ern ments 

and the state”, and it is “as much a social exper i ment as a for-

est man age ment strat egy”. The Phil ip pines also has one of the 

larg est pro grammes espe cially under Com mu nity-based For est 

Man age ment (CBFM) pro jects. There are in all 5503 CBFM pro-

ject sites nation wide cov er ing around 5.97 m ha, and involv ing 

690,691 house holds and 2877 people’s or gan i sa tions. Around 

1577 sites are being man aged through CBFM Agree ments (Sta-

tis tics pro vided by CBFM Divi sion, For est Man age ment Bureau, 

The Phil ip pines), whereas in the remain ing sites dif fer ent ten-

ure arrange ments mainly intended for upland com mu ni ties are 
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being imple mented, such as Cer tif  cate of Stew ard ship Con tracts 

 (here af ter, stew ard ship con tracts) and Cer tif  cate of Ances tral 

Domain Claims (here af ter, ances tral domain).1

In the dis cus sion that fol lows, we exam ine the lit er a ture on 

de cen tra lised for est man age ment, outline how our study con trib-

utes to this lit er a ture, and elab o rate on the meth od ol ogy used to 

under take our study.

Early lit er a ture on de cen trali sed for est man age ment focused 

on com mu ni ties (vil lages, user groups, and also for mal and 

infor mal insti tu tions), prob a bly because of increased aca demic 

inter est in com mon prop erty resource man age ment (Ber kes, 

1989; Ostrom, 1990; Hob ley, 1996). How ever, recent lit er a ture is 

more con cerned with local gov er nance sys tems and down ward 

account abil ity of local author i ties (Lar son, 2002; Con tre ras, 2003; 

An ders son, 2004; Manor, 2004; Ri bot, 2004; Ri bot et al., 2006). 

This reflects the efforts of devel op ing-coun try gov ern ments par-

tic u larly in the 1990s to shift respon si bil i ties for resource man-

age ment to local gov ern ment units or municipal gov ern ments. 

There is a need for anal y sis of for est gov er nance above the com-

mu nity level (Agra wal and Gib son, 1999), and of struc tures and 

func tions of devolved for mal author i ties (An ders son, 2004) or 

local gov ern ment admin is tra tion (Groota ert and Nara yan, 2004). 

There is also a need to describe the polit i cal econ omy of social-

envi ron men tal inter ac tions in view of wide spread evi dence 

of brib ery and ille gal exchange in nat u ral resource man age-

ment (Rob bins, 2000). This is highly rel e vant in the con text of 

increased empha sis on de cen trali sa tion involv ing a num ber of 

actors and stake hold ers. Fur ther more, sev eral stud ies (e.g., Enters 

et al., 2000; Sun dar, 2001; Edm unds and  Wol len berg, 2003; Post 

and Snel, 2003; Mccar thy, 2004; Ny gren, 2005;  Ro sy adi et al., 

2005; Mvondo, 2006; Si kor and Thanh, 2006; Map edza, 2007) 

sug gest the emer gence of some com mon pat terns includ ing the 

pros and (mostly) cons of de cen tra lised for est man age ment and 

thereby empha sise that there remain crit i cal fea tures of de cen-

trali sa tion pro cesses that need atten tion. Based on such stud ies, 

we have con cluded that the nec es sary con di tions for achiev ing 

de cen trali sa tion are as fol lows. First, grant local com mu ni ties 

more access to for est resources (Post and Snel, 2003). This might 

be achieved by lim it ing the influ ence of polit i cal and eco nomic 

elites on de cen tra lised insti tu tions and hav ing state agents 

direct ben e fts to the intended ben e f cia ries, who are socially 

and eco nom i cally weaker (Lar son, 2002; Edm unds and Wol len-

berg, 2003; An ders son, 2004; Mvondo, 2006; Si kor and Thanh, 

2006). Sec ond, increase the influ ence of local com mu ni ties in the 

goal-set ting and deci sion-mak ing pro cesses (Enters et al., 2000; 

 Map edza, 2007), and enable local com mu ni ties to chal lenge tra-

di tional state author ity (Ny gren, 2005; Ro sy adi et al., 2005). This 

can be achieved by trans fer ring suf  cient author ity and set ting 

up appro pri ate insti tu tional arrange ments at the local level, and 

by over com ing “imag i na tive obsta cles [erected by cen tral gov-

ern ments] in the path of de cen tra lised insti tu tions and choices” 

(Ri bot et al., 2006, p. 1881). Third, estab lish account able insti-

tu tions at all lev els of gov ern ment (Ri bot et al., 2006) and hold 

the state account able for fail ures (Sun dar, 2001). Fourth, expose 

con flicts over resource inter ests (Mccar thy, 2004; Ny gren, 2005). 

Fifth, increase fnan cial and human resources for local gov ern-

ments that assign high pri or ity to for est resource devel op ment 

 1 CBFM Agree ments and stew ard ship con tracts are awarded to com mu ni ties and 

indi vid u als, respec tively, to use for est land for 25 years, renew able for another 25 

years. Under stew ard ship con tracts, allo cated areas require actual occu pa tion or 

pri vate devel op ment of for est land by indi vid u als prior to pro ject imple men ta tion. 

Ances tral domain includes indi vid ual and com mu nity-owned areas, but own er ship 

of the entire area is entrusted to the com mu nity. In this sense, ances tral domain 

and CBFM Agree ments involve col lec tive man age ment respon si bil ity, but ances tral 

domain is issued only to indig e nous people who have always lived in the same 

place. 

(Lar son, 2002; Post and Snel, 2003; An ders son, 2004; Ri bot et 

al., 2006).

How ever, the over all effec tive ness of de cen trali sa tion and 

the con di tions con du cive to effec tive imple men ta tion dif fer 

 sig nif  cantly from coun try to coun try. The dif fer ences may be 

related to the degree of devo lu tion of power in those places or 

their par tic u lar social, legal, and polit i cal con di tions. As such, 

there is need for fur ther research on de cen trali sa tion from a 

wider per spec tive, anal y sing the fac tors that facil i tate or con-

strain its effec tive ness. It is with this inten tion that this study 

assesses the effec tive ness of de cen trali sa tion reforms in the 

 Phil ip pines’s for estry sec tor.

Recent lit er a ture empha sises that more lev els of gov ern ment 

and a wide range of stake holder groups neces si tate study ing the 

inter ac tions of pro cesses at dif fer ent scales (e.g., Hoo ghe and 

Marks, 2003; Wil banks, 2005; Den gler, 2007). This applies to the 

de cen trali sa tion pro cesses in the for estry sec tor. For exam ple, in 

the Phil ip pines, besides the Depart ment of Envi ron ment and 

Nat u ral Resources and the National Com mis sion on  Indig e nous 

Peoples at the national level, pro vin cial gov ern ments (gov er nor 

as head), munic i pal i ties (mayor as head), ba rang ays (cap tain 

as head) and si tios,2 which con sti tute the hier ar chy of local 

 gov ern ment units, are involved in de cen trali sa tion pro cesses. In 

the lit er a ture, increas ing empha sis is also placed on the ‘local 

aspect’ of envi ron men tal pol icy as a key site for pol icy inter ven-

tion (e.g., Gibbs and Jonas, 2000). In spe cial cir cum stances, there 

is a need for con tex tu al i sa tion of gov er nance, which includes 

the inte gra tion of envi ron men tal con ser va tion with local insti-

tu tions, prac tices, and social struc tures to increase involve ment 

of local actors and to co-ordi nate pro grammes with the place in 

ques tion (Lej ano et al., 2007). De cen trali sa tion empow ers local 

people to deal with for est man age ment but does not pre scribe 

the appro pri ate strat e gies for achiev ing goals. In order to fur ther 

exam ine these issues, this study attempts to explore whether 

increas ing involve ment of gov ern ment at dif fer ent lev els affects 

de cen trali sa tion reforms and if site-spe cifc inter ven tions help 

de cen trali sa tion reforms.

We adopted a two-pronged meth od ol ogy for this study. To 

assess whether cur rent con di tions – pol i cies, insti tu tions, and pro-

grammes – are con du cive to effec tive de cen trali sa tion reforms in 

the Phil ip pines’s for estry sec tor, this study ana lysed the views of of-

cials of gov ern men tal agen cies, non-gov ern men tal  or gan i sa tions 

(NGOs), donor agen cies, and aca dem ics, and reviewed lit er a ture 

on for estry sec tor de cen trali sa tion in the Phil ip pines. To assess the 

site-spe cifc con di tions that facil i tate or hinder effec tive de cen trali-

sa tion and address the broader ques tion of when de cen trali sa tion 

is a suc cess and when it is a fail ure, this study anal y ses three case 

stud ies includ ing three Com mu nity-based For est Man age ment 

(CBFM) pro ject sites in Nu eva Viz caya Prov ince in the Phil ip pines. 

Actors, stake hold ers, and insti tu tions at dif fer ent loca tions and 

 lev els are ana lysed to fnd out what forces are driv ing and con-

strain ing de cen trali sa tion pro cesses. The results show that there 

are short com ings in the imple men ta tion of pol icy, insti tu tions, 

and pro grammes, and thereby empha sise that de cen trali sa tion pol-

icy and imple men ta tion in the Phil ip pines need improve ment. The 

results also show that on the one hand there are grass roots real i ties 

that slow or cause the fail ure of de cen trali sa tion reforms, while on 

the other hand there are some col lec tive com mu nity endeav ours 

and inter ven tions to secure local live li hoods that help de cen trali-

sa tion reforms and inspire pol icy mak ers. The results of this study 

are of inter est to vary ing degrees from a pol icy and programme 

imple men ta tion point of view for the Phil ip pines as well as other 

devel op ing coun tries fol low ing sim i lar paths of de cen trali sa tion.

 2 Si tios are sub-units of a bar an gay, although the small est recog ni sed polit i cal 

unit in the Phil ip pines is the bar an gay itself. 
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