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Policy Matters! - Forest Policy in Asia-Pacific

Patrick B. Durst
(Senior Forestry Officer FAO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific)

INTRODUCTION

The forestry sector in the Asia-Pacific region is characterized by diversity and rapid change.
Asia is the world’s most densely populated continent and is home to some of the world’s poorest, as
well as some of the world’s richest, people. Not surprisingly, demands placed on the region’s rela-
tively scarce forest resources have been steadily increasing throughout the past century, as a result
of increasing populations and wealth. Thus forestry in the Asia-Pacific is a nexus of conflicts be-
tween environmental and economic objectives - further compounded by a diversity of social struc-
tures including an enormous diversity of ethnic groups and cultures, with markedly different world-
views and aspirations. Countries in the region are grappling with these challenges, with varying
degrees of success.

The performances of national forestry sectors depend to a considerable extent on countries’ in-
stitutional contexts, including prevailing forest policies. The earliest forest policies in the Asia-Pa-
cific region date back to the 1800s and dealt primarily with forest harvesting and wood supply is-
sues. Over the decades, forest policies have been revised and refined in response to the increasing
complexity of societies’ expectations of how forests should be managed. Today, all of the countries
in the region are strongly aligned to principles of sustainable forest management (SFM), although
many are struggling to translate this commitment into meaningful action. Several Asia-Pacific coun-
tries are world leaders in implementing participatory forest management. Many have recognized
that very high population pressures mean that effective SFM can only be implemented if communi-
ties and key stakeholders are strongly involved in forest management decision-making. At the same
time, rigid cultural and bureaucratic structures invoke considerable inertia in the face of otherwise

rapid change.
WHAT ARE FOREST POLICIES?

Very simply, policies are strategies, guiding principles, or plans that are established to guide
actions over time. Policies express and articulate courses of actions to achieve specific objectives.
Forest policies are concerned with the manner in which forests and tree resources should be man-
aged to meet society’s demands for goods and services that forests can - if managed properly - pro-
vide for current and future generations. :

Forest policies are developed at all levels-some are formal and rigid; others may be informal
or implicit. There are global and regional policies painstakingly hammered out in UN forums and
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conferences, such as the Forest Principles and the Convention on Biological Diversity agreed to at
UNCED.

Most countries have national forest programmes, master plans for forestry development, or
similar policies that focus mostly on forests and the forestry sector. But there are also a range of
cross-cutting national policies in the areas of agriculture, land-use, economic development,
tourism, transportation, etc. that may have significant-and sometimes unintended-impacts on for-
ests.

In some large countries, there are also state or provincial forest policies. And often there are
local, community, village, or tribal forest policies (e. g.", customary or tribal forest laws).

Layered on top of all of these might be the policies of forest companies whose “corporate poli-
cies” may have significant impacts on people and forests, particularly under large-scale forest con-
cession systems.

Finally, although usually not formally documented, even families and individuals have poli-
cies-usually to guide social behavior, but sometimes to guide forestry and forest-use activities (e.

g. , where, when, how and who collects firewood) .

WHY DO WE NEED FOREST POLICIES?

Why do we need policies? The behaviour of people is influenced or dictated by the “world”
in which they operate. Ideally, forest policies address anticipated problems that arise because of
an imbalance between public and private goals. Imbalances result in conflicts and policies try to
minimize such conflicts by applying different policy instruments. Important is that policy instru-
ments are designed to change behaviour so that conflicts can be minimized.

The future of forestry and Asia’s forest and tree resources is shaped by current policies. The
key challenges in policy design are to achieve a balance among the multiple roles of forests to de-
liver the greatest overall benefits to society, and to adopt instruments that keep the sector respon-
sive to emerging opportunities and changing needs without compromising the sustainability of forest

resources.

POLICY PROCESS

Formal forest policies have content in the form of statements and instruments designed to a-
chieve a desired objective such as biodiversity conservation, wood production or watershed protec-

[

tion. Forest policy also has “process”, meaning policy formulation, implementation and review.
The process is circular in that the review of the impact and effectiveness of a policy should lead ei-

ther to a new policy or adjustments, or confirm the previous policy.
Policy formulation

As a general rule, policies developed in a top-down and elitist manner will be less effective
than policies that have been formulated with meaningful input from all interested and affected par-
ties. Until at least the late-1980s, forest policy formulation in Asia and the Pacific was considered
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the domain of - and dominated by - forestry experts. In fact, historically, foresters viewed people
as an obstacle to effective forest management. The results were forest policies that were not neces-
sarily implementable on the ground and often failed to receive support from other forestry stake-
holders. Over the last ten to fifteen years this has slowly changed, in part due to pressures from
stakeholders, in part also because foresters have realized the shortcomings of the earlier approach.

There are considerable differences in how countries conduct forest policy processes and how
stakeholders are involved in policy formulation. In some countries, the shift from exclusionary to
participatory approaches is welcomed, while in others forest agencies feel that they are pressured to
collaborate with other stakeholders and forced to tolerate people’s participation in the policy
process. Even where stakeholder involvement in recent policy formulation initiatives has gone quite
far a number of problems remain.

Given the wide range and diversity of affected or interested parties, the complex levels and
inter-actions of actors, and the important vested interests at stake, it’s no wonder that there are
many pitfalls in formulating forest policies. These potential problems are critically important to
keep in mind as we work to formulate policies, as we try to influence policy development, and as
we strive to facilitate policy formulation exercises. It should be evident that how we go about devel-
oping forest policy can have as much influence on implementation as the actual policy itself.

It is therefore useful to keep in mind some key principles for effective policy making. These
can be referred to as the seven “P’s” of effective policy development.

Proactive People concerned about how forests are managed need to be proactive in working
to establish favourable policies. The intense scrutiny being given to forests and forest management
these days means that if you aren’t involved in influencing forest policy, someone else will be-and
the results may not be to your liking.

In some countries, much of the forest policy agenda has been taken over by NGOs, advocacy
groups, and politicians. Up to a point, the involvement of such groups is positive, but when they
dominate at the expense of other affected groups, the result can be misguided policies, policies
that cannot be implemented effectively, or policies reflecting only the special interests of the domi-
nant pressure group. Examples of advocacy groups out-manoeuvring others in forestry can be seen
in some of the overly restrictive logging ban policies of some countries in the region.

Participatory ; It is impossible to over-emphasize the importance of broad participation in for-
est policy making. To be effective, policy making cannot be left exclusively to a few elite “plan-
ners,” no matter how skilled or knowledgeable they may be. Effective forest policy making active-
ly involves all interested and affected people. Moreover, all stakeholders must be convinced that
they have a fair and equitable opportunity to influence how policies are developed (i. e. the poli-
cy n;aking process must do more than just “pay lip service” to certain groups).

It is likely to be counter-productive to exclude certain individuals or groups from the policy
making process, even if we do not approve of their actions or beliefs vis-a-vis forest management.
It does not make sense to argue about whether or not particular individuals or groups are “legiti-
ate stakeholders. ” Anyone who is affected by how forests are managed, or has the ability to af-
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