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SUMMARY

The mixed outcomes of seemingly well-intentioned partnerships that try to create mutually beneficial agreements between local communities 
and private firms remain a puzzle. This study looks for answers to this puzzle by reviewing a large number of empirical studies in a wide vari-
ety of contexts. The kinds of local skills and expertise that are important for good timber concession management, how local people and conces-
sion managers can construct mutually profitable relationships, the most effective strategies used by communities to defend their claims in 
conflicts with private firms, and the types of public policies that are supportive of more equitable terms of cooperation in forest concession 
management are issues that were examined in the review. Institutional arrangements that regulate the relationship between local communities 
and forest concessionaires, and particularly the distribution of de jure property rights, help explain the mixed results. Less conclusive evidence 
exists with regards to community perspectives on concession-community relationships. The study concludes by suggesting future directions for 
research and discusses the implications of the findings for public policy. 
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Cheminement vers des termes plus équitables de coopération: la contribution des populations 
locales aux concessions de bois de coupe commerciales

A. RAVIKUMAR, K. ANDERSON, E. MWANGI, M. GUARIGUATA et R. NASI

Les résultats mitigés de partenariats bien intentionés visant à créer des accords mutuellement bénéfiques entre les communautés locales et les 
firmes privées demeurent une énigme. Cette étude cherche des réponses en examinant un grand nombre d’études empiriques dans une grande 
variété de contextes. Les genres de talents et de connaissances locaux importants pour une bonne gestion de concessions de bois de coupe, la 
façon dont les populations locales et les gestionnaires des concessions peuvent établir des relations mutuellement profitables, les stratégies les 
plus efficaces dont se servent les communautés pour défendre leurs droits dans des conflits avec les firmes privées et les types de politiques 
publiques soutenant des termes plus équitables de coopération dans la gestion des concessions forestières sont des questions étudiées 
dans l’article. Les arrangements institutionnels contrôlant la relation entre les communautés locales et les concessionnaires forestiers, particu-
lièrement la distribution de droits de propriété “de jure”, expliquent les résultats mixtes. Des preuves moins conclusives existent dans les 
perspectives des communautés sur les relations concessions-communautés. L’étude conclut avec des suggestions pour des directions futures de 
recherche et examine les implications des résultats pour les politiques publiques. 

En busca de términos de cooperación más equitativos: Contribución de las comunidades locales 
a las concesiones madereras comerciales

A. RAVIKUMAR, K. ANDERSSON, E. MWANGI, M. GUARIGUATA y R. NASI

Aun sigue siendo un misterio la existencia de resultados contradictorios de los consorcios entre comunidades locales y empresas privadas, en 
principio bien intencionados, para la creación de acuerdos mutuamente beneficiosos. Este estudio busca respuestas a este interrogante mediante 
la revisión bibliográfica de un elevado número de estudios empíricos desarrollados en una amplia variedad de contextos. Entre los temas 
examinados en esta revisión están el tipo de habilidades y experiencia local necesarias para gestionar bien una concesión maderera, oportuni-
dades para la creación de relaciones mutuamente beneficiosas entre las comunidades locales y los gestores de concesiones, las estrategias más 
efectivas empleadas por las comunidades para defender sus reivindicaciones en los conflictos con empresas privadas, y los tipos de políticas 
publicas en apoyo de una cooperación más equitativa en la gestión de concesiones forestales. Las disposiciones institucionales que regulan las 
relaciones entre comunidades locales y titulares de concesiones forestales, y en particular la distribución de los derechos de propiedad de iure, 
ayudan a explicar estos resultados contradictorios. Son menos, sin embargo, las pruebas concluyentes existentes con respecto a los puntos de 
vista de las comunidades sobre sus relaciones con las empresas concesionarias. Este estudio concluye ofreciendo sugerencias de posibles líneas 
de investigación futuras y discute las repercusiones de los resultados en cuanto a políticas públicas.
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studies have collected field data to address issues related to 
forest concessions and social aspects in general, but not spe-
cifically focusing on interactions between timber concession 
holders and local communities (i.e. see Mendoza and Prabhu 
2000, Palmer 2004, Donovan and Puri 2004, Becker and 
Ghimire 2003, Thapa et al. 1995, among others). Further 
studies also focus on interactions between timber companies 
and local communities, without an explicit focus on conces-
sionary arrangements (e.g., Mayers and Vermeulen 2002). 

Second, there is a lack of community perspective on 
concession-community relationships. For example, the study 
by the World Bank (2009) fails to capture the community 
perspective. Out of the 89 actors that were interviewed for 
that study, only one was a community representative. It is 
difficult to assess what is working and what is not when it 
comes to community-company relationships when the analy-
sis considers only one side of the relationship. While studies 
such as Nawir et al. (2003) and Menton et al. (2009) engage 
with local forest users in the data-collection for their studies, 
our review finds that most researchers who study community-
company relationships do not interact directly with forest 
users to capture their perspective. As a result, the views and 
preferences of community members and what opportunities 
they see for making concession arrangements work more 
in their favour, remains largely understudied in the broader 
literature. 

Finally, the review was unsuccessful in identifying a 
single existing study that explicitly compares cases with 
contrasting tenure regimes. Yet it appears that the national 
property rights regime and associated statutory rights, and 
especially the degree to which local communities enjoy 
primacy over the allocation of forest management rights on 
the lands where they live, has a major effect on the likelihood 
of concessions yielding more equitable outcomes for local 
groups. 

The paper is organized as follows: The first section dis-
cusses the review’s methodology. The second section focuses 
on local skills and expertise important for timber concession 
management. The third section considers how local commu-
nities and concession management can interact in mutually 
beneficial ways. The fourth section reflects on how policies 
and strategies for concession management might be improved, 
and the fifth section identifies knowledge gaps that merit 
further research.

REVIEW APPROACH

Studies to be included in the review were selected according 
to three search criteria. Those selected met at least two of 
these: (1) have high relevance for timber concession manage-
ment OR to community forest management more generally, 

INTRODUCTION

Despite a recent increase in scholarship on relationships 
between local forest users and timber concession holders, 
there is still limited understanding of why there are such 
mixed outcomes of seemingly well-intentioned partnerships 
between these groups. Why are some efforts successful in 
creating mutually beneficial agreements while others are not? 
What are some of the contextual and structural factors that 
help explain such variation in outcomes? This study looks 
for answers to these questions. A large number of empirical 
studies from a wide variety of national and local contexts 
were reviewed. Particular attention was given to the following 
dimensions: local skills and expertise important for timber 
concession management; ways in which local people and 
concession managers can construct mutually profitable 
relationships; effective strategies used by communities to 
defend their claims when in conflict with private firms; and 
the types of public policies that are supportive of more equi-
table terms of cooperation in forest concession management. 
These dimensions were selected to inform CIFORs research 
program on the sustainable management of production 
forests.1 

By investigating existing interactions between communi-
ties and companies – including how arrangements can be 
mutually beneficial or not and how conflicts can be more or 
less amenably resolved – the framework is laid for further 
investigations of these problems. An improved understanding 
of community-company interactions in timber concessions 
may inform better policies for helping communities to assert 
their rights, and provide insights into the conditions that 
favour desirable outcomes in forest social ecological 
systems. 

The main finding of this review is that the institutional 
contexts at national as well as local levels help explain why 
some community-company relationships are mutually benefi-
cial while many others benefit only the holders of the conces-
sions.2 Existing studies converge on one common result: when 
commercial forest concessions are left to operate without 
effective institutional constraints, local user groups are more 
vulnerable and often end up losing out from the establishment 
of concessions. Most studies also agree that when conces-
sions are effectively constrained, communities tend to lose 
less or, in some cases, even gain a net benefit. 

Three main knowledge gaps were identified by the review. 
First, there is a lack of empirically grounded analysis of the 
interactions between communities and timber concession 
holders. Besides the World Bank (2009) and Nawir et al. 
(2003), which collected original data from experts involved in 
concession-community partnerships and concession holders, 
East Kalimantan there has been very little systematic field 
data collection for comparative analysis on this topic. Other 

1 See http://www.cifor.org/fileadmin/templatesnew/res/documents/CIFOR_s_strategy_2008-2018/CIFORStrategy0802.pdf.
2 The focus of this paper is on current concession management systems, however colonial legacies (or lack thereof) may influence the current 

acceptability of the concession model and the management/negotiation arrangements adopted (see Singer and Karsenty, 2008; Hardin, 
2002).

http://www.cifor.org/fileadmin/templatesnew/res/documents/CIFOR_s_strategy_2008-2018/CIFORStrategy0802.pdf
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(2) present original data AND/OR conduct original analysis 
of existing data, OR (3) be identified by CIFOR as potentially 
relevant.

Searches were conducted in the ISI Web of Knowledge, 
ScienceDirect, Springerlink, and Google scholar. Search 
terms included “community forest management”, “forest 
concessions community impacts”, “timber concessions 
community impacts”, “community company forest conflict”, 
and “decentralized community forest management”, as well 
as combinations of these terms. These search terms produced 
a total of 928 hits, with variable relevance for the review. 
200 studies that seemed the most relevant were selected based 
on their titles. All 200 abstracts were read and 46 studies 
were identified that fit the selection criteria, and these were 
included in this systematic review. An additional 24 studies 
were included at the suggestion of CIFOR and affiliated 
researchers who reviewed early drafts of this paper. Most 
studies reviewed were in English and limited to peer-reviewed 
articles in the selected databases.

The 70 studies included in the review represent a diversity 
of methodologies. Cross-sectional surveys and question-
naires, case studies employing focus groups and workshops, 
and broad comparative case studies are all well represented. 
Many meta-analyses and studies that assess available data 
from government and other sources are referenced as well. 
In addition, several ethnographies, remote sensing studies, 
and mixed method studies are included. Figure 1 presents the 
methodologies of these studies.

Systematic review methods

The review of the selected studies began with the identifica-
tion of the main research findings as they pertain to the ques-
tions of interest for this review. Based on the result of that first 

step, possible knowledge gaps relevant to each question 
were also identified. In addition to assessing the content and 
substantive findings of each document, the associated meth-
odological approaches of the research were also examined. 
For this component of the review the guidelines for system-
atic reviews published by the Centre for Evidence-Based 
Conservation, 20103 were followed. Two main types of 
criteria for assessing the research methods were applied: (1) 
reliability, precision and uncertainty, and (2) validity. 

Reliability refers to the extent to which the methods 
employed producing consistent results. Precision refers to the 
narrowness of the error margin due to sampling error, and the 
uncertainty criterion refers to the degree of explicit recogni-
tion to the various sources of uncertainty in the study. Finally, 
validity is the degree to which the concept of interest is 
appropriately measured. The assessment focused on the inter-
nal validity of studies. External validity assessments require 
access to details of the research methodology applied—infor-
mation that was unavailable for many of the studies in the 
review. These two types of criteria allowed an assessment of 
the extent to which the reviewed studies and their findings 
were limited by different methodological biases, such as 
selection bias, performance bias, measurement or detection 
bias, and attrition bias4 (Centre for Evidence-Based Conser-
vation, 2010). Table 1 (see Appendix) presents the key data-
driven studies that were included in the review as well as our 
qualitative assessment of these studies according to the main 
criteria.

The rest of this report addresses central research ques-
tions: (1) what kinds of local skills and expertise are impor-
tant for timber concession management? (2) How can 
local people and concession managers interact in mutually 
profitable ways? (3) In the event of community-concession 
conflicts, how do communities organize to defend their 
claims? and (4) How might policies and strategies for conces-
sion management be improved? A separate section identifies 
knowledge gaps. Each section contains a discussion of how 
the reviewed literature addresses the questions of interest. 

LOCAL SKILLS AND EXPERTISE IMPORTANT FOR 
TIMBER CONCESSION MANAGEMENT

The documents reviewed present a long list of potential con-
tributions of local knowledge to the management of timber 
concessions. By providing essential local information related 
to “time and place”, local people can improve the quality 
and cost-effectiveness of planning and implementation of 
any activity in which external actors are involved, including 
timber concession activities (Ostrom et al. 1993, Gibson 

3 Guidelines available at http://www.environmentalevidence.org/documents/guidelines.pdf
4 Drawing on the guidelines for systematic reviews developed by the Centre for Evidence-Based Conservation (2010), we refer to selection 

bias as the systematic errors associated with choosing sources of data, causing the sample to be biased relative to the population. Performance 
bias is error introduced as a result of the study itself, e.g., a timber company changing its behavior because it is under study. Measurement 
(detection) bias is error introduced by the particular measure of a concept that is employed. Attrition bias refers to error introduced when 
certain data points drop out of a study for systematic reasons.

FIGURE 1 Methodologies of cited studies

http://www.environmentalevidence.org/documents/guidelines.pdf
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et al. 2005). The integration of local and western scientific 
knowledge can facilitate the economic, ecological, and social 
sustainability of a timber concession. As laid out by Kainer 
et al. (2009), local ecological knowledge usefully comple-
ments western science by, for example, highlighting relevant 
extremes in ecological variability where western scientists 
would emphasize average trends. In Amazonia, the combina-
tion of local ecological knowledge and western management 
science proved essential to creating an efficient vertically 
integrated timber industry (Sears et al. 2007). Antionori and 
Bray (2005) found similar benefits to the co-utilization of 
western management science of local knowledge in timber 
production in Mexico. Local ecological knowledge can help 
concessionaires identify appropriate management practices 
for specific areas of the concession area in question (e.g. 
Thapa et al. 1995, Carney 2003) and help identify alternative 
species with the same desirable physical properties as the 
species currently harvested commercially (Turner et al. 
2000). Such local knowledge of species has been useful in 
other timber concession contexts. Lacerda and Nimmo (2010) 
find that one of the problems of forest management planning 
in the Brazilian Amazon is that commercial concessionaires’ 
forest inventories are inaccurate. If concessionaires hire local 
community members as para-taxonomists, the authors show 
that the accuracy of forest inventories may be improved. 
Another essential contribution of local knowledge, which 
appears to be largely underutilized in these relationships, is 
the knowledge of the local social context. Examples of this 
type of knowledge is how social networks operate--the who’s 
who in local decision making about forestry--and what forest 
management strategies are likely to work in this local 
context. 

There are few discussions of partnerships between timber 
concession holders and local communities that highlight the 
value of local ecological knowledge and other expertise. 
There has been some discussion of its utility in the technical 
forest management literature, however, and there is also 
research that suggests that traditional ecological knowledge is 
particularly valuable in managing non-timber forest products. 
In Indonesia, with decentralization of government and associ-
ated changes in forest policies as well as in the established 
intergovernmental relationships, came the need for further 
specification of property rights in concession lands (Barr 
2001).

Given the diversity of flora in management areas, local 
expertise has proven to be valuable because communities 
have unique knowledge of relevant species (Berkes 2000, 
Carney 2003). Where non-timber forest products have eco-
nomic value, traditional ecological knowledge can be particu-
larly important. Turner et al. (2000) find that indigenous tribes 
in British Columbia are highly knowledgeable about the 
interactions between different components of the ecosystem, 
with knowledge of many local species. In Nepal, agroforestry 
is dependent on fodder trees to feed livestock (Thapa et al. 
1995). The productivity of these trees is crucial for many 
peoples’ livelihoods, so sustainable management of the shared 
resources is important to local stakeholders. Tree-crop inter-
actions like splash erosion depended on leaf size and texture, 

crown density, and tree size; farmers had extensive knowl-
edge of over 90 trees, and the types of interactions they might 
have with different crops. In Indonesia, non-timber forest 
products such as the gaharu resin, produced from Aquilaria 
trees and used in cosmetic products, have been managed 
effectively with involvement from local communities with 
specialized knowledge (Donovan and Puri 2004). In Northern 
Bolivia, the extraction of Brazil nut (Bertholletiaexcelsa) is 
made principally by local communities on concession and 
other lands (Guariguata et al. 2009). Thousands of rural 
families’ livelihoods depend on the management of this 
non-timber forest product (Cronkleton and Pacheco, 2008). 
Since 2003, the monetary value of Brazil nut exports from 
Bolivia has actually exceeded that of timber (CamaraForestal 
of Bolivia, 2007).

There is also evidence that communities can implement 
strategies for preservation, when communication between 
other stakeholders is effective. In Ecuador, discussions 
between NGOs and Western experts concerning the potential 
impact of deforestation on local water quality led communi-
ties to reshape their own forest management strategies, with 
the effect of increasing preservation (Becker and Ghimire 
2003).

Figure 2, below, summarizes the overlapping roles that 
local user communities can play in improving concession 
management. The studies reviewed suggest three main cate-
gories of skills and expertise that communities may bring to 
the table. Ecological knowledge refers to understanding of 
local climate and tree species, as well as non-timber forest 
products that can be developed as value added products in 
concession lands. Social knowledge includes the capacity to 
organize, information about how local networks and decision 
making operate, and confer a social license to operate to com-
panies. Working knowledge refers to the ability to contribute 
useful labour, based on usable local knowledge of time and 
place (Hayek 1945). This may be valuable knowledge about 
the forest that only individuals who have lived in the location 
for a very long time will have. Examples include which parts 
of the forest are inaccessible by foot, how to get from one 
location to another as quickly and safely as possible, where 
treacherous swamps are, where to find potable water, etc. 
Having local employees with this type of knowledge can be 
invaluable for a timber firm. The sizes of the bubbles in the 
diagram correspond to the proportion of studies that refer to 
these types of community contributions.

INTERACTIONS BETWEEN LOCAL COMMUNITIES 
AND CONCESSION MANAGERS 

There are several ways in which concession holders may 
cooperate with local communities. Nebel et al. (2003) 
describe the challenges faced by communities in commercial 
forestry, and propose partnerships with companies as a 
possible strategy for handling problems such as the lack of 
technical expertise and market access. Nepstead et al. (2003) 
argue that forestry should be encouraged in areas where com-
munities are present, in order to take advantage of mutually 
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beneficial opportunities. This review identified three main 
types of cooperative agreements, as detailed below. In all of 
the arrangements described, two recurring challenges to 
developing mutually beneficial agreements are (1) identifying 
areas of common interest between parties, and (2) measuring 
success. Lynam et al. (2007) propose a set of tools that may 
be used for generating information that can help overcome 
these challenges and may hence form the basis for forging 
more equitable partnerships.

Benefit-sharing agreements

These agreements provide opportunities for profit-sharing to 
members of local communities. These are typically worked 
out so that a certain share of annual profits from the timber 
concession is paid to community representatives. Other varia-
tions of such agreements, such as paying a fixed amount at 
specified intervals or a one-time payment, also exist. Another 
type of benefit sharing agreement provides a particular 
contribution, either monetary or in kind, to the benefit of the 
project, regardless of the performance of the timber conces-
sion (World Bank 2009, Mayers and Vermeulen 2002). Such 
contributions may involve a specified number of jobs, or the 
building of a community centre, schools, health clinics, etc. 
(Nawir et al. 2003). Most studies point out that profit-sharing 
agreements that make periodic payments over time cultivate 
better relationships as they provide stronger incentives for 
cooperation on both sides of the bargain (e.g. see Palmer, 
2004). Benefit sharing has been documented in many geo-
graphical contexts. It has been noted in Indonesia (Nawir 
et al. 2003, Barr 2001), in East and Central Africa (Perez 
et al. 2005, Marfo et al. 2010), and in Latin America (Mayers 
and Vermeulen 2002). Problems associated with benefit-
sharing agreements have been noted. For example, in the 
Amazon, Medina et al. (2006) have found that benefit sharing 
arrangements, which are by far the most common partner-
ships that occur in their region of study, led to very small 
benefits per household. Unequal distributions of benefits 
within communities have also been observed (Tokede et al. 
2005, Sommerville 2010). In the latter cases, elites often 

capture a disproportionate share of benefits, or compensation 
payments do not go to community members who then end up 
losing the most from the arrangement. Both of these serve as 
examples of inadequately constrained interactions yielding 
inequitable outcomes. The existing studies often refer to the 
prevalence of elite capture occurring, but few studies explain 
why it occurs and under which conditions it might be miti-
gated. It is argued that this is one of the major knowledge gaps 
to be addressed by future research. 

Tax loopholes and poor governance may lead companies 
to not pay as much as they might have to if the communities’ 
rights were clearer (Samsu 2004). Benefit-sharing schemes 
are useful mechanisms for compensating communities for the 
loss of land uses that compete with timber production. More-
over, benefit-sharing can be implemented through a variety of 
mechanisms, with the potential to be modified to fit particular 
situations.

Management sharing or co-production agreements

These are contracts that assign specific forest management 
responsibilities to community members and specify the 
corresponding compensation for performing such actions. 
Like benefit-sharing, management sharing is a broad category 
of possible arrangements between concession holders and 
communities. Nawir et al. (2003) describe tree-growers in 
Indonesia as actively managing timber resources along with 
forest concession holders. In this situation, tree-growers sell 
their products to concession holders at agreed upon prices. 
The case studies described by Nawir et al. in fact represent 
both benefit-sharing as well as management sharing, indicat-
ing that these types of cooperative arrangements are not 
mutually exclusive. 

In general, there is a great range of other strategies for 
management sharing. In West Java, the government supports 
community participation in virtually all aspects of forest 
governance. They manage systems for agroforestry, monitor 
illegal logging and theft, inspect wood production facilities, 
and agree to act in the interest of forest conservation (Mayers 
and Vermeulen 2002). Elsewhere, communities participate by 
managing only certain aspects of forest governance, such as 
hunting (Vermeulen et al. 2009), with impacts for biodiver-
sity, which has been found to suffer from logging if not prop-
erly managed (Van Vlietand Nasi 2008, Meijaard et al. 2006). 
In contrast to both of these systems, Canadian forests are 
often managed entirely by indigenous communities who 
have formed companies of their own (Mayers and Vermeulen 
2002). Ros-Tonen et al. (2008) studied a variety of company-
community partnerships in the Brazilian Amazon, distin-
guishing between politically-oriented, product-oriented, and 
multi-sector partnerships. They find evidence that show that 
communities can benefit from management sharing activities, 
such as community production of NTFPs like Brazil nut 
oil and acai fruit, provided that institutional arrangements 
are cost-effective, and gross benefits are sufficient for all 
stakeholders.

FIGURE  2 Possible community contributions to timber 
concession management
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Forest management out-grower schemes

Concession holders can also establish out-grower schemes, 
which are contractual agreements that ask local community 
members to sell their products harvested from their individual 
or community land to the concession holders for an agreed 
upon price (Vidal 2004). Out-grower schemes have been used 
in a wide variety of contexts, at times in conjunction with 
other management sharing and benefit sharing arrangements 
(but see FAO, 2001). Out-grower schemes are commonly 
used in South Africa (Mayers and Veremeulen 2002). In these 
arrangements, companies provide community members with 
market connectivity and production capabilities to participate 
in the production of timber directly. Community members 
may then plant trees or manage their existing natural forest, 
and manage either type of forest with the intention of selling 
at least part of the harvest to the firm that has organized the 
outgrowing scheme. Such an arrangement goes beyond a 
simple benefit-sharing one, in that community members do 
not just accept compensation for land use or timber that is 
produced by the company, but has more control over the man-
agement and harvesting processes (Vidal 2004). Companies 
benefit from these arrangements, as with others, by gaining 
access to land and raw materials that wouldn’t otherwise have 
been accessible. Community members have benefited from 
the income provided by timber sales, and have gained addi-
tional benefits, for example from intercropping trees with 
legumes. Although access to markets is a necessary condition 
for communities to participate in commercial tree growing, it 
may not be sufficient for doing so profitably. Without access 
to credit, for example, communities may not have enough 
capital to make the necessary investments required for cost-
effective production(Pokorny 2008, Sikor 2004, World Bank 
2009).

There are a number of plausible benefits that communities 
and companies could accrue through these partnership 
arrangements. Mayers and Vermeulen (2002) summarize 
many of these benefits from the perspective of companies. 
These benefits include building social capital to increasing 
the stability of operations, enhancing the company’s national 
and international image in the interest of future operations, 
and gaining eligibility for forest certification programs neces-
sary for participation in international markets (Nawir et al. 
2003). 

Communities can also benefit by gaining opportunities for 
employment and sometimes by sharing income from timber 
in the area (World Bank 2009). Other benefits include greater 
potential returns to inputs, diversification of production by 
permitting non timber forest products to be developed, 
increases in the security of land rights, and upgrades to 
infrastructure (Mayers and Vermeulen 2002). Roads, infra-
structure, and social services offered by companies can serve 
as strong incentives for communities to join partnerships 
(Nawir et al. 2003). Effectively enforced contracts to 
ensure that these incentives are upheld are critical for such 
arrangements.

Nevertheless, the degree to which these benefits can be 
recognized depends on a variety of conditions. Contracts that 

are clear and enforceable can be effective tools for placing 
all partners on a common footing; moreover, recent research 
has highlighted mutual respect, trust, practicality and com-
munication as critical components of a mutually beneficial 
partnership (World Bank 2009). The benefits to communities 
are enhanced if company practices do not conflict with local 
beliefs, if taxation structures are permissive of payments 
for environmental services, and if communities have secure 
property rights (Purnomo et al. 2003). Other research 
suggests that institutional factors, such as corruption levels, 
property rights security, and pre-existing wealth endowments 
can affect the outcomes of community natural resource 
management. Keller et al. (2000) find that the equitability, 
sustainability and efficiency outcomes of community natural 
resource management are highly variable. They find that com-
munity forest management has a higher success rate in places 
like North America, but much less successful in Kenya and 
Nepal, suggesting that having a single resource at issue (such 
as one timber species), strong legal support for community 
management, and well developed organizational infrastruc-
ture all contribute to this disparity in outcomes. Figure 3, 
shows the relationship between these mutually profitable 
arrangements, emphasizing that there are often overlaps 
between these mechanisms; they are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, although few experiences exist in which these are 
combined in the field.

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION IN RESPONSE TO 
COMMUNITY-CONCESSION CONFLICTS

There are many contexts in which companies harvest timber 
from concession lands, and accordingly there are several 
types of conflicts that can arise. Literature that comprehen-
sively discusses conflicts between timber companies and 
communities is relative sparse. There is even less information 
on the types of conflicts that can occur specifically in timber 
concession lands. From the extant literature, we identify four 
types of conflicts between local communities and commercial 

FIGURE  3 Mutually beneficial arrangements between 
timber companies and communities
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action, which enable communities to benefit from concession 
partnerships—more specifically, they find that in places with 
strong association partnerships with timber companies tend to 
increase local people’s active involvement in these organiza-
tions. Another institutional factor that seems to matter for the 
outcome of the partnership is the involvement of a third party. 
Engel et al. (2006), in a game theoretical exploration, describe 
the plausible effects of NGOs in improving communities’ 
bargaining power. They find that while NGOs may be able to 
intervene in conflicts to empower communities to assert their 
rights, there may be environmental costs associated with this 
process, including a net increase in forest degradation. This 
occurs, the authors argue, because as community bargaining 
power increases (through NGO intervention, for example), 
the timber company must share a greater proportion of its 
net benefits. Since the rent-per-area of the forest is likely to 
increase through this process, this may produce incentives to 
increase logging (i.e. see Mertens et al. 2001). To compensate 
for this loss, the company may try to increase overall logging, 
and the community would have little incentive to fight this. 
While this is an intriguing possibility, the authors do not vali-
date their formal model’s predictions with field data. The role 
of NGOs as potential facilitators of effective benefit sharing 
processes remains debated. For example, Marfo et al. (2009) 
analyse conflict outcomes with and without mediation by 
third parties such as NGOs, and find that NGO mediation may 
empower community actors as well.

The existing institutional conditions in communities 
seem to predispose different conflict resolution mechanisms. 
Community leadership – both formal and informal –has been 
shown to be an important channel in settling boundary dis-
putes in many cases (Nawir et al. 2003). The strength of local 
government may also help communities to defend their rights, 
as may the presence and activities of NGOs. On the other 
hand, insecure property rights and land designations – such as 
overlapping and chaotic classification systems - and lack 
of institutional stability can allow companies to profit from 
concession lands without due compensation to communities 
(Kartodihardjo 2000). Ndoye et al. (2003) suggest that there 
is an a priori approach to conflict resolution. They advocate 
for community-based forest management systems, in which 
communities are given further forest property rights. They 
argue that this can not only avert conflict before it material-
izes, but also provide communities with de jure ammunition 
in their struggle to assert themselves against often powerful 
interests. 

Figure 4, below, outlines the types of mechanisms avail-
able to communities in asserting their rights in cases of 
conflict. The options that are available depend to a large 
extent on the property rights regimes that are in place. For 
example, if communities have de jure land rights and primacy 
to management rights, government agencies and courts may 
be used effectively to assert their claims. In the absence of 
de jure access, on the other hand, these mechanisms may not 
be available and mediation by third parties, collective action, 
or even civil disobedience may emerge as viable avenues for 
bargaining.

timber concessions. The first type occurs when historical 
customary community rights are not recognized by either 
timber concessions or the national government. In this worst-
case scenario, rural communities have few options to protect 
their claims, and may have no other choice than to resort to 
obstruction or even sabotage against the concession, as exem-
plified by the cases in Indonesia (Barr 2001, Palmer 2004). A 
second type of conflict is when a national government law 
formally recognizes historical customary forest user rights, 
but enforcement of this law is weak, and may be inconsistent 
with concession allocation policies. For example, in post-
Suharto Indonesia, timber concession lands frequently over-
lapped with community-claimed land giving rise to land dis-
putes, (Barr 2001). A third type of conflicts are associated 
with situations in which communities’ land rights are vaguely 
recognized so that communities negotiate with the timber 
concessionaires, but communities are frustrated by the lack of 
feasible mechanisms for ensuring a fair negotiation process 
(Palmer 2004). Finally, when agreements are made, a fourth 
type of conflict may emerge if communities and companies 
lack effective mechanisms for enforcing the agreed benefit 
sharing—making sure that each party live up to their end of 
the bargain (Barr 2001, Palmer 2004).

When conflicts do emerge between communities and 
companies, there are several conceivable mechanisms for 
resolution. In the worst cases, there have been instances of 
violent clashes and protests where communities have come 
into conflict with timber companies (Palmer 2004, Barr 2001). 
In spite of this, partnerships have the potential to provide 
peaceful mechanisms for conflict resolution, depending on 
institutional arrangements including the strength of property 
rights ,the degree of decentralization in government, the type 
of resource at issue, and the structure of the community 
(Purnomo et al. 2003, Palmer 2004). Where partnerships do 
exist, there are more specific mechanisms by which commu-
nities can organize themselves to defend their claims. Direct 
bargaining, litigation, and negotiation through local govern-
ment are all possible strategies. Other intermediates, such 
as farmer collectives, can also serve as intermediates for 
bargaining and negotiation (Nawir et al. 2003). Studies have 
consistently shown that the relative bargaining power, and 
strength of local governments, can influence which of these 
approaches is most likely to be used successfully. For exam-
ple, Purnomo et al. (2003) explicitly model these outcomes 
based on the degree of control that communities and compa-
nies have at the outset, and find that bargaining and litigation 
occur depending on institutional conditions such as the 
strength of property rights and the reliability of courts. Other 
factors also influence the type of conflict resolution mecha-
nism that is employed including the strength of communities’ 
propensity for collective action (Palmer 2004).

The extent to which community members engage collec-
tively in forest management activities depends in part on the 
institutional context. For example, in the Amazon frontier 
of Brazil, Merry et al. (2006) find that community-based 
associations constitute important centres for collective 
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confusion over property rights, and that these conflicts have 
severe adverse environmental and social consequences. 

Perhaps the most important role of governments at all lev-
els is to reduce uncertainties with regards to the specification, 
allocation, and enforcement of these property rights for any 
given forest. When local people do not have de jure rights 
that correspond to their de facto rights, and outsiders do not 
perceive the local rights as clear, concession holders have 
been known to extract and profit from resources without 
paying communities who are the de facto managers of the 
land (Kartodihardjo 2000, Kellert et al. 2000). When rights 
are clear but weak for the local community and their use 
of forests, there is some evidence to suggest that local govern-
ment or NGO interventions may increase the bargaining 
power of communities (Engel et al. 2006, Andersson 2004, 
2010). 

In Indonesia, it appears that local user groups involved in 
joint concession management with longer time horizons, such 
as the HPH concession arrangement, perceive less uncertainty 
and stronger tenure security which results in stronger incen-
tives for long-term investments in resource improvements 
(Iskandar et al. (2009). There is also some evidence that 
just recognizing communities’ right to apply for forest 
management permits can strengthen the local groups’ ability 
to exclude outsiders who have laid claims on their resource, 
even if the local groups do not apply for such permits (Kusters 
et al. 2007). 

In some countries, governments are slow to give local 
communities a full bundle of de jure property rights (Larson 

IMPROVING POLICIES AND STRATEGIES FOR 
CONCESSION MANAGEMENT

Mutually beneficial partnerships between local forest user 
groups and timber concession holders are not likely to 
materialize without public policies that actively promote 
such agreements. Government’s promotion of more equitable 
benefit sharing in this context needs to go beyond rhetoric 
and creating regulatory standards for concession-community 
partnerships (although both these types of support may 
indeed help) and address some of the fundamental reasons 
why local forest user groups often find themselves in a disad-
vantaged position from which it is difficult to negotiate. There 
are several policy interventions that can help accomplish a 
strengthened bargaining position of local communities. Based 
on existing policy reform experiences in a variety of national 
contexts, we discuss three types of interventions: (1) Property 
rights reform; (2) Decentralization policies; (3) Centralized 
regulations and standards. 

Property Rights Reform

The most important reason why local forest user groups often 
find themselves in such disadvantaged positions when they 
interact with commercial timber concessions is their lack of 
clear and secure property rights. (Larson et al. 2010). In the 
absence of clear property rights, communities can be exploit-
ed, and conflicts are more likely. In the case of Fiji, Murti 
and Boydell (2008) find that conflicts are based primarily on 

FIGURE 4 Community mechanisms for asserting rights in cases of conflict
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et al. 2010, Ribot 2002). Even in those situations, however, 
there may still be ways in which government policies can help 
reduce uncertainties associated with tenure when concession 
rights are assigned. Short of recognizing local user’s de jure 
rights to forests, governments could make it a point to take 
into account the boundaries of de facto user rights prior to 
delimiting the concession areas so as to reduce the risk for 
boundary disputes between concessions and local forest 
users. Another factor that affects outcomes in concessions is 
their size, and this should be considered in allocating conces-
sion rights (Karsenty et al. 2008). Another possible policy 
option is to allocate community concession lands, which are 
distinct from concessions operated by private firms. These 
have been attempted in Petén, Guatemala, as well as through-
out Bolivia via through so-called Asociaciones Sociales del 
Lugar (ASLs). 

Bray et al. (2008) studied the environmental and social 
impacts of community concessions in Guatemala using avail-
able data and remote sensing, aiming to compare these com-
munity concessions to “strictly protected areas.” They found 
no significant difference in deforestation between community 
concession lands and “strictly protected areas,” but assert that 
a “web of evidence” apart from their study point to commu-
nity concessions having better environmental outcomes (see 
also: Ellis and Porter-Bolland (2008)). They also found that 
communities gain a greater economic benefit in community 
concessions than they would in strictly protected areas. 
Nittler and Tschinken (2005) studied the Guatemalan context 
as well. Their findings, based on available data, suggest that 
community concessions provide more environmental and 
social benefits, such as conservation and income respectively, 
than competing land uses such as national parks and “multi-
use zones.” They find that there are two important needs for 
success in community concessions. First, communities must 
cooperate. Communities are often heterogeneous (with many 
languages in a small area), and this can impede cooperation. 
Where communities have cooperated to form forestry based 
businesses, they have generated income and benefitted. 
Second, there must be strong governance and excellent out-
side support for communities in developing their industries. 
Ezzinede Blas et al. (2011) find that where conflict is persis-
tent, poor governance can be perpetuated and further conflict 
can be created, as has been found in Cameroon. They argue 
further that poor governance of benefit sharing schemes and 
lack of transparency in transactions are likely to generate 
more conflict. In this sense, poor governance at the local 
level can be self-perpetuating, and central governments may 
thus be instrumental in strategies to improve local governance 
conditions, for example in backstopping the enforcement of 
benefit sharing rules.

de Jong et al. (2006) studied the ASL (Asociaciones 
Sociales del Lugar) concessions in Bolivia, to determine how 
successful they are. They conclude that wherever there is an 
economically valuable resource, local and outside elites will 
attempt to control it. Thus, community forest management in 
community concessions is vulnerable to takeover, and must 
be protected by strict governance. Pacheco (2005) discussed 
these requirements further, again in the Bolivian context. His 

research suggests that community concession systems (ASLs) 
in Bolivia did not succeed as much as they might have 
because of excessive bureaucracy. To participate, communi-
ties had to meet many requirements, including proving resi-
dence in an area and showing that a certain number of people 
were part of their group, many were unable to meet these 
requirements. Many ASLs did not even have their requests 
processed by the government, and the result was illegal 
logging. The benefits of these arrangements are still unclear, 
and questions remain for further research. 

Finally, even if the current tenure transition continues—
through which community-owned forest areas increase at the 
expense of government ownership of the resource—and rural 
communities gain ever clearer and more secure property 
rights, this is only the first step towards more equitable 
benefit-sharing. In order to improve the inherently disadvan-
taged positions of forest dwelling communities, especially 
in terms of the lack of opportunities for developing human 
capital, more equitable terms of cooperation between local 
communities and commercial concession holders should be 
pursued. Active involvement by some local governments in 
Indonesia illustrate how local communities’ negotiation posi-
tion may be strengthened when a governmental authorities 
steps in on their side of the table (Obidzinski and Barr 2001, 
Palmer 2004) Playing the role of “passive regulators” may 
not be enough to give local communities equal standing in 
negotiations with timber firms. 

Decentralization Policies

When national governments decide to decentralize their gov-
ernance arrangements for forests—by transferring specific 
rights, responsibilities and resources from the centre down to 
more local levels—these decisions often alter the balance of 
power within the forestry sector (Ribot 2002, Larson et al. 
2008). In the new configuration of policy actors that emerge 
in the aftermath of decentralization reforms, local govern-
ments constitute a more important actor. For local communi-
ties, who are trying to assert their rights and legitimacy as 
forest users, the new policy landscape offers opportunities 
to create new strategic alliances with the decentralized 
government authorities. 

Local communities may strengthen their positions vis-à-
vis commercial timber concessions if the local governments, 
empowered by the decentralization reforms, support the com-
munities’ claims. The likelihood of this occurring, however, 
will depend on several contextual factors, such as the extent 
to which local governments are downwardly accountable to 
local forest user groups (Agrawal and Ribot, 1999, Andersson 
et al. 2006) and upwardly accountable to a government 
authority that expects the decentralized regime to support 
local resource communities (Andersson 2003). The down-
ward accountability of local governments, in turn, is facili-
tated by competitive, democratic local elections as well as the 
level and strength of organizations that represent local forest 
user group interests (Gibson and Lehoucq 2003, Cerutti et al. 
2010) while upward accountability depends on the top-down 
efforts to monitor local performance (Andersson 2006).
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This means that in places where the local government 
actors and their interests are more closely aligned with the 
timber concessions, decentralization may actually hurt the 
local community claims. The direction of the effects of decen-
tralization reforms on local community positions boils down 
to local politics and how this translates into accountability 
mechanisms. More specifically, the extent to which local 
communities will be able to persuade local government 
authorities to side with them rather than the timber conces-
sionaires depends to a large extent on the relative political 
capital that these actors represent for local politicians. 

While there is little theoretical support for the a priori 
expectation that decentralization will always help the cause of 
local user groups, the empirical studies that have looked at 
this relationship have found a predominantly positive effect of 
decentralization on local user group positions (Obidzinski 
and Barr 2001, Carney et al. 2005). There is also evidence 
that local governments can serve as mediators of community 
interests in conflicts. In these cases, it appears that local poli-
ticians have perceived the political incentives to accommo-
date demands from the electorate represented by local user 
groups to be stronger than the financial incentives associated 
with pleasing the timber industry (Marfo et al. 2010). These 
findings do not necessarily represent a general trend, how-
ever, and one should be careful about inferring an observed 
positive effect of decentralization on equitable outcomes 
in concession-community relationships. More systematic 
investigations that rely on a more representative sample of 
local jurisdictions are needed to substantiate such patterns. 

One of the issues that reformers in this area need to con-
tend with is the possible conflict between local and central 
government definitions of property rights regimes (Yasmi 
et al. 2005). If decentralization succeeds in bringing govern-
ment closer to the people, more local resource user groups 
who were previously excluded from the political process are 
now able to assert and defend their de facto property rights 
regimes through engaging the local government authority. 
This may be perceived as a threat to the established de jure 
property rights regime and all of the powerful actors who 
benefit from the status quo. If these powerful actors are 
threatened, the conflict is likely to be messy, long and highly 
disruptive for all forest users because it will increase uncer-
tainty. Yasmi et al. (2005) suggest that decentralization has 
proceeded in a non-uniform fashion, with variable outcomes. 
In particular, though decentralization will in theory improve 
accountability to communities by bringing the government 
closer to them, local governments run a risk of having insuf-
ficient funds to carry deliver necessary services (McCarthy 
2001). There are cases in which, for example they find that 
communities have ostensible autonomy over forest gover-
nance, while in reality a relatively small group of elites and 
businessmen make most important decisions.

We suggest that there are two possible ways to mitigate 
this problem. First, powers could be devolved to the point that 
the local government is entirely responsible for assigning 
and demarcating timber concessions. This seems like a highly 
unlikely outcome since central governments would lose 
control over one of the most important sources of income in 

the forestry sector. Second, and a more plausible solution, is 
that central governments maintain the right to assign timber 
concessions, but are required to secure the approval of local 
governments to ensure that there are no problematic conflicts 
between de facto and de jure property rights on the ground. 

Centralized Regulations and Standards

To move towards more equitable terms of cooperation 
between timber firms and local user communities, we recog-
nize that there are essential roles to be played by policy actors 
at various levels. Some governance responsibilities are 
best handled by local governments while others are not. For 
example, it may not make much sense to allow local govern-
ments to create whatever regulations for assigning timber 
concessions within their jurisdiction as doing so would 
eliminate the possibility for up-ward accountability. The 
interventions that would most strengthen the position of 
local user groups are therefore a combination of (a) central-
ized regulations and standards concerning the formation of 
community-concession partnerships and (b) decentralized 
mandates to support and oversee such partnerships on the 
ground. 

Another role for centralized standards and regulations is 
to promote certification frameworks. When certification pro-
grams are desirable, the communities’ bargaining positions 
are improved, as companies aim to meet standards (Nawir 
et al. 2003). Certification can incentivize the protection of 
local rights, and ensure that conflict resolution mechanisms 
are in place in concessions. Empirically, company actors 
involved in partnerships have been satisfied with activities 
aimed at certification as well (World Bank 2009).

In Indonesia, there have been two types of concessions. 
IPPK concessions (no longer in use at the time of this writing) 
are short term community concessions that expire after just 
a few years. HPH concessions are longer term commercial 
concessions. Both are required to meet certain standards, 
particularly with respect to clear property rights (Kellert et al. 
2000). Moreover, there are certain standards that companies 
must adhere to in extracting timber and dealing with commu-
nities, particularly in HPH concessions (Iskandar et al. 2009). 
Thus, communities may be in a better position to assert 
property rights when the central government has standard 
practices. Environmental outcomes can also be improved if 
sustainable practices are required and monitored effectively 
(Boscolo et al. 2009). Scherr et al. (2004) argue that the 
central government should provide technical assistance to 
communities to enhance their capacity for forest manage-
ment.

Another role for centralized regulations concerns the 
introduction of potential countermeasures to local elite 
capture. Even in cases where communities have been able to 
reach beneficial agreements with timber concessionaires, 
these benefits may not flow to the community as a whole 
but rather to a select, few elite members. There is empirical 
evidence that elite capture is an issue. Tokede et al. (2005) 
found elite capture to be a significant constraint to one of the 
basic goals for forging partnerships between communities 
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deals if those arrangements help to secure raw materials, 
labour, or the ‘social license to operate’ from a community, 
consumers, or investors.

Communities are likely to lose out in the absence of deals 
if there are few opportunities for livelihoods in the region, or 
if it is not feasible to develop land/trees without companies, 
but they can benefit from deals if their self-determination 
is unaffected by company agendas, and livelihoods are not 
skewed by single strategies (that may lead to increased 
vulnerability). The converse situations for communities are 
that they may lose out with deals, if they become locked 
into dependencies or cheated by companies, or pressured into 
sub-optimal uses of land. With deals they may win by gaining 
additional income in the absence of other opportunities, or by 
increasing their capacity for development projects. 

The circumstances that predispose desirable or undesir-
able outcomes for the company thus seem comparatively 
simple. The perspective of the community is somewhat murk-
ier, however, and several questions remain. What determines 
the cost of negotiating for the community? What makes them 
more or less likely to negotiate successfully? What power 
structures within communities are best suited for such nego-
tiations? To what degree do community institutions operate to 
produce outcomes, independently of socioeconomic condi-
tions (to what extent do community institutions matter?) Fur-
ther studies with field data would be instructive in answering 
these questions.

Another area that has not been studied is how benefits are 
distributed within communities. Given that communities are 
underrepresented in the literature in general, it seems particu-
larly important to understand the dynamics of benefit sharing 
within communities, and how these dynamics differ among 
different communities. We expect that elites capture benefits 
to some degree, but what circumstances serve to exacerbate or 
mitigate this effect? And more: in what ways might benefit 
sharing arrangements within communities influence their 
capabilities and incentives for collective action? Studies of 
the institutional conditions that predispose elite capture of 
benefits would be extremely useful in understanding the true 
impact of community-company partnerships. Partnerships 
that appear to transfer benefits to, or share responsibilities 
with communities, may not actually do as much good as 
they appear if community members do not share benefits 
equitably. In addition, the gendered impacts of community-
company partnerships are understudied, but there is evidence 
that timber production in general may produce gender inequi-
ties. Veuthey and Gerber (2009) find that women may not 
receive benefits at all from timber production, and may bear 
greater social, cultural, and economic costs from the industry. 
What might community-company partnerships do to these 
gender dynamics?

A third area of future study is the role of property rights 
structures in making concessions successful. What rights 
are there to the resource, and how are these rights enforced? 
For example, does government allocate extraction rights 
to communities when they are given rights to land? Or are 

and concessionaires: to enhance community development. 
Their study found that while partnerships often produced 
increased direct involvement of local people in forest man-
agement and provided much needed short-term benefits 
for local communities, they also found that “the benefits 
from timber revenues have not been fairly shared among local 
people and other actors involved in the timber business. As a 
result, community forestry cooperatives have yet to contribute 
to equitable and sustainable development for local people.” 
Sommerville et al. (2010) find that programs that promote 
payments for ecosystem services can result in a net benefit for 
communities. Nevertheless, while there are overall net bene-
fits, community members that suffer the greatest opportunity 
costs from, for example, agriculture, are not adequately 
compensated for their losses. This underscores the impor-
tance of looking at communities as heterogeneous groups 
with competing interests and needs internally.

The problem is potentially prevalent in forest user com-
munities, but again, few systematic studies exist to determine 
how common elite capture actually is in community-based 
natural resource management (Andersson and Laerhoven 
2007, Plateau 2004). To ensure more equitable outcomes from 
partnerships at the community level, centralized standards 
that emphasize principles of fairness and social justice in 
local decision making bodies, may have a role to play. One 
way that standards for equitable arrangements can be opera-
tionalised is laid out by Laplante and Spears (2008). The 
authors argue that socially responsible companies must obtain 
free, prior, and informed consent from communities before 
operating, through clearly defined and inclusive processes 
that are mediated by disinterested third parties (see reference 
to Marfo, 2009 in earlier sections of this paper which show 
that NGOs were successful conflict mediators). Central 
governments may take the additional step of requiring proof 
of such consent before issuing logging permits. The biggest 
challenge is not to create these standards, however, but to 
monitor and enforce them on the ground. 

IDENTIFICATION OF KNOWLEDGE GAPS

Among the studies that have been examined, Mayers and 
Vermeulen (2002) provide the most comprehensive treatment 
of the different types of beneficial partnerships, with their 
associated challenges, that can be developed between com-
munities and timber companies. After analyzing cases of 
community-company interaction from around the world, the 
authors summarize the conditions under which companies 
and communities may win or lose, noting that they differ 
depending on whether or not deals are in place. Under 
circumstances where raw materials are inaccessible, or there 
is a high risk of resistance from communities, companies are 
likely to lose out without a deal, on the other hand, companies 
can do fine without making a deal if there is little pressure 
from communities, or it is easy to just buy land through local 
elites. Conversely to these situations, companies are likely to 
lose out with deals if the transaction costs are high and the 
processes are very complicated, but they can benefit from 
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extraction rights separate from user rights? A comparative 
study that examines the different types of property rights that 
are assigned by governments in concession lands would be 
extremely instructive to policy makers. There is evidence 
in the literature that secure land tenure predisposes better 
management of land, but it is not known exactly what types of 
property rights are best suited for forest concessions. One 
possible direction for research in this area is to compare 
how contrasting de jure rights interact with varying de facto 
governance arrangements, such as self-made rules about 
access and use, self-organized monitoring and enforcement, 
as well as local sanctioning systems.

CONCLUSION

This review was framed around five questions that were 
purposely formulated to inform CIFORs research on the 
sustainable management of production forests. A systematic 
review of research was undertaken following guidelines 
drawn by the Centre for Evidence-Based Conservation. 
Several studies have looked at the relationship between com-
munities and concession managers, but important knowledge 
gaps still remain. This article has identified several of these 
gaps: First, studies specific to interactions between conces-
sion managers and communities are few in numbers. More-
over, most of those that we found were focused on Indonesia 
only, with many regions understudied. While this may be 
an artifact of the review methodology, with databases that 
mostly captured peer-reviewed articles in English, the field 
could benefit from more comparative analyses. Second, where 
studies have comprehensively examined these relationships, 
there are often biases. A study by Nawir et al. (2003) is one 
of the more complete studies of how communities have been 
impacted by interactions with concession holders. Other 
studies of local people’s interaction with timber firms often 
suffer from under-sampling indigenous and local communi-
ties, relying heavily on expert opinion instead (World Bank 
2009). The true nature of these interactions therefore remains 
uncertain, and further studies that address these questions 
while including the perspective of community members – 
irrespective of the willingness of associated concession 
managers to participate in research – are necessary for 
further development of our collective understanding of the 
factors that shape the performance of community-company 
relationships. 

Governance is a thread that runs through all the sections 
and findings of this review—with institutional arrangements, 
enforcement of contracts and property rights, and conflict 
mediation—as principal concerns. This is not surprising 
as the effectiveness of interactions that involve a sharing and 
distribution of benefits are predicated on how these interac-
tions are negotiated and implemented. Such negotiation and 
implementation extends beyond the relevant communities 
and companies, to include NGOs, as well as local and central 
governments; it is thus a multi-actor domain that cuts across 
multiple levels of governance. 
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APPENDIX

Table 1 discusses studies that were used in this literature review, which perform moderately to well on the two review criteria of 
(1) reliability, precision and uncertainty, and (2) validity. The table summarizes each study’s performance on these criteria, and 
presents some additional notes that are relevant to this paper.

TABLE 1 Qualitative Assessment of Empirical Studies

Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Andersson 2003 High – the random 
sample is representative 
of the population of the 
Bolivian Lowlands

High, as the measures of incentives 
are indirect quite direct/

Three institutional factors – central 
government funding, central government 
monitoring, and pressure from the 
electorate – are found to motivate good 
forest governance by municipal officials 
in Bolivia

Andersson 2004 High – the sample is 
representative of the 
population of municipali-
ties that provide forestry 
services in Lowland 
Bolivia.

High, as direct measures of 
interactions between local 
governments and other forestry 
organizations were used. 

Frequency of regular interactions – both 
horizontal and vertical – are powerful 
predictors of local governance performance 
in the forestry sector.

Andersson 2006 High – the sample is 
known to be representa-
tive of the population of 
municipalities that 
provide forestry services 
in Lowland Bolivia.

High, as direct measures of 
interactions between local 
governments and other forestry 
organizations were used.

Frequency of regular interactions –- both 
horizontal and vertical –- are powerful 
predictors of local governance performance 
in the forestry sector.
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Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Andersson 2010 High – the sample is 
known to be representa-
tive of the population of 
rural settlements in 
Bolivia.

Direct measures of the importance 
that local communities place on 
relationships with different external 
organizations, such as NGOs, local 
regional, and central government 
officials

Communities that rank local government 
interactions as most important are signifi-
cantly more likely to create home-grown 
institutional arrangements for forest 
governance.

Andersson et al. 
2006

Random sample of local 
governments in Bolivia 
(n=100) and in Guate-
mala (n=100). Sampling 
error <5 percent. High 
reliability

High, as the measures of incentives 
are quite direct.

Three institutional factors – central 
government funding, central government 
monitoring, and pressure from the 
electorate – are found to motivate good 
forest governance by municipal officials 
in Bolivia

Andersson and van 
Laerhoven 2007

Random sample of local 
governments in Brazil, 
Chile, Peru and Mexico 
(n=390), moderate to high 
reliability.

Moderately high, as indirect 
measures of incentives for 
co-provision and co-production 
of services. 

Pressure from below seems to be the 
driving force for explaining investments in 
participatory governance. 

Becker and 
Ghimire 2003

Sampling procedure not 
reported, so this criterion 
is difficult to assess.

Moderate-high, as areas with 
NGOs and without had households 
report conservation attitudes 
and ecological knowledge, and 
connections between issues were 
discussed clearly.

Filed surveys and observations were used 
to determine the impact of information 
sharing on conservation in Western 
Ecuador

Boscolo et al. 
2010

High. The concession 
sample was stratified to 
be geographically 
representative. 

High, as the measures of concepts 
(whether sustainable forest 
management plans were adopted) 
were direct. 

Factors such as proximity to markets, 
tenure of forest managers, and technical 
assistance from the government all 
predisposed the adoption of sustainable 
practices in Bolivia

Cerutti et al. 2010 Reliability unknown; 
sampling procedure for 
eight sampled councils is 
not given.

High, as measures have face 
validity (e.g., magnitude of area 
fees, sources of political decision 
making). 

Mayors are blamed for poor distributions of 
area fees in villages in Cameroon, but the 
authors contend that they are scapegoats in 
a political system that does not have 
sufficient accountability.

de Jong et al. 2006 Difficult to assess 
because degree to which 
cases are representative is 
not discussed. 

High, as measures of relevant 
concepts are used (outcomes, area 
requested, area ceded).

Property rights, institutions, and state 
involvement are found to play key roles in 
determining the outcomes of conflicts over 
forest land between communities and 
companies.

Donovan and Puri 
2004

Convenience sample was 
used, so reliability and 
precision are not known

High, as data on NTFP was 
collected rigorously. Questions 
about livelihoods linked to NTFP 
possess face validity.

Local people in Borneo were asked 
to provide information on harvesting 
non-timber forest products, and the 
extent and type of traditional ecological 
knowledge & expertise was compiled

Ellis and 
Porter-Bolland

High, as data was 
collected through remote 
sensing 

High to moderate, as distances, 
populations, roads and land cover 
change were measured very 
directly. 

Landsat data used, in conjunction with 
institutional and socioeconomic data 
(distance to roads/markets), to determine 
likelihood of deforestation Mexican 
regions.

Ezzine de Blas 
et al. 2011

High, as villages were 
stratified to include 
appropriate biomes

High, as typology of conflicts 
accounts for known characteristics. 
The approach yields high internal 
validity.

20 villages in Cameroon sampled to study 
conflict. Rent distributions and leadership 
issues seem to drive conflicts in the region.

TABLE 1 Continued
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Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Gibson and 
Lehoucq 2003

High, as mayors are 
randomly sampled

High, as mayors are surveyed 
directly about their incentives 

Central government support and electoral 
pressure lead mayors in Guatemala to value 
forest conservation.

Iskander et al. 
2006

High, as concession plots 
were randomly selected 

Moderate, as forests that were 
compared (HPH and IPPK) may 
have had a priori differences

HPH and IPPK concessions in Indonesia 
yield very different rates of deforestation.

Kellert et al. 2000 High, as multiple areas 
with high sample sizes 
were used

Moderate, as knowledge, attitudes, 
and outcomes were all directly 
assessed; success measured based 
on these metrics uniformly. 

No original data, but rather an analysis of 
six case studies of cooperative/participatory 
management strategies in a variety of 
countries, concluding that institutional, 
ecological and organizational factors are 
critical in determining outcomes

Kusters et al. 2007 Very high reliability; 
random sample of 
villagers taken with a 
large n, and some data 
was triangulated via 
remote sensing.

The data has high internal validity, 
due to multiple measures being 
employed for many concepts.

Land-use decisions are found to depend on 
perceptions of tenure security moreso than 
de jure property rights in the Krui forest of 
Sumatra, Indonesia.

Lacerda et al. 2010 High, with a comprehen-
sive assessment of tree 
species in the Brazilian 
forest of interest was 
conducted

High, as measures of the value of 
TEK were well developed and 
direct

Local expertise is less error-prone in tree 
identification than reliance on western 
science alone.

Larson et al. 2008 Difficult to assess, as 
within-site sampling 
procedures were not 
given.

High internal validity (many 
concepts in many regions are 
appropriately measured). Moreover, 
this study has relatively high 
external validity because of the high 
geographic variability among cases

Property rights are shown to be critical in 
determining outcomes in forests for 
communities. The study compares cases 
from several Latin American countries. 

Marfo et al. 2010 High, as data was 
collected in Ghana using 
purposive samples, and a 
census in one case. 

Moderate, as the links between 
measures and concepts were direct, 
although assumptions were 
discussed in detail

Collected data from farmers in Ghana on 
the circumstances of their interactions w/ 
concession managers. Modeled the 
conflicts between the two actors, with 
strategies such as mediation, litigation, 
bargaining, arbitration, coalitions, and 
others

Mayers and 
Vermeulen 2002

High reliability. 53 
examples examined 
globally. The number of 
cases suggests reliable 
results.

High, as report structured as case 
studies. The number of case studies, 
and diversity of regions, adds to the 
external validity of the study. 

Cooperative arrangements, including 
outgrowing, concession leasing, corporate 
social responsibility projects, joint 
ventures, and community contracts, are 
examined in a variety of countries. A 
number of mutual benefits are found to 
occur in various contexts. Clear property 
rights are found to be key to making 
systems work.

McCarthy 2001 Reliability unknown; 
sampling procedure 
for key informants not 
given, data apparently 
ascertained from most 
accessible sources

High, as available data from 
government directly reveals 
concepts of interest. 

Decentralization has empowered local 
elites in Kalimantan, but the effects on the 
poor are less clearly positive. Deforestation 
has continued in spite of decentralization in 
the region.
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Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Medina et al. 2009 Difficult to assess, as only 
one community with each 
arrangement-type was 
selected in each region.

High internal validity (many 
concepts in many regions are 
ascertained with multiple mea-
sures), and the geographic diversity 
lends external validity as well.

The benefits accrued to households from 
several forestry schemes are studied in 
Latin America.

Mendoza and 
Prabhu 2000

High reliability (represen-
tative sample of experts)

The approach has high internal 
validity given that experts who were 
surveyed about methodologies were 
highly knowledgeable about how to 
assess them.

CIFOR C&I were field tested under a 
multiple criteria decision making model, 
with a team of experts in Kalimantan. Team 
included ecologist, forest scientist, social 
scientist and administrator

Menton et al. 2009 Moderate reliability. The 
primary field data 
collection instrument was 
workshops, which may 
have attracted a non-
representative sample of 
the population.

The approach possessed high 
internal validity, as concepts 
measured in workshops (hunting 
behaviors primarily) were triangu-
lated against ethnographic data

Community-company partnerships were 
found to be beneficial to households in 
Brazil, bringing in income without 
compromising NTFP harvests.

Merry et al. 2006 High reliability (random 
sample of households in 
the villages of interest)

Measures of concepts such as 
participation in associations, and 
perceptions of the quality of the 
associations are direct and the study 
has high validity.

In the Brazilian Amazon, participation in 
community associations is correlated with 
better logging contracts and higher 
satisfaction with these instruments of 
collective action.

Murti and Boydell 
2007

Reliability unknown, as 
the representativeness of 
cases is not discussed 

High, given the authors conclu-
sions; the assessment of case 
studies shows that conflict preven-
tion would be a good thing.

Conflicts in Fiji are shown to prevent the 
benefits of forests from being realized.

Ndoye et al. 2003 High reliability (random 
sample of traders in the 
area of study)

High, as economic values of NTFPs 
were measured by surveys, and the 
degree to which they accrue to 
traders was measured directly in 
this fashion. 

NTFPs are found to have high value to 
communities in the Congo Basin, and 
timber markets fail to capture these values.

Nebel et al. 2003 Unknown, as data 
collection procedures are 
not disclosed. Data is 
from an “efficient, 
anonymous concession.”

High, as concepts such as price are 
directly measurable 

Opportunities for income for communities 
are explored up and down the timber 
production and processing chain.

Nawir et al. 2003 Moderate, with some 
selection bias (companies 
voluntarily participated)

High, as reasons for and impacts of 
collaboration are directly addressed. 
There are, notably, no control 
groups.

Three case studies were conducted, in 
association with the three private conces-
sion holders, wherein local inhabitants 
were surveyed for a variety of indicators 
(utilization of land, reasons for entering 
into cooperative arrangements, and others)

Pacheco et al. 
2010

High, as data was 
aggregated and individual 
data was well document-
ed

Moderate, as confounding factors 
such as exogenous economic 
conditions were not discussed

No original data; assessment of existing 
data on Bolivian forest policy and out-
comes

Palmer 2004 Unclear, because data 
collection methods were 
not discussed

Moderate, as the analysis used 
apparently existing data to address 
questions directly (sources not 
known, though)

Case study of East Kalimantan, villagers 
were consulted to determine the impact of 
decentralization and the types of conflict 
resolution mechanisms available
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Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Perez et al. 2005 High, with sample of 
concessions stratified for 
size and legal classifica-
tion. 5

Moderate, with size and age of 
concessions were linked to %degra-
dation clearly Other factors were 
not considered, however; proximity 
to markets, and institutional 
contexts. 

Data in on Congo basin concessions 
relative to age and size collected. Depen-
dent variables include species harvested 
and percentage of land area harvested

Purnomo et al. 
(2003)

High – Simulations 
provide uncertainty 
specification in collabora-
tion models, with 
relatively tight distribu-
tions

Qualitatively, assumptions of model 
appear robust; real world triangula-
tion would be necessary for further 
assessment of validity

Original data wasn’t collected, but existing 
knowledge was used to model outcomes of 
varying degrees of community/concession-
holder cooperation

Ros-tonen et al. 
2008

Reliability may be low 
because only one or two 
cases were investigated 
for each type of commu-
nity-company partnership

High internal validity. Social 
benefits measured via households, 
concepts like equity measured by 
examining differences between 
genders.

Politically oriented partnerships between 
communities, NGOs and other groups 
(companies?) are advocated in light of their 
observed benefits. A case study of a 
movement opposed to the construction of a 
dam in Brazil is highlighted in this context.

Ruiz Perez et al. 
2005

Moderate, with conces-
sions non-randomly 
sampled in the Congo 
Basin by convenience 

High (concepts such as size and age 
of concessions were directly 
measured, and outcome variables 
including species harvested were 
measured through surveys)

Variables like size and nationalization of 
concessions affect the pressure exerted on 
forests and the benefits accrued from 
forests in the Congo Basin.

Sears et al. 2007 Difficult to assess, as 
sampling procedures were 
not discussed

High, with robust longitudinal 
approach to assessing the use of 
knowledge

They find that technical and ecological 
knowledge lead to effective forest manage-
ment by people in the Brazilian Amazon.

Somerville et al. 
2010

Moderate, with a 
convenience sample 
employed, though with a 
reasonable samples size.

High, with direct measures through 
interviews.

They survey community members in areas 
under the Durrell management scheme – a 
payment for ecological services, wherein 
communities manage wildlife, prevent 
illegal logging, and ensure that new 
agriculture is not started. They find that 
some community members benefit, while 
others do not.

Thapa et al. 1995 High, with random 
sample in Solma Village, 
uncertainty specification 
is possible. 

External validity unknown (do 
farmers in other places possess 
similar knowledge?), but the 
concept (knowledge) is linked 
tightly to the measures – requests 
about specific information.

Ecological knowledge of farmers in 
agroforestry systems was compiled through 
questionnaires & ecological inventories

Tokede et al. 2005 High, with participatory 
research conducted in 
Papua to gauge impacts 
of community conces-
sions, with households 
and elites sampled. 

High internal validity given the 
appropriate measures of benefit 
distributions with triangulation 
from multiple measures.

They find that while benefits may accrue to 
communities in Papua where there are 
community concessions, there is a high risk 
of elites capturing benefits; the benefits do 
not appear to be equitably distributed in 
many cases.

Turner et al. 2000 Difficult to assess, as 
convenience sample was 
used

Moderate, as TEK was inventoried 
comprehensively. 

While no formal survey or interview was 
administered in the study of traditional 
ecological knowledge in British Columbia, 
ethnographic data was collected through 
conversations with key informants.
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Source Reliability, precision, 
and uncertainty 
assessment

Validity assessment Notes

Van Vliet et al. 
2008

High ,with wildlife 
collected through a robust 
transect methodology.

High with direct measures of 
concepts

They find that some wildlife avoid roads, 
and others do not; they propose that 
accounting for these distribution patterns 
may help reduce the impacts of logging on 
biodiversity

Vermeulen et al. 
2009

High, with robust 
sampling procedure 

High, as hunting outcomes are 
measured directly

They looked at hunting sharing in conces-
sion areas, and find that it doesn’t reduce 
logging necessarily, and it is unclear that 
there are benefits to having communities 
hunt.

Vidal 2003 High, as companies in 
Brazil were grouped 
according to characteris-
tics, and random samples 
in each group were 
studied. 

High, as study directly assesses 
characteristics companies valued in 
partnerships with communities 

Out-grower schemes dare examined in 
Brazil.

World Bank (2010) Moderate, with selection-
bias present, so alterna-
tive samples may produce 
different results. 

Moderate (Questions about “what’s 
important” not triangulated with 
multiple measures/methods)

Survey/Interview on what’s important in 
cooperative agreements; companies and 
NGO experts primarily

Yasmi et al. 2005 Moderate, as convenience 
sample was utilized.

High, with participatory and rapid 
rural appraisals were used to 
develop measures of concepts. 

They find that decentralization has not 
proceeded in a uniform fashion. In spite of 
communities being “empowered,” common 
people do not actually participate in the 
governance of forests. Local elites and 
governments dominate decision making by 
far.
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