
II.  Definition of terms
Poverty can be defined as a pronounced deprivation
of well-being related to lack of material income or
consumption, low levels of education and health,
vulnerability and exposure to risk, no opportunity to
be heard and powerlessness (World Bank 2001:15).
Thus, poverty alleviation can be defined as
successfully lessening deprivation of well-being.  

In this regard, forest-based poverty alleviation
(FBPA) is an encompassing term, where forest
resources are used either to avoid or to mitigate
poverty, or to eliminate poverty, or both.  FBPA is
not a stand-alone process. The role forests and trees
play in alleviating poverty tends to be linked with
other land uses, in particular agriculture and
grazing, mixed systems of crop and tree growing and
utilisation.

There are three principal ways to achieve FBPA:
to prevent forest resources from shrinking if they
are necessary for maintaining well-being (protecting
the pie); to make forests accessible and redistribute
resources and rents (dividing the pie differently);
and to increase the value of forest production
(enlarging the pie).  All are vital but are applied
differently, depending on forest uses and strategies
adopted.

I.  Introduction
This article focuses on forests and poverty in
developing countries, mostly in the context of
natural forests.  While some attention is given to the
potential of planted forests and agroforestry to
alleviate poverty, space constraints only allowed a
passing reference to trees outside forests. Thus,
while not attempting to provide an extensive
analysis of the topic, the article nonetheless defines
forest-based poverty alleviation, examines the
potential of forests in this regard, notes obstacles
that block progress, identifies conditions that may
strengthen the role of forests in this area, and
proposes several strategies to improve the forest
sector’s contributions.

Forests have an important role to play in
alleviating poverty worldwide in two senses.  First,
they serve a vital safety net function, helping rural
people avoid poverty, or helping those who are poor
to mitigate their plight.  Second, forests have
untapped potential to actually lift some rural people
out of poverty.

These characteristics are unknown to many
policymakers and planners because the safety net
functions of forests are, in some respects, poorly
understood and recognised and because the
scientific community has not explained them well.
One reason for this is that the contribution of forests
to poor households is largely unrecorded in national
statistics, most of it being for subsistence or for
trade in local markets.  In addition, the lion’s share
of wealth from timber goes to better-off segments
of society while some aspects of timber resources
actually inhibit their potential to assist marginalised
people.  In spite of these obstacles, forests can
increase their contribution to poverty alleviation,
provided that decision-makers recognise and act on
their potential.
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This article specifies two types of poverty alleviation, applied at the
household level, in association with forest resources.  These are:
• poverty avoidance or mitigation, that is, a situation where forests

resources serve a safety net function, or as a gap filler, including
as a source of petty cash; and 

• poverty elimination, that is, a situation where forest resources
help lift the household out of poverty by functioning as a source of
savings, investment, accumulation, asset building, and permanent
increases in income and welfare.
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Forests serve as a vital safety net for millions of
people around the world.  Their role in eliminating
poverty is not as well documented, though probably
applies to a smaller number of people (Wunder 2001).
Little is known on the extent to which forests can
alleviate poverty in developing countries in the
future.  Much research must be done to shed light on
this question.

This section summarises basic information on the
opportunities and obstacles for FBPA as regards to
five categories of forest use: conversion of natural
forests to agriculture; timber; non-timber forest
products (NTFPs); payment for environmental
services; and employment and indirect benefits.  It
also notes that the destruction and removal of forest
cover, on the one hand, and its maintenance and
sustained use, on the other, can support  poverty
alleviation.  A critical role for science is to better
understand where forest conservation and poverty
alleviation converge, and where they diverge as
policy goals.

1. Conversion of forests to agriculture
Between 1700 and 1980, the world’s forest cover
decreased by 19 percent and the area of agricultural
land increased four and a half times (Richards
1990:164).  The driving forces of this conversion
have been forest rent capture (use of unexploited
economic opportunities), commercial interests
behind the establishment of agricultural trade, and
conversion of forest land to agriculture.  Rural
smallholders have also benefited from this process.
Conversion of natural forests to agriculture, that is
to say, exploitation of the soil nutrient-building
function of forests, is probably their main
contribution to poverty alleviation in terms of
numbers in that hundreds of millions of people likely
benefited throughout history.  Where smallholders
are concerned, the conversion of natural forests can
be either temporary, as in swidden systems, or
permanent, in the case of sedentary agriculture.

Population increases in developing countries and
increasing demand for land are among the forces
propelling forest conversion.  According to
Alexandratos (1995:168), the area of agricultural
land in developing countries, excluding China, will
have to increase from 760 million ha to 850 million
ha by 2010 to meet demand for food.  Dyson
(1996:168) and Evans (1998:200) claim that
potentially cultivable land is abundant and is not a
constraint in terms of supply.  However, as Evans
(1998, 200) explains: “Much of the presently
uncultivated area is already used for grazing
livestock or is of poorer quality, too remote or
subdivided to be economic, vulnerable to erosion, or
cherished in its present state.”  There are
potentially disastrous consequences from clearing
all available cultivable land to meet demand.  The
overwhelming majority of future increases in food

When examining the forest-poverty relationship,
it is important to consider all types of disadvantaged
people, irrespective of their level of poverty or
whether they are landless or have access to land1.
While these distinctions are recognised, space
limitations do not allow an assessment of their
implications.

III. Opportunities and obstacles
in forest-based poverty
alleviation
The fact that natural forests and poverty are found
in the same place in some areas of the world2 is no
accident.  Natural forests are home to human
evolution and human populations that have lived
there for millennia are at a relatively low level of
socio-economic development.  Moreover, migrant
rural populations that colonise forested areas and
seek new agricultural lands are often relatively
poor.  Forests often serve as an employer of last
resort for economically marginalised people, for
example, due to skewed land distributions in the
lowlands.  In the course of history, forests have
often served as a refuge for less powerful people
fleeing oppression, conflict and war.

Hundreds of millions of people depend on
forests.  It is difficult to be specific about the
numbers because such an assessment depends on
how dependence is defined (Byron and Arnold 1999;
Calibre Consultants and SSC 2000).  Byron and
Arnold (1999) identified three categories: forest
dwellers, including hunter-gatherers and swidden
cultivators; farmers living adjacent to forests,
including smallholders and the landless; and
commercial users, including artisans, traders, small
entrepreneurs, and employees in forest industries.
An additional category is consumers of forest
products among the urban poor.

1
Barham et al. (1999) point out that even small differences in the level and type of household assets are a key factor in

explaining how forest people use their local resources.
2

There are, of course, many exceptions.  Not all forested areas are poor, and not all poverty is found in forested areas.

Women in Krui,
Lampung, Indonesia
are paid to carry
damar from the
forests 
to their village.
(Photo by Lini
Wollenberg)
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demand will have to be met through more efficient
use of existing agricultural lands (Dyson 1996:117;
Rosegrant et al. 2001:79).  Some transitional land
use options, such as complex agro-forests, tree crop
plantations, and scattered trees on farm land can
potentially assist poverty alleviation while conserving
rainforests.  However, the win-win opportunities are
few and action must be taken on the trade-offs to
prevent rainforests from disappearing (Tomich et al.
2001:242; Lee et al. 2001:11).

Local constraints to clearing large tracts of forest
for agriculture are that some forest lands have low
quality soils or are in marginal, hilly, or erosion-prone
areas.  In addition, such permanent clearing implies
losing the safety net and income generating
functions.  At the global level, possible checks on
further forest clearing include the consequences of
diminished capacity for carbon sequestration and loss
of habitat and biological diversity.

2. Timber
Timber is by far the largest source of wealth in most
forests.  In 1998, the value of international forest
products exports from developing countries,
considering industrial roundwood, sawnwood, and
wood panels alone, was $10.4 billion (FAO 2001:122-
135).3 With so much wealth stored in developing
country forests, the question arises as to why little
has gone toward alleviating the poverty of people
living in their midst.  There are two reasons.

First, both extraction of timber from natural
forests and tree growing have certain anti-poor
characteristics. Although some production and
processing of timber is small-scale and for local
markets, much is capital, technology, and skill
intensive, tends to require large economies of scale,
and is aimed at specialised consumer markets. Tree
growing for timber requires secure land tenure and
the poor are often landless or only have informal
control over the land they use.  High-value timber
for extraction tends to be in inaccessible humid
forests, whereas the poorest of the poor are more
numerous in dry forests.  Tree growing requires a
long-term, high risk investment whereas the poor
require income in the near-term and strive to
minimise risks.  Nevertheless, many poor rural
families that own land in established agricultural
areas plant some trees.

Second, some poor are excluded from access to
timber wealth precisely because the value of timber
is so high and because they lack power.4 In many
countries, forest tenure, laws and regulations were
designed to assure the state and holders of timber
concessions were granted privileged access and to
avert interference and counter-appropriation by the
rural poor.  Only in recent years has this begun to
change.

Two models of timber production can possibly
alleviate poverty but significant obstacles are

attached to both.  First, local management of natural
forests is hampered by weak and slow-changing
institutions, rent capture by local elites, inconsistent
laws and regulations and cumbersome bureaucracy.
In addition, communities lack control of downstream
activities and much of the forest rent is captured by
those involved in processing and marketing.  Second,
use of trees for subsistence, for example for
fuelwood and fodder, is important yet over-
exploitation is common (e.g. Rathore et al. 1995;
Schulte-Bisping et al. 1999).  While tree growing by
smallholders can potentially produce substantial
income, it requires access and land tenure security,
something the poorest of the poor tend not to have. 

3.  Non-timber Forest Products (NTFP)
NTFPs provide a wide range of goods for domestic use
and for the market, among which are charcoal,
fuelwood, game, fruit, nuts, medicinal herbs, forage,
and thatch for roofs.  In contrast to timber, NTFPs
tend to have little or no capital requirements and
tend to be available in open-access or semi-open
access settings.  The poor generally use various types
of NTFPs so are able to spread risk among different
activities.  There is strong evidence that the poorest
of the poor around the world are those most engaged
in extracting NTFPs (Neumann and Hirsch 2000).  This
then raises the question of whether or not NTFPs
contribute positively to the livelihoods of the poor.5

A positive outlook regards NTFPs as a safety net.
They are a source of emergency sustenance in times
of hardship, i.e., when crops fail, when economic
crisis hits, in times of conflict or war, or when floods
wash away homes.  NTFPs tend to be seasonal and
to perform a gap-filling function. Rarely are they
the primary source of household income (Byron and
Arnold 1999:792; Arnold 2001b:24-25), although
there are important exceptions.  Also, they are
sometimes a form of savings.

But NTFPs can also be a poverty trap.  Rural
people rely on NTFPs because they are poor, but it is
also possible they are poor because they rely on NTFPs
and activities for which remuneration is low.  Some
characteristics of the forest environment and of the
NTFP economy make it difficult or impossible for
those who depend on them to rise out of poverty.
Natural forests are often inferior production
environments with little infrastructure, high transport
costs due to remoteness, few buyers, and exploitive
marketing chains.  The net benefits of NTFPs are often
too low to justify articulating property rights which, in
turn, limits incentives to invest and increase yields.  In
the few cases where NTFPs have high value, the poor
are often excluded from accessing them (Dove 1993).
Finally, sustained increase in demand for NTFPs can
lead to collapse of the resource base, to intensive
production on plantations outside forests, or to
production of synthetics that out-compete NTFPs
(Homma 1992).

3
This figure excludes woodfuel, pulp for paper, and paper and paperboard.Note that the figure considerably understates

the total value of timber, because most timber by volume is traded within countries and not internationally. 
4
This situation is aptly summarized in the book title Rich Forests, Poor People: Resource Control and Resistance in Java,

by Nancy L. Peluso (1992).
5 The following arguments are elaborated in Angelsen and Wunder (2002).
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The safety net and poverty trap aspects of NTFPs
are linked.  The characteristics that make them
attractive to the poor also limit their potential for
generating increased income.  The key issue is how
to preserve the role of forests as safety nets in
locations where they are more than dead-end
poverty traps and where other forms of social
insurance cannot take their place.

4. Environmental services
The ecological services of forests are relevant to
poverty alleviation in two ways: direct use for people
living in or near forests and transfer payments for
non-local services provided by those living in or near
forests that they own or manage.

Forest dwellers can benefit directly from
maintaining healthy forest ecosystems.  For example
healthy forests can protect the quantity and quality
of water supplies (WRI 2000:101), and maintain or
enhance agricultural production by restoring soil
fertility in agroforestry systems (Sanchez et al. 1997).
Also, forest biodiversity provides various ecological
benefits, including germplasm for crop improvement.
The direct use value of forest environmental services
is related to the poverty avoidance/mitigation
function of forests.

This section focuses on transfer payments where
off-site users pay forest dwellers to maintain the
ecological services of particular forests. These
payments could potentially improve the livelihoods
of these forest dwellers and help eliminate poverty.
However, while the potential benefits are immense,
the challenges to implementing such schemes
continue to be daunting.

A. Carbon storage and sequestration schemes seek
to mitigate the contribution of tropical forests to
global warming either by reducing forest
degradation and deforestation or via reforestation
or some combination of both.  Thirty forest-based
carbon offset schemes have been developed to
date, but skeptics point to high transaction costs
and economies of scale that limit the involvement of
the poor (Bass et al. 2000; Smith et al 2000).  The
Clean Development Mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol
must include safeguards to avert risks to local
livelihoods and provide incentives for social benefits
in forestry projects (Smith and Scherr forthcoming).

B. Since the 1970s, Integrated Conservation and
Development Projects (ICDPs) aim at protecting
forest habitats and biodiversity while trying to
improve livelihoods.  Most have been unsuccessful,
especially in terms of conservation objectives (Wells
and Brandon 1992; Gilmour 1994).  The main problem
is that the employment provided through ICDPs does
not necessarily reduce the incentives or the means
for forest encroachment.  In fact, such programs
might relax capital constraints and enable farmers to

convert more forests to agriculture (Wunder 2001).
An alternative approach is to pay people directly for
the ecological services they protect, a tool which is
under rapid development (see below).

C. There have been payment schemes, mainly in Latin
America, to compensate upstream forest owners for
the protection of hydrological services.  Examples
include payments by hydroelectric plants, drinking-
water consumers, users of irrigation systems in
Colombia, Costa Rica and Ecuador (Pagiola 2001) and
tax benefits to forest rich municipalities in Brazil
(Grieg-Gran 2000).  The welfare implications of these
schemes are not yet known.  Landell-Mills and Porras
(2002) state that the key hurdles facing the poor in
watershed protection schemes are their lack of
bargaining power and access to markets.

D.  While forest-based tourism companies benefit
disproportionately from such schemes, there is
evidence that even small absolute cash transfers per
tourist from nature-based tourism can benefit local
people significantly.  Examples are the CAMPFIRE
project in Zimbabwe (The Zimbabwe Trust et al.
1994), the Annapurna Conservation Area Project in
Nepal (Gurung and Coursey 1994), international eco-
tourism operations in Ecuador (Wunder 1999) and
nationally dominated tourism to forest areas in Brazil
(Wunder 2000).

5.  Employment and indirect benefits
Very little is known about alleviating poverty
through formal or informal forest sector
employment and through indirect benefits such as
local multiplier effects or trickle-down effects.
Angelsen and Wunder (2002) discuss these effects in
greater detail, although limited empirical evidence
is available.  This section is limited to listing basic
information about these aspects.

A. Employment. In the late 1990s, there were 17.4
million employees worldwide in the formal forestry
sector and about 47 million altogether, including
formal and informal employment (ILO 2001: 39).6 A
study of six developing countries found that forest-
based enterprises accounted for 13-35 percent of all
small scale rural enterprise employment (FAO 1987).

B. Local multiplier effects.  It is possible that forestry
activities alleviate poverty through local multiplier
effects.  For example, opening a forest concession and
bringing in a logging workforce creates demand for
food, goods and services and creates employment
opportunities.  Likewise, creation of a logging road
not only enables transport of logs but opens access to
markets for other goods, potentially increasing local
incomes.  It can also enable local people to access
external health and schooling services.  However,
negative effects must also be considered, among

6 Forest sector employment in this study encompasses: forestry (including logging); wood industries (excluding furniture);
pulp and paper products; and furniture (excluding non-wood furniture).  The definition excludes employees in government
forest services, and people involved in the transport, marketing and trade of forest products who are not employed by
forest industry firms.  These data are subject to a wide margin of error because reliable employment data are notoriously
difficult to obtain (ILO 2001: 38-40).
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which are reduced NTFP production from logged-over
forests; conflicts with logging companies; and
disruptions resulting from the collapse of the
economic boom when the logging is done.

C.  Trickle-down effects.  Not enough is known about
the extent to which forestry contributes to poverty
reduction through its impact on overall economic
growth or whether cheaper forest products from
increased market supplies make urban consumers
better off.  The contribution of the forestry sector to
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) tends to be a small
fraction of the total in most developing countries.
One should note, however, that the value-added
figure for the forestry sector significantly
underestimates the total value since a large share of
forest products are not registered because they are
used for subsistence and trade in local markets.
Moreover, low GDP contributions can also reflect the
simple fact that, in many cases, forest products are
not scarce and therefore are cheap (Simpson 1999).
Further, although often a small share of GDP, timber
wealth tends to be important to economic
development.  Timber resources are often liquidated
and the capital used to establish economic activities
outside the forest sector.

IV. Enabling factors and strategies

Forests play an important role in alleviating poverty,
largely in terms of their safety net function yet
appear to fall short of their potential to eliminate
poverty.  This section identifies recent developments
that may improve the potential of forests to
alleviate poverty and presents strategies that may
enhance that potential.

Enabling conditions
1. Decentralisation.  Decentralisation of authority
and resource control is now occurring in many
developing countries.  This process increases,
though by no means guarantees, the possibility of
greater local access to forest rents.  In some
disappointing cases, mechanisms to exclude the
poor have merely been reconfigured.

2.  Forest tenure change.  Massive redistribution of
forest resources in developing countries has resulted
in 22 percent of total forest area being owned by or
reserved for communities and indigenous groups
(Scherr et al. forthcoming; White and Martin
2002:7).  Again, this does not guarantee poverty will
be alleviated but may improve chances.  

3. Democratisation.  The trend toward
democratisation in many developing countries
potentially increases the bargaining power of rural
communities vis-à-vis the state and large
enterprises.  For example, in Indonesia, rural
villagers are now freer to stake a claim to forest
lands and resources than they were during the 30-
year Suharto regime.

4. Anti-corruption campaigns.  Corrupt practices in
the forest sector tend to work against the interests
of the poor (e.g., Hill 2000).  In connection with
democratisation, campaigns against corruption can
boost opportunities for the rural poor to get a larger
share of forest wealth.

5. Retreat of concessionaires.  In many tropical
countries, after over-harvesting timber,
concessionaires have not renewed their concessions.
This presents an opportunity for forest communities
to intercede and compete for access rights prior to
the maturing of marketable timber stems.

6.  Growing markets.  Rapidly growing urban
markets provide new opportunities for smallholders,
especially those who live in peri-urban areas, to
market forest products.  Increased scarcity of forest
products, such as fuelwood, makes it more
profitable to grow forest products on-farm.

7.  Market deregulation and liberalisation.  Market
deregulation and liberalisation can favor FBPA in
two ways.  First, it can be a force behind eliminating
regulations that prevent growing trees on farms
that, in the past, has been more controlled than the
growing of annual crops.  Second, it can lead to
reform of forestry marketing regulations that have
tended to discriminate against small producers.
Trade liberalisation does not always favor the
interests of the poor, and government monopolies
can easily be replaced by private ones.  Thus, there
is still a need for government intervention to
protect vulnerable people against these negative
effects (Mayers and Vermeulen 2002:4).

8.  New technologies.  Small portable sawmills with
lower capital requirements should favor a more
decentralised production system for sawn wood.  In
principle, this should make it easier to involve local
entrepreneurs.  Technological changes in the
plywood industry allow use of smaller diameter

A child holds  up piquia fruit collected from the Brazilian Amazon forest.
(Photo by Patricia Shanley)
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conflicts tend to arise over access to forest resources,
interventions are needed to defend the interests of
those who are powerless.

2. Remove tenure and regulatory restrictions.  A pro-
poor forest use strategy requires transferring (or
returning) public forest lands to local control so that
local people can enter into long-term business
contracts (Scherr et al. forthcoming:44 and 59).  Just
as important is to eliminate excessive regulations and
regulations that discriminate against smallholder and
artisan production and trade of forest products
(Scherr et al. forthcoming:48 and 59; Arnold
2001a:14; FAO and DFID 2001:14; Mayers and
Vermeulen 2002:4).  As a rule, people should be
allowed to decide whether to plant or harvest trees
on their own land.  Management plans, if really
required because of important external benefits,
should be kept simple.  In some cases, over-
harvesting and exhausting high-value timber rents
by large enterprises may render unnecessary the
enforcement of regulations designed to exclude the
poor.  Devolving control of forest resources does not
guarantee a pro-poor outcome because local
governments can be inefficient and corrupt or local
elites may monopolise the benefits.  However, under
good governance, devolution can improve the
chances of a pro-poor outcome.

3.  Improve marketing arrangements.  Forest market
policies that subsidise or provide privileged access
to large scale producers and processors must be
eliminated so as to  move towards a “level playing
field” for marginal producers (Scherr et al.
forthcoming:52 and 59; FAO and DFID 2001:18).
Other measures to redress unfairness include
elimination of tied credit deals and minimum
volume or area requirements; establishment of
special sorting yards and services that provide
information on prices and markets; and active
involvement of local producers in policy

trees and more species.  Given that control over less
valuable commercial forests has been granted to
local communities, at least in the past, this
technological change could increase the value of
these forests.  However, this also risks speeding up
deforestation by making new areas and species
commercially profitable for logging.

9. Growing global environmental threats.  The
growing threat of global warming and biodiversity
loss increases the likelihood that developed
countries will be willing to compensate forest
dwellers in developing countries for environmental
services through carbon sequestration and
conservation concessions.

These changing socio-economic, political, and
environmental conditions merely present
opportunities to enhance the role of forests in
alleviating poverty and do not guarantee a positive
outcome.  If forests are to better serve the goal of
poverty alleviation, then there must be conscious
and dedicated efforts in that direction.  The
following six strategies are among those that hold
the most promising potential.

Strategies
1. People-centered forestry.  Improved use of forest
resources to alleviate poverty requires, above all,
that forestry be people-centered (FAO and DFID
2001:4; Warner 2000:9).  Operationally, this means
that the poor in forested areas must have a much
stronger say in determining their destinies and
livelihoods.  Local people should be the main
stakeholders where forests continue to be central to
livelihoods, and meeting their needs on a sustainable
basis should be the main objective of forest
management (Warner 2000:9).  As explained by
Peluso (1999:38), “people’s relations with others are
as important to understanding their use of the forest
as are their direct forest management activities.”
Policies should formally recognise that, because

The poor rarely have
the opportunity to

benefit from the full
economic potential of

forest resources.
(Photo by Edmond

Dounias)
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negotiations that affect forest markets (Scherr et al.
forthcoming:53-55).  Intervention strategies must
distinguish between people who are involved in
forest product activities because they lack other
income sources and those who are responding to
market opportunities (Arnold and Townson 1998:1).

4. Partnerships.  Closer partnerships between
smallholders or communities and commercial
companies, as in the case of outgrower schemes,
would be an important step forward.  An effective
partnership between poor people and the private
sector needs to be based on each group’s
comparative advantages.  The poor can supply
cheap labor and land while companies have easier
access to capital, knowledge, technologies, and
markets.  Mayers (2000) and Desmond and Race
(2001) summarise lessons learned from such
arrangements.  Genuine partnerships facilitate
secure contractual obligations between
communities and companies in that the former get
an adequate economic return and the latter invest
because they are assured a supply of wood.  Yet, the
bargaining power of individuals and communities is
often weak and producer associations and
alternative market outlets strengthen their power.
NGOs have a crucial role to play in strengthening the
negotiating power of farm foresters and producer
associations by making the contract process
transparent and by assisting the flow of information.
Government is also an important player since an
enabling environment is required for effective
partnerships to take root (FAO and CIFOR
forthcoming).

5.  Redesign transfer payments.  Lack of secure land
tenure and high transaction costs of contracts with
smallholders make it difficult to involve the poor in
compensation agreements for the provision of
environmental services.  Moreover, many of the poor
are unaware of these income-earning possibilities
and have no advocate to act on their behalf.  Poor
people control an increasing share of tropical forest
land so bringing them on board is crucial for
achieving goals related to climate mitigation. One
approach is to compensate governments for not
logging an area (conservation concessions).  Another
is to pay local people for not deforesting and for
safeguarding biologically diverse forests on their
land (conservation easements).  Under these
arrangements, direct payments are made on the
basis of a monitored quality of the forest resource.
These set-asides are still in a pioneer phase but
application is rapidly expanding because there is
growing demand for these services (Ferraro 2000;
CIC 2000).  Improvement of transfer payment
initiatives must be supported by policy research
(Gutman 2001:10).

6.  Integrate forestry into rural development and
poverty reduction strategies.  Eliminating poverty in
forested regions will involve not just the forest
sector, but other sectors such as agriculture,

infrastructure, sanitation, health, and education.
As such, FBPA must be part of an overall rural
development strategy.  It cannot stand alone.  By
the same token, efforts in other sectors must
recognise the current role of forests in mitigating
and avoiding poverty and its potentially enlarged
role in poverty elimination.  At the national and
local level, forests must be seen as an important
asset to fight poverty (Gordon et al. 1999:20).  A
crucial point of departure for this strategy is to
review national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSP) to assure that, where relevant, they
recognise the importance of forests and include
measures such as those proposed above. 

V.  Summary and conclusion

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, poverty
remains a problem of huge proportions with 1.2
billion people, mostly in developing countries, living
on less than US$1 a day (World Bank 2001:vi).  In
such circumstances, it is important to join forces to
face this moral challenge, and the forest sector
must be examined to understand its potential for
contributing to poverty alleviation. 

This article makes a distinction between two
forms of poverty alleviation in relation to forests.
First, forests resources help marginal people avoid
poverty or mitigate the poverty they are
experiencing.  NTFPs have a special but ambiguous
role in this regard.  On the one hand, their relative
accessibility and low capital requirements make
them valuable safety nets.  On the other hand,
these same qualities may make them poverty traps.
Second, forests can help people lift themselves out
of poverty.  This potential is partly unrealised
because high-value timber tends to attract powerful
competitors and because certain characteristics of
timber make it relatively inaccessible to the poorest
of the poor.

Various forest uses provide both opportunities and
obstacles to alleviating poverty.  Nine types of socio-
political and environmental changes may favor a
greater role for forests in the future, though this is
not assured.  These are: decentralisation; more
secure forest tenure; democratisation; better
governance; over-harvesting and retreat by
concessionaires; growing urban markets; market
deregulation and liberalisation; new technologies;
and greater willingness to pay for environmental
services.

A pro-poor outcome stands the best chance if it
is pursued through policy reform.  A forest-based
poverty alleviation strategy should include the
following elements: establishing a people-centered
agenda; removing tenure and regulatory
restrictions; improving marketing arrangements for
marginal people; creating partnerships between the
poor and forest enterprises; redesigning transfer
payments, and integrating forest-based poverty
efforts into rural development and poverty
reduction strategies.
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In closing, three points deserve emphasis.  First,
it is useful to recall the recent attention to forests
and poverty.  In the 1960s, it was believed that
forests could and would play a key role in alleviating
poverty in developing countries.  In the 1980s,
disillusionment set in with the recognition that the
forecast of the 1960s had been considerably over-
optimistic (Westoby 1987:246-247).  At the dawn of
the new millennium, there is renewed attention to
this topic and new calls for people-centered
forestry.  While certain enabling conditions present
a tentative basis for optimism, substantial benefits
to the poor are unlikely unless they achieve a
degree of political power and influence that they
currently do not have.

Second, natural forests are under severe threat
throughout the developing world, and those of the
poor who depend heavily on them are the people
who stand to suffer most from their disappearance
and degradation by external agents.  The practical
implications of this fact are that equity and social
justice must be raised as additional reasons for
natural forest conservation, and the forest-
dependent poor are a potentially important
constituency in the mobilization to conserve forests.
In some cases, giving them a greater voice assists
not only the poverty alleviation goal, but also forest
conservation.

Lastly, it is important to recognise that much
remains unknown about the relationship between
forest resources and rural livelihoods.  Developing
this knowledge is crucial for designing forest-based
poverty alleviation programs that are effective,
equitable, and long-lasting.  There are three
important areas of inquiry identified by Angelsen
and Wunder (2002:58-61). They urge a more
sophisticated understanding of how forests function
as safety nets, of ways to increase forest income,
and of the significance of cross-cutting issues and
political trends. 
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